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Positive Behavior Support (PBS) is an evi-
dence-based approach used to design inclu-
sive environments and prevent and decrease
challenging behavior (Kincaid et al., 2016). PBS
was first described in the 1980s as a per-
son-centered and effective way to improve life
outcomes and reduce challenging behavior
for people with significant disabilities. It was
developed as an alternative to commonly used
punishment-based interventions. Over time,
PBS expanded into a broader system that can
support all the students in a school or district,
including students with significant cognitive

IES @

Center

CENTER ON

O 1 PBIS

disabilities. School-wide Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) is a three-
tiered system now used in schools across the
U.S. and is often combined with a three-tiered
system of academic support to form a com-
prehensive Multi-tiered System of Support
(MTSS).

PBIS is designed to support all students. How-
ever, many students with significant cognitive
disabilities, especially those served in self-con-
tained special education settings, do not al-
ways receive the full range of support within
PBIS (Walker et al., 2018). This Brief discusses
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ways to design PBIS systems that are accessi-
ble to all students. It describes the importance
of including all students in PBIS structures
and gives practical strategies to help schools
achieve this goal. It ends with the story of a
student who benefited from full access to his
school’'s PBIS system.

“As a matter of best practice, we strongly
encourage schools to consider how the
implementation of behavioral supports
within the IEP could be facilitated through
a school-wide, multi-tiered behavioral
framework.”

Swenson & Ryder, 2016

Continuum of Practices within a
PBIS Framework

Schools use a PBIS framework to devel-

op a continuum of practices that supports
students’ social, emotional, and behavioral
growth. A representative school leadership
team, which includes and engages students
and families, develops and contextualizes the
specific practices for each school. In Tier 1
PBIS, supports typically include selecting,
defining, and teaching all students three to
five positive behavioral expectations and how
to demonstrate them. For example, the ex-
pectation of “Responsibility” in the cafeteria
may mean throwing away your trash. In the
hallway, it might refer to getting to class on
time. On the playground, it could mean taking
care of the environment. These setting-spe-
cific definitions are posted around the school
and referred to throughout the day. School
personnel acknowledge students when they
meet the expectations. Staff may also use
various skill-building and supportive strategies
for responding to and redirecting challenging
behavior when it occurs.

Tier 2 PBIS practices are used with students
who need support beyond that offered by

Tier 1 alone. In Tier 2, classroom environ-
ments are observed to see what may be cre-
ating barriers to student success. Check-in/
Check-out (CICO) is a common and effective
Tier 2 PBIS intervention (Hawken et al., 2015).
CICO provides students with adult “check-ins”
at the beginning of the day and “check-outs”
at the end of the day. Students receive specific
and positive feedback, support, and encour-
agement to meet their behavioral goals. CICO
can be used with any number of students

and is relatively simple to implement. Schools
often adopt a menu of Tier 2 interventions,
which they select based on data that indicate a
match with student need.

Tier 3 PBIS provides individualized behavior
intervention for students who need addi-
tional support to benefit from Tiers 1 and

2. Tier 3 support uses functional behavioral
assessment to create function-based behavior
support plans for students with significant,
ongoing, and complex behavioral needs. Stu-
dent-specific teams may also consider addi-
tional supports, coordinated in Tier 3 through
a wraparound or person-centered planning
process.

The goal of PBIS is to provide a continuum of
social, emotional, and behavioral support to
all students. However, some misperceptions
prevent PBIS from being fully accessible to all.
First, PBIS is often misunderstood as a general
education system that does not include stu-
dents with disabilities served outside of gener-
al education classrooms. This misunderstand-
ing and persistent exclusionary placement
practices can result in students with significant
cognitive disabilities not having full access to
all tiers of PBIS. Another assumption—that
students with significant cognitive disabilities
“automatically” require Tier 3 behavior sup-
port—also creates barriers to full PBIS access.
This assumption can lead to a determination
that students with significant cognitive disabil-
ities are not likely to benefit from Tier 1 and 2
supports. Students are then prevented from
being included in programs and supports at
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those tiers (Simonsen et al., 2020). As a result,
these students often miss out on the social,
emotional, behavioral, and academic benefits
of accessing all three tiers of PBIS on an ongo-
ing basis.

