
>> So it is just a pleasure for me today to introduce Dr. George Sugai to be closing our conference.  He is 

the Professor and Carole J. Neag Endowed Chair at the Neag School for Education at the University of 

Connecticut.  Dr. Sugai's research and practice interests include school-wide positive behavioral 

interventions and supports, emotional and behavioral disorders, applied behavior analysis, organizational 

management, and classroom and behavior management.  Please join me in welcoming Dr. Sugai. 

>> Hello, everyone. 

>> Hello. 

>> Great.  Nice to see you all.  It's wonderful to be here.  I really do appreciate the chance to give you sort 

of some closing comments for you to think about the conference.  I understand that most of your brains 

are overflowing.  You've had lots of good experiences.  What I'm hoping to be able to do this afternoon is 

to give you some things to think about as you leave, especially around this theme of culture, race, and so 

forth, and how do we think about the context in which we do Positive Behavior Support and Multi-Tiered 

Systems of Support.  So I really do appreciate you hanging out and spending the last half an hour or 35 

minutes or so with us so I can kind of give you some things to think about with respect to this wonderful 

conference that you do have.  It's always a treat to come.  I've heard that you have one of the highest 

numbers of participants.  So it's really kind of neat to see how Pennsylvania has grown their PBIS and 

PBS efforts.  If you do need to leave early, the code you need you have is 247--I have no idea.  Okay.  

Here we go.  So I am at the University of Connecticut and I am proud to be able to say that I co-direct the 

national center.  Our center's website is pbis.org.  And the reason I want to give you that is primarily 

because of--if you click on presentations and if you click on it now, the slides that I'm going to share with 

you this afternoon are there already.  They're a little bit out of order because I've been changing things 

around for the most part, but if you're interested, you can go ahead and look--go and pull that down or 

pretend like you're checking your emails, whichever you'd like to do.  But the materials are there, so you 

really don't have to take notes, unless, like, as I always kid, you're OC and want to, but the idea, again, is 

to give you some thoughts, some things to think about.  I'm pretty excited about this particular picture 

because we just got refunded for another five year cycle for our center.  We've been going now for 15 

years.  And the reason why I want to share that with you is because our success at the federal level is 

because of the success you are having at the state level.  We--I go around the country quite a bit, sharing 

what goes on at the center, and we continually brag about what's happening in places like Pennsylvania 

because of your ability to systematically scale up as well as stay close to sort of the key features of what 

we do.  So I do want to acknowledge everybody in the room, I mean, the presenters, the participants who 

are here, the researchers, the people from the state department, and the districts, and so forth.  Again, 

we owe you quite a bit because the PBIS effort nationally would not happen without the work that you've 

done and being able to bring life to the big ideas that we share at the national center.  PaTTAN and 

Pennsylvania PBS has been around now for a number of years, and we're really proud of the fact that 

you've taken the work very seriously and as well as thinking about how kids could benefit.  So I want to 



make sure that you knew--know that much of what I'm going to describe for you is associated with your 

ability to kind of put this stuff into action.  The conference is great.  I went through the program.  I was 

able to peek in on a couple of the sessions.  I can see why your brains are overflowing.  There's so much 

good content happening.  What I really do like about the sessions is that they're actually implementers 

doing the sessions.  They're people at the district level, the school, the classroom.  You had students 

here, you know, yesterday morning.  That's what brings this stuff to life because you have the real people 

touching the content sharing their experiences.  Also, what I really like is that you're able to show data as 

a way to document what you're doing.  Data, to me, is one of the essential themes that makes this stuff 

work, and I'm going to come back to that towards the end.  So, again, your ability to document what you 

to do, to be able to document the fidelity of your implementation, the fact that you have over a hundred 

and forty something schools in this room that have been identified or recognized for your 

implementation's pretty phenomenal.  So, again, nice conference.  I love the idea of the strands.  You've--

I know many of you are struggling to figure out which sessions to go to just because there were so many 

good choices.  And as I understand, that you're going to be, you know, doing the same thing again next 

year, you're going to double the number of sessions and what have you, something like that.  But it's 

great to--it's great to be a part of that process.  All right.  So here's what I was been asked to do, and my 

job is to not rehash things that you've been going through at your sessions, but instead try to build this 

notion of culture into your thinking about what you've been experiencing in your sessions.  I know that 

today was--culture was part of themes throughout, and everybody was asked to think about context 

culture, race, and so forth as part of what you do.  I know in Pennsylvania, like in many other states that 

we interact with, that issues around disproportionality, access to opportunity, things around equity 

continue to be some of the struggles that we have.  I really do believe that the PBIS framework provides 

an opportunity for us to address those kind of things, but it's not something you can take casually.  It's 

something you have to be very specific about, and I'm going to try to share with you some thoughts about 

how to get there.  I'm going to do three things--four things--three things primarily, and that is, and I 

apologize to the people who are at this--the morning session that I had because it'll be a little bit of 

overlap, but I want to make sure that you understand that what you do in PBS, and what you do in your 

