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Effective school discipline policies and practices result in safe and supportive schools that, in turn, 
facilitate successful student achievement. School discipline policies must be carefully grounded in the 
research so that corresponding evidence-based practices can be consistently implemented. Research 
clearly supports that policies and practices with overly harsh and punitive focus are ineffective, and can 
produce unintended consequences that disadvantage some students and foster negative school climate. 
In contrast, effective school discipline is defined by those policies and practices which adhere to a 
multitiered model of service delivery framed within a positive, comprehensive, and coordinated focus.  
   
Negative Outcomes Associated With Overly Harsh and Punitive Approaches 
 
In December 2012, Susan Gorin (Executive Director) submitted written testimony on behalf of the 
National Association of School Psychologists regarding ending the school-to-prison pipeline. In that 
testimony, the unintended consequences of overly harsh and punitive policies and practices such as zero 
tolerance were clearly outlined. Highlights regarding the unintended impact of zero tolerance policies 
included (a) expanded application of mandatory suspension and expulsion beyond students bringing 
weapons to school to a wide range of behavioral infractions (e.g., minor classroom disruption) (e.g., 
Eliason, Horner, & May, 2013; Skiba, 2002), (b) negative consequences of zero tolerance on individual 
students and overall school climate, (c) disproportionate application of punitive discipline practices (e.g., 
Losen & Skiba, 2010), and (d) resultant burdening of the juvenile justice system (e.g. Skiba, 2012). Simply 
put, we know that overly harsh and punitive policies and practices are ineffective in supporting student 
success in all domains of functioning.   
 
Given that policies such as “zero tolerance” do not work in fostering implementation of evidence-based 
practices around student behavior, it is important to address what we do know works. Effective school 
discipline policies and practices are positive, comprehensive, and coordinated, and they extend school-
wide to address a continuum of needs within and across settings. 
 
Evidence-Based Approaches to Address Student Behavior and Discipline 
 
[Evidence-based means that an approach has met a standard, developed by an objective party, which 
increases confidence in the effectiveness of the practice.] 
 
Research has supported that a positively framed and prevention-focused systems approach to behavior 
management offers an effective strategy for reducing behavior problems as well as improving school 
climate and student achievement (e.g., Bradshaw, Waasdorp, & Leaf, 2012; Lewis & Sugai, 1999). Given 
that student behavioral health can both facilitate and obstruct academic achievement (e.g., Atkins, 
Frazier, Adil, & Talbott, 2003; Bradley, Doolittle, & Bartolotta, 2008; Catalano, Haggerty, Oseterle, 
Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004), implementing approaches that can reduce problematic and increase 
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adaptive behaviors as early as possible is important. Early exposure to such evidence-based approaches 
has been presented as relevant to preventing pathways of persistent behavior and academic challenges 
(Bradshaw et al., 2008; McIntosh, Horner, Chard, Boland, & Good, 2006). 
 
Positive 
In their literature review on school connectedness, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(2009) noted that “Students are more likely to engage in healthy behaviors and succeed academically 
when they feel connected to school (p 5).” A positive approach to school discipline is an essential 
prerequisite to school connectedness. A positive approach is grounded in a framework involving adult 
support (time, interest, attention, emotional support), stable peer connections, commitment to the 
importance of education by students and adults, and a positive physical and psychosocial environment 
(CDC, 2009).  A positive approach involves problem-solving to prevent negative behavior through 
implementation of a consistent set of practices for teaching and reinforcing expected behavior (Epstein 
et al., 2008; Gorin, 2012). 
 
Comprehensive and Coordinated 
A comprehensive and coordinated approach involving early identification and intervention is a critical 
feature of effective school discipline practices. Without a system for early identification and treatment, 
behavior problems may persist and become more resistant to intervention efforts over time (Bradley, 
Doolittle, & Bartolotta, 2008). Romer and McIntosh (2005) found that the factor that most consistently 
predicted school effectiveness in handling student mental health issues included “a well-defined and 
coordinated process for identifying and referring students and for diagnosing and treatment.” Selected 
processes for initial identification and continued evaluation of responsiveness must be comprehensive 
yet not overburdensome to the system (Chafouleas, 2011). Connections between data decisions and 
selection, implementation, and continuation of intervention supports must be routine in order to result 
in efficient and effective use of resources. 
 
School-Wide  
Prevention practices that result in benefit to all students and staff form the initial step in effective 
school discipline that fosters a safe and supportive learning environment. However, a multitiered 
framework of support is needed to meet a continuum of instructional and behavioral needs, including 
the unique and intensive needs for some students.  A school-wide focus includes both primary 
prevention (all students) as well as the comprehensive and coordinated process for provision of more 
intensive supports to students who are nonresponsive to primary prevention efforts (Tilly, 2008; 
National Center on Response to Intervention, 2010). More intensive supports continue to utilize a 
positively focused approach to teaching and reinforcing expected behavior.  
 