Importance of Including Each and
Every Student in PBIS

The intent of PBIS is to support all students
within a fully inclusive framework (Horner et
al., 2017). Students with significant cognitive
disabilities typically spend most of the day in
separate, special education settings (Kleinert
et al,, 2015). As a result, they may have limit-
ed or no access to the school-wide aspects of
PBIS. By promoting greater access to inclusive
settings and ensuring that PBIS is available
to every student no matter their placement,
schools can provide students with significant
cognitive disabilities increased opportunities
to participate in and benefit from behavior
supports available to their peers without
disabilities (Loman et al., 2018; Walker et al.,
2018).

There are a variety of reasons to include stu-
dents with significant cognitive disabilities in
all aspects of PBIS. First, not all students who
require intensive, individualized (Tier 3) ac-
ademic support also need the same level of
behavior support. Even those students who do
require Tier 3 behavior support can also bene-
fit from school-wide behavior support practic-
es. For example, all students, including those
with significant cognitive disabilities, can ben-
efit from Tier 1 practices such as predictable
classroom routines, clearly defined behavioral
expectations, increased prompts for positive
behavior, and more positive feedback than
corrective feedback (Simonsen et al., 2020).
Consistent access to these types of support at
Tier 1 can prevent some students with signifi-
cant cognitive disabilities from needing more
targeted or intensive behavioral interventions
and can help foster inclusion of students who
have more intensive behavior support needs.

Second, all students, including students with
significant cognitive disabilities, benefit when
their Tier 3 behavior supports correspond to
the school-wide system. For example, school-
wide reward systems provide increased op-
portunities for positive reinforcement for spe-
cific appropriate behaviors in various school
environments and from a variety of adults.
This consistency across settings can help
students with significant cognitive disabilities
generalize these behaviors more easily and
increase the likelihood they will be successful
in general education classrooms. The story
provided later in this Brief provides an exam-
ple of how this can look.

A third reason to include students with signif-
icant cognitive disabilities in all tiers of PBIS
is that PBIS has consistently been shown to
reduce schools' use of detention, restraint,
and seclusion (Grasley-Boy et al., 2019; Lee &
Gage, 2020). Although students with disabil-
ities make up only about 12% of total school
enrollmentin the U.S., they experience more
than half of all suspensions, restraints, and
seclusions (Office of Civil Rights, 2018). A
critical feature of PBIS is developing a school-
wide and instructional approach to discipline,
focused on teaching and prompting expect-
ed behavior and redirecting challenging be-
havior. This type of approach can limit the
overuse of traditional exclusionary discipline
consequences.

Finally, by defining and explicitly teaching
school-wide expectations, PBIS offers the
opportunity to build more inclusive school
cultures. By intentionally and meaningfully
including students with significant cognitive
disabilities in all aspects of PBIS, schools can
demonstrate commitment to inclusion. They
can also foster understanding and acceptance
of differences and help to ensure all students,
including those with disabilities, are treated
with dignity and respect by all staff and peers.
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Practical Strategies for Including
Each and Every Student in PBIS

There are school-wide, classroom-wide, and
student-specific strategies to provide all stu-
dents with access to PBIS. Four keys to pro-
viding access to all PBIS tiers for students with
significant cognitive disabilities include:

+ collaborative teaming between general and
special educators;

+ joint professional development for all
teachers;

* Universal Design for Learning (UDL; CAST,
2018);

* linking Tier 3 individualized behavior sup-
port plans with school-wide PBIS.