MTSS systems, and how you think about culture is heavily grounded on how you think about the world 

and how you view what you see, and how you interpret what you experience.  Now, I want you to think 

about theories of action as being an important part of being able to process that material.  Second thing I 

want to do is to illustrate how culture relates to the PBIS efforts you've been doing and how it's--how 

important it is, the outcomes data, practices and systems that you've been experiencing in your sessions, 

and then I'm going to focus most of the time on this thing about culture and how we're starting to play with 

it.  And actually, you all are doing some quite a bit of neat work here in Pennsylvania around looking at 

risk fact--risk factors and odds ratios and so far as well as looking at interventions.  And some of these will 

be somewhat redundant for some of you.  And then we'll close out, somebody will give you the secret 

code number and you all can leave.  All right, I'm going to give you a fair amount of content in a short 



amount of time.  I just want you to understand that there's a 90-minute warranty on this material.  And 

what I mean by that is it's really easy to share something in 35 minutes, but it's very difficult to put in 

place.  And the mat--the tools, and thoughts, and the concepts I'm going to give are really for you to take 

back to your teams and say, "How does this relate to what we do in our classroom, schools in our 

districts.  And I also want you to know that I'm going to try to share with you that it's a fairly simple 

process, but in fact, we know that it's not.  And because I live in the northeast states, this picture's familiar 

with you all, and it's true, it is a slippery kind of platform out there to navigate.  And although I think paying 

attention to culture will make it easier to walk that ice, it's still slippery, and I want us to be aware of that 

because much of what I'm going to share with you, we don't have a strong database for it yet, and much 

of it is being researched as we--as we go through it.  All right, so here's where we start.  Fifteen years ago 

the PBIS center, we started out looking at how do we decrease the amount of reactive management that's 

going on around the country.  Phenomenally, as--it's phenomenal that right now, we still have 20 

something states that still allow corporal punishment.  And about half of those States still actually practice 

the art, if you will, of squatting as part of the disciplinary process.  And we're still worried about that, but 

it's still manifesting itself in another ways around out-of-school suspension, with expulsions, and being 

asked to leave classrooms.  Many of you in this room are PBIS implementers, and the other thing that 

now that we're worried about is people are paying attention to the issue of reactive management and 

they're putting in place PBIS, but they're not play--really paying attention to what the core features are of 

that implementation.  This school, not here in Pennsylvania, but someplace else, has said, "We are a 

PBIS school."  And I said, "That's pretty cool, but I'm not sure I see that in your school as I enter your 

park--I enter your school from the parking lot."  And the Dean of Students says to me, "Of course, we're a 

PBIS school.  It's says, 'Welcome.' in the left-hand corner."  And I want to suggest to you that that's 

insufficient to be a PBIS implementer, that in fact, there's more than just the posters on the wall.  It's more 

than just the handshakes.  It's really about how you implement the stuff in a way that builds relationships 

between your kids, your families, and your colleagues.  Now, this picture--particular cartoon is really 

important for this topic, and that's the sort of last one over here with me.  And I want you to think about 

why this kind of problem occurs.  In the left-hand side it says there's a kid who has been sent to the office 

for saying S-H-I-T word.  A middle kid has been sent to the office for saying the F-U-C-K word.  And the 

kid on the right has been sent to the office for saying Christmas.  Now, again, I don't mean to say that 

there are good and bad times for that to happen, but at the same time I want you to ask the question 

about how come those kids have been sent for what reason and in what context, and what does it mean 

to be sent for the--to the office for doing those particular infractions.  I know all you are of focusing on the 

kid who said Christmas.  I'm actually more worried about the kid who said the F-U-C-K word and the 

context in which it occurred, and how it was interpreted, and how the kids responded, as well as the 

adults.  Now, what's really neat about what goes on here in Pennsylvania and in the context of those--of 

the three slides, it's not just about behavior.  And in fact, as in Connecticut, which is where I live now, the 

achievement gap is around academics, but it manifests itself in kids' social, emotional, and behavioral 



competence.  And it's really important that you think about this particular class where the kids have been 

sent to the corner.  And I use this pic--cartoon all the time because it's one that illustrates what we do in 

the role of Positive Behavior Supports.  Those kids have been sent to the corner for misbehaving.  I'm not 

saying, again, that there should be consequences for rule violations.  But if you have the whole class 

stacked up in the corner, it probably should tell you something about what's happening inside this 

classroom.  Unfortunately, the teacher has to teach to the corner, and the reason why that's a problem is 

because you cannot maximize the impact of your instruction if you have to teach to the corner.  Or if you 

still haven't got it, if you haven't--the kids don't have the social skills to navigate the classroom, they're not 

going to get access the academic programs that we--that we have available.  It's also to say that the 

academic and behavior mission that we have go together, and you can't separate out the two.  What's 

really neat about this conference is there are a number of sessions that focused on academic instruction.  