In summary, components of an evidence-based approach to address student behavior and discipline 
include: positive, comprehensive and coordinated, and school-wide. Further understanding as to how 
these components work together are illustrated in the 2008 practice guide on reducing behavior 
problems in elementary school settings, produced by the Institute for Education Sciences. The guide 
reflects expert synthesis of the literature into five recommendations for practice. A summary of those 
recommendations, including subexamples and degree of supporting evidence, can be found in Table 1.  
 
To begin, the first recommendation centers on the need to use data to understand what the problem is 
and why it is happening as prerequisites to effective intervention decisions. Our work to develop Direct 
Behavior Rating (DBR) as a defensible and efficient data tool has suggested that core behavioral 
competencies for intervention focus may include respectful, nondisruptive, and academically engaged 



behaviors (Chafouleas, 2011; Chafouleas et al., in press). Information regarding student display of these 
behaviors across activities can assist in determining situations in which the student is not likely to be 
fully accessing quality instruction. 
 
The second and third recommendations require use of data to determine which intervention supports to 
implement. Reviews of literature on specific intervention strategies or programs can be essential piece 
to forming a match between the presenting problem and what has been found to work for other 
students and under which circumstances. For example, recent meta-analyses on behavior supports of 
group contingency and self-management have been conducted in an attempt to identify not only if the 
strategy is effective, but for whom and under which conditions (Maggin, Briesch, & Chafouleas, 2013; 
Maggin, Johnson, Chafouleas, Ruberto, & Berggren, 2012). Both strategies are evidence-based, but 
application in practice can and should be modified to best fit the presenting problem. As a brief 
illustration, for one situation an individualized student self-management plan with substantial assistance 
from an adult might be appropriate (Chafouleas, Sanetti, Kilgus, & Maggin, 2012). In contrast, a situation 
with overall high rates of problematic behavior across students in a class might be addressed through 
use of the self-management strategy packaged with a group contingency and implemented at the 
classroom level (Chafouleas, Sanetti, Jaffery, & Fallon, 2012).  
 
The fourth and fifth recommendations illustrate need for communication and coordination of 
information around student behavior.  Processes that facilitate communication to build collaborative 
relationships to engage students, families, and communities along with school staff in creating a positive 
school climate are important. Use of a well-defined and coordinated process for data review assists in 
understanding the level at which supports are most critical, and engagement of relevant parties in a 
partnership can enhance ability to match supports to the particular context.  A multi-tiered approach to 
provision of supports offers a strong framework to guide decision making as a “one size fits all” 
approach to service delivery is ineffective.  
 
Roles of School Psychologists and Other Specialized Support Personnel in Effective School Discipline 
 
Schools have become the de facto setting for connection to and provision of behavioral health services. 
For example, population-based studies indicate that schools are the most common entry points into 
mental health services for youth, with more than half of families accessing services through the 
education sector (Farmer, Burns, Phillips, Angold, & Costello, 2003). School personnel must be ready and 
able to assist students and families with their behavioral needs, and to do so require the skills of 
specialized support personnel.  
 
School psychologists play a key role in successful implementation of multitiered systems of support, 

including specialized focus on behavioral needs. School psychologists possess critical skills in areas such 

as (a) consultation within and across family–school–community systems, (b) coordination of data 

collection and decision making to identify those in need and evaluate effectiveness of chosen supports, 

(c) selection and design of appropriate intervention supports, and (d) supporting sustained 

implementation of general supports and direct provision of more intensive supports (Cowan, 

Vaillancourt, Rossen, & Pollitt, 2013). Domains of school psychology training and practice have a base of 

evidence, as documented in a recent synthesis which supported the effectiveness of services across 

tiered levels of support and grade level (Burns Kanive, Zaslofsky, & Parker, 2013). In addition, training 

includes unique emphasis on research and evaluation skills necessary for accountability and evidence-



based practice (Ysseldkye et al., 2006). For example, large-scale implementation of school-wide positive 

behavior supports requires consideration of a complex interplay of variables to build an appropriate 

projection (Blonigen et al., 2008; Horner et al., 2012). Taken together, school psychologists are well 

positioned to accurately identify critical needs around school discipline practices, and to work within 

systems to maximize use of existing resources in a challenging economic climate.   

