
A bout five years ago, Dan 
Miller, principal of the 
two elementary schools in 
the Medford Area School 

District, looked into an anti-bullying 
program for his schools in Medford 
and Stetsonville. However, Miller 
and his staff were quickly turned off 
by the program’s focus on negative 
student behaviors.

“The program didn’t fit our 
schools’ nature,” Miller said. “It’s 
not about what we shouldn’t do, it’s 
about what we should do. We can 
prevent bullying by focusing on posi-
tive behaviors.”

About this time, the state was 
beginning to roll out a new initiative 
— Positive Behavioral Intervention 
and Supports (PBIS) — aimed at 
creating positive school cultures by 
supporting positive behavior. PBIS 
and RtI (Response to Intervention) 
are often linked together — they 
both use a multi-tier framework and 
both are more of a process of change 
and implementation of best practices 
than a program.

“RtI is generally referred to as the 
academic equivalent of PBIS,” said 
Justyn Poluos, Wisconsin PBIS 
Network Coordinator. “They are 
really the same process as they both 
focus on increasing student achieve-
ment through a multi-level system of 
support that includes such things as 
high-quality, evidence-based instruc-

tion and interventions, collaboration 
between staff and with families, and 
use of data to measure implementa-
tion as well as student outcomes.”

The Department of Public 
Instruction describes PBIS as “a 
systemic approach to proactive, 
school-wide behavior based on a 
Response to Intervention (RtI) 
model. PBIS applies evidence-based 
programs, practices and strategies 
for all students to increase academic 
performance, improve safety, 
decrease problem behavior, and 
establish a positive school culture.”

“We teach math, we teach 
reading but we haven’t always 
taught behavior,” Miller said.

Under Miller’s direction, the 
Medford Area Elementary School 
and the Stetsonville Elementary 
School were among some of the first 
to dive into the PBIS training and 
begin to adopt it. Since then, nearly 
1,200 Wisconsin schools have 
received training.  

To get PBIS started, a PBIS 
Support Team was formed and 
Miller and his staff attended PBIS 
trainings. This got Miller and his 
staff thinking about what PBIS could 
look like at their school. 

 “When Medford first got 
involved, we looked at universal 
issues like instruction, our discipline 
checklist, and rewarding students 
with positive behavior,” Miller said.

M  Focusing on Positive 
Behavior

In the first year, Medford’s focus was 
on rewarding positive behavior on a 
universal or school-wide level (Tier 1). 
Each PBIS school rewards positive 
behavior differently, but at Medford, 
teachers give students little paper 
shields when they do something good 
or follow expectations. Students then 
tape their shields onto a large, school-
wide shield in the hallway where 
students, staff and visitors can see the 
number of students meeting school 
expectations. When the school shield 
is full, the students are rewarded with 
a school-wide celebration, like an ice 
cream party.

A big part of a successful PBIS 
program is setting expectations and 
communicating them to students and 
parents. In other words, to reward 
positive behavior, every student 
needs to know what positive 
behavior is and what is expected of 
them. At the Medford and Stetson-
ville elementary schools, the expecta-
tions are posted around the school 
and repeatedly shared with the stu-
dents. These expectations can range 
from the schools’ general expecta-
tion matrix (respect, responsibility, 
safety, and fun) to specific expecta-
tions, such as the correct behavior 
for using the bathroom.

“Not every student comes to 
school with the same set of rules and 

Positive Behavior
PROMOTING

How PBIS is improving student behavior  
and raising achievement  |  Shelby Anderson

June-July 2014   |   13



expectations,” 
Miller said. 

In the second year, 
the Medford PBIS 

program began reaching out 
specifically to students who were 
struggling (Tier II). PBIS strategies 
for helping students who are not 
doing well focus on the students 
taking ownership of their work. 
Struggling students check in and out 
with their teachers each day, stu-
dents have daily progress reports, 
and, at home, the parent signs off on 
their child’s progress. At Medford, 
only about 10 percent of students 
are on the check-in and check-out 
system and by the end of the year, 
most are off of it. Under the 
check-in, check-out system, Sue 
Eloranta, guidance counselor at 
Medford Area Elementary School, 
said that as students track their 
learning and behavior, they begin to 
understand what they need to do to 
improve and, ultimately, get off 
system.

“They can see what they need to 
do to get back on track,” Eloranta 
said. “It gets the students to turn 
around their behaviors themselves.”

The final step of full PBIS imple-
mentation at Medford was insti-
tuting functional behavior 
assessments (Tier III). This is a fairly 
new process that involves working 
with guidance counselors, meeting 
with the parents and student to, 
among other things, identify factors 
regarding student behaviors that 
may not be obvious and provide 
data for developing an effective 
behavior plan. This work is outside 
of the typical special education 
work, which Richelle Crank-Woller, 
Medford special education teacher, 
says helps students who may have 
fallen through the cracks in the past.