Academic instruction goes with behavior support and they're not separated out.  All right.  So one of my 

favorite books that I've read recently is a book Pat Williams and it's called Coach John Wooden's 

Greatest Secret.  And if--you don't have to be a basketball fan to read it, but those of you that don't know 

John Wooden, he was a basketball coach.  He lead the UCLA Bruins to a number of years of success, 

sort of like UConn.  And he's nice--done a nice job.  He--he's done a nice a job of organizing sort of how 

success is oriented in the basketball arena.  This particular book isn't just about basketball.  It's about 

business.  It's about medicine.  It's about schools.  And there's lots of other examples.  But one thing I 

want to share with you is a couple of quotes, and I'll do a couple more at the end from this book that 

illustrate why culture PBS, MTS are so importantly--important we ground it in fundamentals.  He argues 

that the fundamentals are what you have to be good at in order to do the more advance or difficult things, 

up the tier, if you will, using our language.  One thing he argues is that if you want to be good at 

something, you got to have the basics in place.  I'll brag for a second.  I think I'm a pretty good pool 

player.  And the reason I think I'm pretty good is because I was taught that the most important thing to do 

was to keep the cue level, do three warm up strokes, and follow through.  I like to cook.  I know sharp 

knives are a big deal.  That's an important fundamental.  I like to ride bicycles, road bike, keeping the 

pressure up on your tires is a fundamental skill to being able to do those things.  That's true with knitting, 

that's true with guitar playing, that's true with reading, that's true with math, that's true with behavior.  

Culture is going to be one of those fundamentals on what you think about.  Excuse me.  Inside that--

inside that text, he talks--they talk about how important it is to think about fundamentals as being the 

important element that contributes to your ability to succeed.  Excuse me.  I think about PBS as being 

something that we do that has some critical fundamentals to it that allows us to do the work as you did at 

this conference around kids more significant needs.  If you think about project RENEW, if you think about 

the Wraparound work you do, it's grounded in the fundamentals of the PBIS frameworks that you've been 

playing with.  So I want to share with you a story.  I'm going to finish up with a story around the same 

person.  This is my dad.  I will tell you more about him in a second.  I was visiting him about a month and 

a half ago, sits at the table, and he says, "Let's go."  I said, "Where are we going?"  He says, "We're going 



over to your sister's house and we going to prune a tree."  "Great." I said, "You're 94 years old."  I said, "I 

will go with you and you'll tell me what to do.  I'll climb the ladder.  I'll cut the tree."  He says, "Okay.  But 

you don't know anything about pruning."  And he's right, I don't.  Excuse me.  And so I said, "I'll tell you 

what, I'll hold the ladder.  The rule is you can't go up more than two steps.  All right?"  He says, "Fine.  I'll 

compromise.  We'll do that."  He gets up on the ladder.  He starts to get off the ladder and climb up on the 

tree.  I say to my dad, "That's not the agreement.  You need to let me do it, you tell me what to do."  And 

he says, "You don't know the fundamentals of pruning.  I do."  I said, "No dad.  The problem is, if you get 

of the ladder, you run the risk of falling.  If you fall, you die.  That's not good."  He turns to me and he 

says, "You don't know how to prune."  And I said, "You're right."  He says, "But you also don't know how 

to climb trees.  If you fall out of the tree, you're 63, you've got 20 years of being disabled.  I fall out of the 

tree, I die.  There's no," and I say to him, "You're right." right?  Now, it's a difficult conversation to have 

around the fundamentals and about outcomes, but I want you to think about the importance of the 

fundamentals we talk about with respect to culture.  This hat by the way is what I call Elderly Gangster--

Gangsta.  He took a baseball cap and he cut the bill off.  I said, "Why did you cut the bill off?"  He says, 