Collaborative Teaming

Special education teachers are often not
involved in their schools’ PBIS teams (Shuster
et al., 2017). Including special education teach-
ers and other school personnel who support
students with significant cognitive disabilities
(e.g., paraprofessional, speech-language pa-
thologist, assistive technology specialist, be-
havior analyst) in these collaborative teams

is essential. These individuals have expertise
that can support the development, implemen-
tation, and monitoring of effective PBIS sup-
ports that are accessible to all students.

Joint Professional Development

Special education personnel should be includ-
ed in all PBIS professional development and
training activities. Joint training ensures that
all school members have the information to
provide behavior support across all tiers of
PBIS for all students. In addition, when PBIS
training includes information on how students
with significant cognitive disabilities can partic-
ipate in PBIS, access to appropriate and mean-
ingful PBIS support in inclusive school-wide
settings is likely to improve (Kurth & Zagona,
2018).

Universal Design for Learning

Walker and Loman (2021) recommended

that schools consider the principles of UDL to
meet the needs of all students participating in
PBIS, including those with significant cognitive
disabilities. Supports designed with UDL prin-
ciples in mind provide students with multiple
means of engagement, representation, and
action and expression (CAST, 2018). Table 1
provides examples of applying UDL to each
element of PBIS.

In addition, embedding evidence-based edu-
cational practices that address the needs of
students with significant cognitive disabilities
into the teaching of school-wide expectations
can increase student success. These practices
include peer-mediated supports, systematic
instruction, and visual supports (Browder et
al., 2014; Hume et al., 2021). For example, add-
ing visual supports (e.g., photos) to posters
displaying school-wide expectations and set-
ting-specific definitions will benefit students
with significant cognitive disabilities. This may
also help others, including English learners
and students who are not yet fluent readers.
Other strategies include offering students
choices and using familiar instructional mate-
rials and interventions (e.g., first-then board,
social narratives). In addition, breaking down
routines and procedures into smaller, accessi-
ble chunks (task analysis) and increasing prac-
tice opportunities are important to support
student learning.

Tier 2 support may also need to be adapted
using a UDL approach. CICO uses a daily prog-
ress report (DPR) card to monitor and reward
school-wide or individual behavior goals. It
has five steps: (1) check in with an adult and
review DPR and daily goals, (2) receive teacher
feedback throughout the day, (3) check out
with an adult and receive encouragement,

(4) take DPR home for guardians to sign and
reward appropriate behavior, and (5) return
DPR to school (Hawken et al., 2015). Possible
adaptations that may support individuals with
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Table 1. Application of Universal Design for Learning to Elements of PBIS

UDL Elements

Multiple Means of Multiple Means of Multiple Means of Action
PBIS Elements Engagement Representation and Expression
Teaching school-wide Short and focused * Visual supports * Planned practice
expectations lessons * Modeling opportunities with a va-
Frequent reinforce- * Role-play riety of staff in a variety
ment * Songs of settings
Student preferences * Videos » Drawing
+ Familiar visuals such » Writing
as first/then boards + AAC
* Naturally occurring » Pointing to pictures
prompts » Multiple-choice ques-
* Peer models tions
* Role-play
Teaching school-wide Incorporate student » Contingency maps * Drawing
acknowledgment preferences (visual representation » Writing
systems Pair current reward/ of how the student can + AAC
token systems with earn a reward) » Pointing to pictures
school-wide system » Familiar visuals (e.g., * Multiple-choice ques-
“l am working for” tions
board) * Role-play
* Peer models
» Naturally occurring
prompts
Assessing student Use game format * Role-play » Demonstration of be-
knowledge of school- Assess skills in natural * Modeling haviors across school
wide expectations and environments * PBIS classroom environments
reward systems Provide frequent rein- matrix with words and * Request tokens at
forcement pictures appropriate times
* Peer models * Drawing
» Writing
+ AAC
» Pointing to pictures
» Multiple-choice ques-
tions
* Role-play

significant cognitive disabilities include:

adding visual aids (e.g., familiar picture

symbols) to the DPR;

providing more immediate feedback by
increasing the frequency of opportunities
to check in with an adult (e.g., at the end of

each classroom activity);

embedding familiar or individualized re-
ward systems (e.g., tokens).