“We now have a system in place 
to serve these students that are in 
that gray area,” Crank-Woller said.

M  Role of Data
In Medford, data plays a big role in 
their effective PBIS programs. The 
district uses a database (SWIFT) to 
track everything from individual 

student data (such as referrals) to 
progress of the schools’ students as  
a whole. This data has been crucial 
for not only helping individual stu-
dents, but also guiding the work of 
the schools.

Miller remembers in one instance, 
the data showed that one of the 
elementary schools could benefit 
from another staff person. Miller 
showed this data to the school board 
and the board approved his request. 
Later, Miller was able to come back 
to the board and show them that the 
number of referrals in the school 
dropped dramatically, which was, in 
part, due to the new staff person.

“I took that data to the board 
and was able to tell them ‘What you 
guys did as a board worked and it’s 
directly benefitting our students,’” 
Miller said.

    The school also uses the data 
to monitor its PBIS program and 
make adjustments when needed. 
“You may see things aren’t 
working,” Miller said. “You can use 
the data to fine tune them.” 

On an individual student basis, 
the data is helpful in not only 
tracking the progress of a student 
but also identifying students who 
need help. This can be useful when 
working with parents. 

For example, Miller said he spoke 
with a parent whose child was being 
disruptive. The parent disagreed. 
Miller was able to present the parent 
with data to show exactly how many 
more referrals her child was receiving 
than the average student. Seeing the 
data helped the parent understand 
that her child needed help. 

“It can help parents see their child’s 
behavior objectively,” Miller said.

M  Why PBIS?
In addition to hearing positive feed-
back from schools, numerous studies 
have supported the work of PBIS 
schools. In the Advances in School 
Mental Health Promotion Journal, 
researchers Catherine P. Bradshaw, 
Elise T. Pas, Asha Goldweber, Michael 
S. Rosenberg, and Philip J. Leaf, found 
that well-run PBIS schools have an 
increase in perceived school safety, 

reductions in overall problem behav-
iors, and less bullying.

A study of Canadian schools in 
2011, found links between active 
PBIS schools and high levels of 
student achievement. When students 
feel safe at school, they perform 
better academically.

In 2013, the Medford Area Ele-
mentary School and Stetsonville 
Elementary School, along with 86 
other Wisconsin schools, were 
named to the list of Wisconsin PBIS 
Network Schools of Distinction. 

One thing that sets PBIS apart 
from other student discipline strate-
gies is that it focuses attention on all 
students, not just the students with 
behavior problems. For instance, in 
Medford, the elementary schools give 

5 Stages 
of PBIS Implementation

STAGE 1: Purpose Building 
(Exploration) The goal of the 
purpose building stage is to 
select the right evidence-based 
program.

STAGE 2: Infrastructure (Instal-
lation) Refers to making the 
structural and instrumental 
changes necessary to imple-
ment PBIS within a school.

STAGE 3: Initial Implementation 
During the initial implementa-
tion stage, individuals begin to 
put into practice all that has 
been planned for during explora-
tion and installation.

STAGE 4: Full Implementation  
Ooccurs when PBIS is integrated 
into the school and district 
systems. 

STAGE 5: Sustainability Can 
and should be planned for early 
in the implementation process 
and examined at each stage.
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out approximately nine shields (posi-
tive) for every referral (negative). 

“We know we are reaching  
every student at a universal level,” 
Miller said. 

Now in the fourth year of its PBIS 
program, the Medford elementary 
schools are seeing other positive 
changes. With clear expectations in 
place for students, Miller said staff 
feel supported in their efforts to curb 
negative behavior and data shows 
that the number of student infrac-
tions is decreasing. More importantly, 
PBIS is changing the school’s culture.

“Rather than hearing about the 
bad things that happen in a day, we 
tend to hear about the positive 
things,” Miller said. “Students get 
excited and enjoy being here; and 
families that move to our school 
comment how the culture here is 
different and more focused on the 
good things kids do.” n

Anderson is editor of Wisconsin School News. 
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WASB
BUSINESS  
HONOR ROLL

The WASB invites member school boards 
to submit the names of up to five local 
businesses, including newspapers or other 
media, that have been helpful to your 
school district over the past year. 

Tell us who they are and what they have 
done for your schools, and we will help 
you promote your business partnerships. 

•	 All	nominated	businesses	will	be	posted	
on	the	WASB	website	for	one	year.

•	 	Districts	will	be	provided	a	sample	
press	release	and	a	personalized	
certificate	to	present	to	the	
business(es).

•	 Select	nominees	and	the	stories	of	their		
successful	partnerships	will	be	featured	
in	the	Wisconsin	School	News.

Recognize the local businesses that support your schools -  
Nominate them for the 2014 WASB Business Honor Roll

Submit your Business Honor Roll nominations at wasb.org by Friday, August 15, 2014!