"Well it's so much easier to put on.  I don't have to worry about the front and back.  I don't have to worry 

about it blocking my vision."  He's so much of the fundamentals and making things--stuff simple, which I 

think is what PBIS is about.  All right, so now you know about my dad and then the importance 

fundamentals and them important about making good decisions, all right.  Now, you're probably were 

asking the question why was George taking pictures when he should be, you know, catching his dad or 

something else?  This whole conference can be summarized in this slide.  You've heard a number of the 

presenters talk about these critical elements that makes PBIS work, outcomes data, practices and 

systems, and that's true.  What we believe, I believe, if you do this outcomes practices, and data, and 

systems well, you increase the likelihood of student benefit, and you've seen that on these presentations 

that we're going on at this conference.  I also believe, however, in order for those outcomes data, practice 

and systems to be maximized, you have to make sure you have good training, good coaching, and a 

good evaluation, again, critical elements that you're already experiencing here in this conference.  So this 

is confirming what you already know.  However, one thing we're beginning to learn that context matters or 

culture matters.  What you do here in Pennsylvania is going to look slightly different than it looks like in 

Connecticut, or in Arizona, or in Texas, or in Minnesota.  And culture becomes a big deal when you 

consider those variables.  Let me show you briefly some Colorado data.  We've been working for 

Colorado as long as we've been working with Pennsylvania, and what they found is over the time, in-

school suspension--excuse me, in-school suspensions and out-of-school suspensions have gone down.  

They've also noticed that incre--one of the challenges is that about 15% of the things that have been 

resulting in out-of-school suspensions are for serious crimes--not crimes, behaviors, but 85% of them are 

for non-compliance, disrupting the classroom.  So we've got kids being sent out of school for relatively 

minor things compared to the guns and knives and fists that are happen inside the building.  They've had 

a decrease in expulsions, which is also a good thing.  Oops, sorry.  But the problem is, is that if you look 



at all of the suspension data, kids of color are in--disproportionately represented in these suspensions.  

The--what you should notice right here at the top or about one, two--one, two, three, four--fourth set of 

column--of row--of columns on the--from the left is that the yellow bar's way above the colored bars.  

That's the white population bars, and all of the other ones are kids of color.  So we have disproportionality 

going on in our sus--in our suspension data.  Same thing is true of expulsions.  Kids of color are more 

likely to be--to be expelled from school.  Kids being arrested, the same thing is also true in Colorado, of 

course, not here in Pennsylvania, but just in Colorado, right?  If you look at graduation rates, kids who are 

white and Asian tend to have higher graduation rates above the average than kids of color again.  It's 

probably because they're not there, right?  But the thing to think about here is we've got an issue going on 

around this notion of color on this particular data and how things are happening.  So how do we start 

addressing them?  You know, they--people of the federal government come to look at the PBIS and they 

say--and they say, "Look how well you have--guys are doing in Pennsylvania.  You should be able to 

solve the disproportionality question."  Fascinating thing is that no State has done a good job of 

addressing the disproportionality problem.  Last March or April, there was a major report that came out of 

the Office of Civil Rights.  In that particular report, they basically said that we as a nation are doing a 

pretty good--poor job of responding to kids needs for their social, emotional development with respect to 

color and discipline and school climate.  And I will go through the data, but if you're black, if you're 

Hispanic, if you have a disability, if you're male, you have an increased likelihood of being 

disproportionately treat--or inequitably treated inside our schools.  So we've got an issue going on around 

those data, right?  So before I go onto the culture conversation, I want us to look back at these data just 

for a second and ask the question what are they relying upon to make a decision about this inequities and 

disproportionality?  Many of them are office referrals, out-of-school suspensions, and expulsions.  That's 

the set that are being used to make decisions around these disproportionality patterns.  It's very important 

for you to remember that for every out-of-school suspension, for every in-school suspension, for every 

time you fill out an office referral to send the kid to the office, there are four players involved.  It's not just 

the kid.  You've got policy that sets the rules or the standard, and the benchmarks.  You've got kids who 

get caught, don't get caught.  You've got staff member who choose to set--write the kid up or not choose 

to write the kid up.  Oops, sorry.  And you've got administrators who decide whether not to act on it or not 

to--not act on it.  So you got four different players involved in an office discipline referral or out-of-school 

suspension.  So when you see the disproportionality data, and the differences, and this--and the 

challenges there, it's not just about the kid, it's not just about the adults, it's not just about policy, it's about 

the combination of all four.  So those of you that were at morning session, I apologize, but you all know 

what this is about, right?  You go out into the parking lot and it's 3:16, time to go home.  Your contract is 

over at 3:15.  You get in your car.  You start it up.  You look in the mirror.  There's Tina smoking a 

cigarette.  That violates Section 7, Paragraph 2 of the code.  You need to write her up, but it's 3:17 now.  