Linking Tier 3 with School-wide
Supports.

Two strategies can be used to link compo-
nents of PBIS to students’ individualized be-
havior support plans. First, incorporate the
language used in Tier 1 school-wide expec-
tations into Tier 3 behavior goals. Second,
include the Tier 1 school-wide acknowledg-
ment system (e.g., tokens) into the student's
individualized reward system. For example, an
individual goal to ask for a break can be linked
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to the PBIS expectation “Be responsible.” This
language could be incorporated into verbal
praise in the following way, “Nice asking for a
break. You are being responsible.” In addition,
the student's token board could be redesigned
to use PBIS tokens in place of stars or coins.

The Big Take-away

The goal of PBIS is to create an inclusive
school-wide culture that promotes and sup-
ports positive social, emotional, behavioral,
and academic outcomes for all students.
Providing meaningful access to all tiers of PBIS
to students with significant cognitive disabili-
ties increases their membership in the school
community while also leading to improved
outcomes.

Quinn’s Story

Quinn is an 8th grader who attends a ru-

ral K-12 school. His IEP identifies him as a
student with multiple disabilities, including

a significant cognitive disability. Quinn is a
friendly and outgoing young man with exten-
sive support needs. He communicates using
an augmentative and alternative communi-
cation (AAC) device and enjoys interacting
with friends. His device allows him to interact
socially, request items and activities, and ap-
propriately refuse to participate in activities.
Quinn accesses 8th-grade general education
standards using specially designed instruction
and adapted materials. He has a history of
challenging behavior that includes lying down,
yelling, throwing materials, pushing, and
hitting. Challenging behavior occurs during
transitions or when he is asked to complete
non-preferred tasks and activities. He has had
an individualized behavior support plan for
the past several years. In addition, his school
had been implementing PBIS for four years.
Still, he has not been provided with access to
the Tier 1 or Tier 2 behavior supports used by
his grade-level peers.

Before Access to PBIS

Quinn’s IEP indicated he was included in gen-
eral education classrooms for approximately
50% of the school day, with the remaining
50% in a special education classroom. Unfor-
tunately, when staff felt he was having a “bad
day,” Quinn frequently remained in the special
education classroom for the entire day.

Providing Quinn with Access to PBIS

The school’s PBIS expectations of Respect,
Responsibility, and Cooperation provided the
base for Quinn'’s access to the school-wide
system. In addition to his individualized behav-
ior support plan (which included a daily visual
schedule and advance notice of transitions),
he was explicitly taught the specific behaviors
needed to demonstrate the school-wide ex-
pectations across all areas of the school. He
was rewarded when he demonstrated those
behaviors. Visual supports were added to
posters displaying expectations in all common
areas. They were used to remind Quinn what
he needed to do before entering a specific
area (e.g., hallway). Quinn surprised everyone
with his ability to demonstrate these skills.

All of Quinn’s peers and teachers knew the
behavioral expectations and could remind
and reward him throughout the day. Because
he already had strong peer relationships,
reminders and praise from his classmates
motivated him to use his new skills. Quinn's
individualized behavior support plan was also
modified to use the same language, prompts,
and rewards as the school-wide system. He
appeared to like that his behavior plan was
not all that different from the other students’
plans, and he did not mind receiving the addi-
tional reminders he needed to be successful.

After Access to PBIS

Although Quinn’s challenging behavior is not
completely gone, it decreased dramatically.
In general education classes, staff feel more
able to support him. He enjoys being with his
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friends and is more engaged in educational
activities than in the special education class-
room. Quinn’s communication and social skills
have also improved. This has helped him to
build stronger relationships with his friends
and teachers. Over time, he has consistently
increased his participation and learning in
general education classes alongside his peers.
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