Closing Comments 
 
It is essential for federal legislators to work toward policies that can facilitate consistent implementation 
of effective school discipline practices, which include a positive, coordinated, comprehensive, and 
school-wide focus. As an education researcher working to synthesize and extend our knowledge about 
effective behavior practices, as a prior school psychology practitioner providing services within diverse 
and challenging student populations and settings, and as a parent of a three school-aged children, I urge 
you to push forward with policies that can ensure every student attends a safe and supportive school 
that provides high quality instruction coupled with positive discipline practices. I respectfully offer my 
assistance in providing evidence-based information to move such an agenda forward, and can be 
contacted at sandra.chafouleas@uconn.edu.    
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Table 1. Evidence-Based Recommendations for Effective Behavior Practices 
Recommendation Level of Evidence 

1. Identify the specifics of the problem behavior and the conditions that prompt and 
reinforce it. 

 Concretely describe the behavior problem and its effect on learning. 

 Observe and record the frequency and context of the problem behavior. 

 Identify what prompts and reinforces the problem behavior. 

moderate 

2. Modify the classroom learning environment to decrease problem behavior. 

 Revisit, re-practice, and reinforce classroom behavior expectations. 

 Modify the classroom environment to encourage instructional momentum. 

 Adapt or vary instructional strategies to increase opportunities for academic 
success and engagement. 

strong 

3. Teach and reinforce new skills to increase appropriate behavior and preserve a 
positive classroom climate. 

 Identify where the student needs explicit instruction for appropriate 
behavior. 

 Teach skills by providing examples, practice, and feedback. 

 Manage consequences so that reinforcers are provided for appropriate 
behavior and withheld for inappropriate behavior. 

strong 

4. Draw on relationships with professional colleagues and students’ families for 
continued guidance and support. 

 Collaborate with other teachers for continued guidance and support. 

 Build collaborative partnerships with school, district, and community 
behavior experts who can consult with teachers when problems are serious 
enough to warrant help from outside the classroom. 

 Encourage parents and other family members to participate as active 
partners in teaching and reinforcing appropriate behavior. 

moderate 

5. Assess whether school-wide behavior problems warrant adopting school-wide 
strategies or programs and, if so, implement ones shown to reduce negative and 
foster positive interactions. 

 Address schoolwide behavior issues by involving a school improvement 
team. 

 Collect information on the hot spots throughout the school, such as the 
frequency of particular schoolwide behavior problems and when and where 
they occur. 

 Monitor implementation and outcomes using an efficient method of data 
collection and allow ample time for the program to work. 

 If warranted, adopt a packaged intervention program that fits well with 
identified behavior problem(s) and the school context. 

moderate 

Source: Epstein, M., Atkins, M., Cullinan, D., Kutash, K., & Weaver, R. (2008). Reducing behavior problems in the 
elementary school classroom: A practice guide (NCEE #2008-012). Washington, DC: National Center for Education 
Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. Retrieved from 
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/publications/practiceguides. 
  



References 
 
Atkins, M. S., Frazier, S. L., Adil, J. A., & Talbott, E. (2003). School-based mental health services in urban 

communities. In M. Weist, S. Evans, & N. Tashman (Eds.), Handbook of school mental health: 
Advancing practice and research (pp. 165−178). New York, NY: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers. 

Blonigen, B. A. , Harbaugh, W. T., Singell, L. D., Horner, R. H., Irvin, L. K., & Smolkwski, K. S. (2008). 
Application of economic analyses to school-wide positive behavior support (SWPBS) programs. 
Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 10, 5–19. 

Bradley, R., Doolittle, J., & Bartolotta, R. (2008). Building on the data and adding to the discussion: The 

experiences and outcomes of students with emotional disturbance. Journal of Behavioral Education, 

17, 4–23. 

Bradshaw, C. P., Waasdorp, T. E., & Leaf, P. J. (2012). Effects of school-wide positive behavioral 
interventions and supports on child behavior problems. Pediatrics, 130, 1136–1145. 
doi:10.1542/peds.2012-0243 

Burns, M. K., Kanive, R., Zaslofsky, A. F., & Parker, D. C. (2013, Spring). Mega-analysis of school 
psychology blueprint for training and practice domains. School Psychology Forum, 7, 13–28.  

Catalano, R. F., Haggerty, K. P., Oseterle, S., Fleming, C. B., & Hawkins, J. D. (2004). The importance of 
bonding to school for health development: Findings from the Social Development Research Group. 
Journal of School Health, 74, 252−261. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2009). School connectedness: Strategies for increasing 
protective factors among youth. Atlanta, GA: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 

Chafouleas, S. M. (2011). Direct Behavior Rating: A review of the issues and research in its development. 
Education and Treatment of Children, 34, 575–591. 