You know that if you write her up, you're there for another 45 minutes.  Forget that.  Put it in reverse, back 

over Tina and leave.  There is a lost data point right there.  All right?  Now, again, I'm exaggerating and 



teasing, but we have teachers and staff members who walk down the hallway looking at the wall.  We 

have people who walk down to lunch after the kids have transitioned down the hallways, et cetera, et 

cetera.  This is in Connecticut.  So we got these issues around how--what those data mean and how 

representative are they.  Again, I think the data are useful because they tell us something about what's 

going on.  Your task, I think, is to ask what's happening in those datas--with those players and why do 

those patterns arise?  So schools sets policy.  Kid says, "I'm doing, you're not going to do it."  Educator 

says, "I'm going to write it up, not write it up."  Administrator chooses to process it and send it to the 

federal government, at the district level and so forth.  All right.  So let's step back there.  So being a 

researcher, being somebody who relies upon researching, given the task of trying to solve those 

problems that I sort of operationalized for you, we send--let's find out what other people have done, 

research-wise, to solve the problem of disproportionality and how they looked at culture, race, and all the 

topics we're considering here.  All right.  So some of you--some of you have seen this picture before.  I 

use it quite a bit, so don't answer up, just--or just kind of play along, but those of you who haven't seen 

this, here's the question.  I'd like you to tell me which State in the United States this picture was taken?  

That's my son on the left-hand side.  He and I did a cross country bicycle ride.  We went from Portland, 

Oregon to Washington D.C.  We stopped at some place to get some water and my son says, "How far 

away is the wood dad?  How far away is the wood?"  And I had to say, "No son.  It's not how far away the 

wood is.  They've got firewood for sale.  We got milk, right?  We got firewood here."  All right, hold on.  So 

the question is what state was it, when we went for Portland, Oregon to Washington D.C.?  We went 

straight across, shortest distance, right?   Don't answer out loud.  The answer is Maryland.  Now, the 

question becomes one of why did you think Alabama?  Why did you think Eastern Montana?  Why did 

you think Pittsburg?  Why did you whatever you thought?  All right.  I'm making it all up.  What is it about 

that picture in your history of experience has caused you could think of whatever you thought it was when 

in fact it was Maryland.  I want to suggest to you that our notion about culture and race has to do with our 

learning histories, our experiences, and what we know about the environments that we navigate or walk 

through.  I'm going to make a case, if you will, that culture has to be considered in the context in which we 

live and do our business and so forth, because my son has taught me a whole lot about what--how 

important it is.  Now, he grew up on the West Coast.  He was born in Portland.  He's one of those 

Portlandia kind of guys.  He's never been further east of the Rockies and [inaudible].  So maybe there's a 

reason why he thought what he thought or--about that word, but it's interesting, you know, what we think 

about with respect to that language.  So the places where we do PBS, the places where we do MTSS are 

very diverse environments, right?  They're very different.  Every time you shift from the hallway to the 

classroom, to the street, to the arena, or wherever you guys go, we know that the cultures change and 

context in which things are happening.  In our PBIS world, we have always invested in those things on the 

left-hand side.  We said the decisions have to be made on interventions that are effective, they have to be 

efficient, they have to be things that are durable, scalable, and logical.  We do have this rule that says it 

has to be relevant, and that relevancy has to do with culture, has to do with what we think about in the 



sense of how we develop our interventions.  Okay.  So then we step back and we say well, "How do 

people think about culture and how do they think about issues around disproportionality, and racism, and 

all of those topics that come up.  It turns out there are a lot of factors that contribute to how we think about 

culture and race.  Excuse me.  Of course we went back and looked broadly outside of education, and 

what we found out, that a people consider a culture in a variety of ways based on their theory or a sort of 

theoretical perspective on the world.  And what we basically learned is that there's whole kinds of ways 

that people consider culture and that we really do have to pay attention to it because our education data 

suggest we're doing some harm with respect to certain groups, certain communities, and certain 

neighborhoods.  It's going to be really important because it affects climate, it affects achievement gap, it 

affects, affects, affects.  So one thing we need to do--I needed to do is increase my understanding about 

what's the context in which culture's a big deal.  I want to figure out ways that culture is expressed and 

how that that expression affects the decisions I make as an educator.  So, my challenge, can PBS be 

culturally relevant or not?  Can we make it more culturally relevant so we can change and close that gap?  

If it is culturally relevant, how would I know?  Could I trip over it if I saw it?  Right?  Is it obvious to me?  

And can I measure it so I know whether or not change has been occurring or not?  Which is the kind of 

questions I like to have answers for any intervention that has been picked around the issue of culture.  

What we also found is that schools, as you--as of--kind of suggested already, they're very culturally 

diverse.  We need to make sure they're culturally relevant to make sure the stakeholders inside those 

environments get their needs met.  As it's indicated there, we know that what's happening is that kids of 

particular cultural groups receiving disproportionate kinds of consequences and having negative effects in 

the long-term.  I really think, I truly believe that the PBIS framework and the practices and systems that go 

with it offers an opportunity to be culturally more responsive.  I just don't know what it looks like yet.  And I 

couldn't say to you here's the smallest things you can do to have the biggest effect because right now, we 

don't have clearly defined set of practices and strategies, but we're getting there.  I don't think that there's 

anything inherently biased about teaching kids social skills, but I do think that what skills we select, how 

we choose to teach them, how we choose to give feedback to kids and so forth affects the impact it has 

across those particular settings.  All right.  So around the country, I know that's true here, I was looking at 

some of the videos out at the hallway, in other places, that we've made good faith efforts to try to make 

our implementation of PBIS culturally responsive.  We've created posters by incorporating the cultural 

features of those environments.  We've changed the language.  This is my wife--my wife's school 

principal, this is her school, they are the Bobcats, and so they--a lot of the kids speak Spanish, and so 

there's this Spanish and so forth translations.  Here's a school where this Inuit language is being a 

prominent cultural feature.  It's built into the lesson plans.  I have a friend, Susan Thomas, who was in 

some eastern country, and this in Arabic, trust me, it says, "Be safe, be kind, be responsible.  I was in the 

Netherlands, and that says, "Safe, respect, responsibility." also.  These little cookies on the right-hand 

side are really good.  They've got these little pictures, their sugar, and they taste really good, their 

macaroons or whatever they're called.  This is in British Columbia where the First Nations culture is 



predominant.  Here is also, in British Columbia, another example.  And I forgot what's--this is Australia, in 

Victoria, one of the aboriginal outback areas, again, try to build in those cultures.  Unfortunately, the 

posters are insufficient because they're one dimensional, they're flat, they're on the wall, and people don't 

change their behaviors because of posters.  And so we need to really think carefully about--well, posters 

are tool to get someplace, but it really requires that the adults change their interactions, self-examine 

what they're about and--in order for those practices to truly be--have a cultural impact that we want to 

have.  So we did this, as you would--as you would think an academic guy like I would do is do the lit 

review, right?  Somebody out there's got to have done this already.  Short story is as we found 297 

papers that are peer reviewed and somebody else looked at them, they had something to do with 

behavior, discipline, school climate, and culture, all right?  So it had to have this combination of features.  

We found 28 of them that had some kind of data, right, information.  There were only seven that were 

quantitative, meaning they had counts of something.  And there was only one that was an experimental 

study, meaning we manipulated this to see if it had an effect on this.  That's not very satisfying to know 

that the research out there is not very helpful in guiding except for how people feel about the 

implementation of something, which is, without a doubt, a lot of that report is.  So if you're going to rely 

upon literature, at least on our search we found that there's not a lot of good quantitative experimental 

data to guide us on this question of culture.  All right, so what do you do?  What we found is you can't 

depend on literature, we need more.  We think that the PBS framework is a good place to start, so let's 

start there.  And we found that you all are very creative in adapting this content to those--these settings.  

So how can we help people pay attention to the local context in order for this to make this work?  So I'm 

going to disclose, all right?  I'm going to come out, if you will.  I'm a behaviorist and that's my theory of 

action.  So this picture that I showed this morning illustrates what we mean by theory of action.  I've used 

this before.  It does such a good job of illustrating theory of action.  This manager of this business said, 

"Business is down, ice cream sales are low.  I think it's because parents aren't bringing their kids in."  So 

they have an intervention.  "Scream kids and tell your daddies, 'You're right.'" stops the car and brings 

you in.  This person has a theory of action based on an interpretation of a problem, building an 

intervention based on that interpretation, and then counting the number of sales within the month to see if 

that intervention worked or not.  If you've done Functional Behavioral Assessments, this person has done 

an FBA, right?  Create an intervention based on an assessment.  Theory of action is only how you as an 

individual interpret what you see.  I use a behavioral lens, a behavioral analytic lens.  I'm a behavioral 

analyst, all right?  I look at the world through those lenses.  You can be a cognitive, you can be whatever 

you are, have a set of principles that guide what you do.  These are my guiding principles.  Kids come to 

my classroom with a biology and a learning history.  I know what they walk in with.  I know they walk in 