Chafouleas, S. M., Kilgus, S. P., Jaffery, R., Riley-Tillman, T. C., Welsh, M., & Christ, T. J. (in press). Direct 
Behavior Rating as a school-based behavior screener for elementary and middle grades. Journal of 
School Psychology.  

Chafouleas, S. M., Sanetti, L. M. H., Jaffery, R., & Fallon, L. (2012). Research to practice: An evaluation of 
a class-wide intervention package involving self-management and a group contingency on behavior 
of middle school students. Journal of Behavioral Education, 21, 34–57. doi:10.1007/s10864-011-
9135-8 

Chafouleas, S. M., Sanetti, L. M. H., Kilgus, S. P., & Maggin, D. M. (2012). Evaluating sensitivity to 
behavioral change across consultation cases using Direct Behavior Rating Single-Item Scales (DBR-
SIS). Exceptional Children, 78, 491–505. 

Chafouleas, S. M., Volpe, R. J., Gresham, F. M., & Cook, C. (2010). School-based behavioral assessment 
within problem-solving models: Current status and future directions. School Psychology Review, 34, 
343–349. 

Cowan, K. C., Vaillancourt, K., Rossen, E., & Pollitt, K. (2013). A framework for safe and successful schools 
[Brief]. Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists. 

Eliason, B. M., Horner, R. H., & May, S. L. (2013, January). Evaluation brief: Out-of-school suspension for 
minor misbehavior. Retrieved from 
http://www.pbis.org/common/pbisresources/publications/EvaluationBrief_130122_revised.pdf  

Epstein, M., Atkins, M., Cullinan, D., Kutash, K., & Weaver, R. (2008). Reducing behavior problems in the 
elementary school classroom: A practice guide (NCEE #2008-012). Washington, DC: National Center 
for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department 
of Education. Retrieved from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/publications/practiceguides 

Farmer, E. M. Z., Burns, B. J., Phillips, S. D., Angold, A., & Costello, E. J. (2003). Pathways into and 
through mental health services for children and adolescents. Psychiatric Services, 54, 60–66. 

http://www.pbis.org/common/pbisresources/publications/EvaluationBrief_130122_revised.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/publications/practiceguides


Gorin, S. (2012, December). NASP written testimony for Senate hearing on ending the school to prison 
pipeline. Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists. Retrieved from 
http://www.nasponline.org/advocacy/docs/Dubin_Graham_12_10_12.pdf  

Losen, D., & Skiba, R., (2010). Suspended education: Urban middle schools in crisis. Retrieved from: 
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12education/schooldiscipline/suspended-education-
urban-middle-schools-in-crisis/Suspended-Education_FINAL-2.pdf 

Maggin, D. M., Briesch, A. M., & Chafouleas, S. M. (2013). An application of the What Works 
Clearinghouse standards for evaluating single-subject research: Synthesis of the self-management 
literature-base. Remedial and Special Education, 34, 44–58. 

Maggin, D. M., Johnson, A. J., Chafouleas, S. M., Ruberto, L. M., & Berggren, M. (2012). A systematic 
evidence review of school-based group contingency interventions for students with challenging 
behavior. Journal of School Psychology, 50, 625–654. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2012.06.001 

McIntosh, K., Horner, R. H., Chard, D. J., Boland, J. B., & Good, R. H. (2006). The use of reading and 
behavior screening measures to predict nonresponse to school-wide positive behavior support: A 
longitudinal analysis. School Psychology Review, 35, 275–291. 

National Center on Response to Intervention. (March 2010). Essential Components of RTI – A Closer Look 
at Response to Intervention. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special 
Education Programs, National Center on Response to Intervention. Retrieved from 
http://www.rti4success.org/resourcetype/essential-components-rti-closer-look-response-
intervention 

Skiba, R. J. (2002). Special education and school discipline: A precarious balance. Behavioral Disorders, 
27, 81–97. 

Skiba, R. J. (2012). Racial and ethnic disproportionality in special education. In J. A. Banks (Ed.), 
Encyclopedia of Diversity in Education. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Tilly III, W. D. (2008). The evolution of school psychology to science-based practice: Problem solving and 
the three-tiered model. In A. Thomas & J. Grimes (Eds.), Best practices in school psychology V (pp. 
17–36). Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists. 

Ysseldyke, J., Burns, M., Dawson, P., Kelley, B., Morrison, D., Ortiz, S., … Telzrow, C. (2006). School 
psychology: A blueprint for training and practice III. Bethesda, MD: National Association of School 
Psychologists. 

 

http://www.nasponline.org/advocacy/docs/Dubin_Graham_12_10_12.pdf
http://www.rti4success.org/resourcetype/essential-components-rti-closer-look-response-intervention
http://www.rti4success.org/resourcetype/essential-components-rti-closer-look-response-intervention