with feelings and emotions, but I know that I have an environment that I can mess with.  I know that kid 

behaviors predictable if I can understand it.  I know I can affect it by trying to arrange the environment so 

the kid can be more successful.  That's just sort of a quickie ABA course in one slide.  The antecedent 

behavior consequence logic though is something that's really important to think about here with respect to 



the cultural discussion about what do kids do, what happens before they do it, what happens to--after 

they do it?  A principal sends--a teacher sends a kid to the office, what happened before that happened, 

what happened after that happened, because it has whole lot to do with how that culture is established 

and how culture affect decisions.  All right.  Again, I said, well, I can't be--you know, there's people out 

there smarter than I am, and there are, these behavior analysts have done--already looked at this stuff.  

Steve Hayes, and Tony Biglan, and some others have already found out that culture isn't a difficult thing 

to operationalize, but you can do it in a behavior analytic framework, and it's looking at how the members 

of a group behave that are part of a larger organization or culture.  Okay.  Let me skip that.  So let me 

slow down.  For the last few minutes, I want to share with you this part because this is the part that I'm 

going to spend time on that I want you to think about culture, and how we approach it as an individual 

teacher, administrator, school psychologist, whatever you do, right?  I'd like you to think about culture 

from a perspective of learning history, and how does learning history affect how you act, how you behave, 

and how you view the world.  So please bear with me.  I'm going to--going to be sort of self-indulgent.  I'm 

going to share with you a little about my learning history, and then I want you to think about, you know, 

how that would affect how I behave, how you interpret what you see, how you would respond to me and 

so forth.  So just bear with me for about five minutes and things will be okay after that, all right?  So what 

you need to know is I'm what's called a sansei, all right?  I'm a third generation Japanese-American.  I 

was born in Santa Cruz, California.  Anybody from Santa Cruz, California?  Anybody know where Santa 

Cruz is? 

>> Yes. 

>> All right.  If you know, that's Beach Boys, that's surfing, that's Boardwalk, that's sand, that's ocean, it's 

nice, right?  I grew up there at 1951.  My parents are second generation Japanese-Americans.  They 

were born Watsonville near Castroville, near--no.  Near Gilroy, Garlic Capital of the World, where 

artichokes are born and [inaudible] born, were raised, right?  All that kind of stuff happens there.  So my 

parents where born there.  My grandparents came over from Japan, they're first generation.  My 

grandfather came over disguised as a Chinese railroad worker, wanted to get over to the United States.  

As soon as he got here, he escaped away and became a tenant farm--farmer--tenant farmer in California.  

So they raised strawberries and what have you.  He sent home a letter saying I'm ready and they sent a 

wife over.  My grandmother was a, you know, plan--planned wife or whatever that's called.  I was raised a 

Buddhist in California.  The problem with that is that I'd be going to Buddhist school a Japanese language 

school, competed for becoming a little league pitcher in the Elk's baseball team because that--and that 

sort of competed for time and my interests.  You need to know that in 1942, my parents received a little 

piece of paper called Executive Order 1966.  On that it said, "You are Japanese.  You get one suitcase.  

Pack up.  You need to go away.  And my mom was sent to a relocation camp.  I call it prison for the 

relocation camp.  They got on a train in Salinas, went to the post in Arizona, into the desert, and my mom 

spent two and a half years behind barbed wire because she was Japanese, born in Watsonville carrying a 

United States birth certificate, but was perceived as a threat on the West Coast.  My dad escaped to Utah 



with his family, they got in trucks and they caravanned across, and the Mormons blessed their hearts, 

come took them in, and my dad learned his trade as a nurseryman, plant nursery, all right, in Salt Lake 

City.  They came back after the war two and a half years later.  My mom met my dad.  My dad and my 

mom married.  They have us and my sister, and I were raised.  Interestingly enough, they chose not to 

teach us Japanese.  They said we're going to eat with forks and knives, and not with chopsticks.  We're 

going to have meat more than we have fish, except--why?  Because those particular customs, whatever 

you want to call them, are considered a disadvantage to them, and they wanted the best for their kids.  So 

one of the reasons I think I can't speak Japanese, which is unfortunate, is because my parents chose to 

not teach it because it was considered a disadvantage.  We packed up, when I was in middle school, 

from Santa Cruz, and moved over the hill to San Jose to go to a white school because the school I was 

going to had too many Japanese-Americans in them.  And my parents took me to--took me there so I can 

get better education than what we're getting in Santa Cruz or Watsonville at the time.  I went to a high 

school of 1,500 kids, they were, at one time, only three Japanese--Amer--or--excuse me, Asian-

Americans, one of them was my sister.  There was one black guy and he was a foreign exchange student 

from, I think, Ghana or someplace.  Primarily one kind of, you know, that's the environment, the context in 

which I grew up.  My biggest struggle at the time was the fear of who to listen to, The Stones or Beetles?  

Remember, I am in the 60s and then suddenly--so, okay.  My best friends were Dale, Jim, Lance, and 

"Molly," and Roger.  You need to know that Molly was this white girl, that's why she's in quotes.  I had a 

crush on her, but my parents weren't quite ready for me to become so white that I would marry a--or have 

a girlfriend who is white.  So I viewed her from afar, right?  Molly's great by the way.  I went to University 

of California, Santa Barbara, which is Southern California unfortunately where the--where--I live 

[inaudible] the most recent shootings occurred.  I grew up there.  I went there in the 1970s.  I watched 

them burn the Bank of America down as part of the Vietnam War protest.  I say that again, I watched 

them.  I did not light anything.  I watched.  All right?  I was there--I--go ahead.  Okay.  That goes to tell 

you though then this sort of like this whole notion about if I would've gotten the slip that says, "You're 

Japanese.  You need to go to camp, relocation camp." I don't know that I would've got on that train as 

easily as my parents did, or I think I might've burned the train, right?  And again, I'm still part of the 

Japanese culture, but guess what?  I mean, it's a sort of a different third generation culture.  Short story 

here, so I am a Botany Major in University of California, Santa Barbara.  I want to be a parks ranger, I 

want to grow trees and be close to nature, hippie, right?  That's cool, except that at my first job is a--is a 

nature director in an Easter Seal camp.  They do not have a councilor in one of the cabins.  They say, 

"George, you need to become a councilor in that cabin."  I said, "I know nothing about kids.  I only know 

about plants.  I know nothing about kids."  They said, "It doesn't matter, you're breathing, we need a 

councilor."  Kids we're not--it's not the right answer or ques--not--description, ages 16 through 54 was my 

cabin.  I have the older campers.  I learned about muscle dystrophy, polio, cerebral palsy, Down 

syndrome, and pushing wheelchairs.  At that point, I switched to special ed because I really got 

fascinated by--right?  The word--reason Gary is in quotes there is because I went to University of 



Washington to be trained to work with kids with physical disabilities.  But my advisor, Rick Mills, said, "No.  

You need to branch out and experience more about special ed."  So he put me in an alternative program 

with kids with emotional disturbance.  Gary taught me that if you take an M80 and you light it and drop it 

into a toilet and flush it, it blows up.  I thought that was cool.  So I became working with kid--I became 

interested working with kids with emotional disturbance.  Then I--then--so these are all the states I worked 

in because I--okay.  I guess I couldn't--I didn't last very long in--but I ended up getting my PHD, as you 

heard, at the University of Washington, and now I do what I do.  I am married to a woman whose last 

name is Fernandez.  She has white skin, blonde hair, it's a biracial marriage.  I have two kids, Kyoshi 

Sugai-Fernandez and Reiko Sugai-Fernandez.  It's actually Kyoshi Kane Sugai-Fernandez and Reiko 

Elizabeth Sugai-Fernandez.  We named them that way because we thought we would like to get them 

into any college they wanted to, right?  But the truth is my wife said Japanese--we want them to have 

Japanese names first.  I said that's fine, honey, whatever you like.  And my kids, they're 22 and 26 now, 

they maintained those Japanese names.  So I'm really pretty excited about that.  And I'm a behaviorist.  I 

view the world through a behavioral lens.  All right.  So I apologize for the--kind of the stuff, but what I 

want you to think about is what is your learning history and how does it shape your interactions with your 

kids, with your colleagues, with people at this conference?  Why did you say Idaho when I showed you 

that picture of Gottwood?  What does your learning experience have?  My first teaching job is at the 

University of Kentucky.  I walked into my first class, true story, 26 white females, special ed teachers in 

training.  And I walked in and the room went quiet. 

>> [inaudible] 

>> And so--Huh?  I handed out the syllabi and I said, "Okay, guys, let's get started."  Everyone [makes 

noise] the room--the air went out.  And I said, "Hmm." you know, California, so I don't care, so what the 

heck just happened right there?  And they said--truth--one person just said, "We can understand you."  

"What I mean--what that meant was we have a lot of international students teaching our courses.  We 

thought you were an international student and that we wouldn't be able to understand."  You know, and 

what happened is you got this interesting kind of learning history affecting.  You know, I'm--you know, I'm 

sharing the Asian-American experience.  What does that mean for your experience, from wherever you 

have come from?  My wife says, "You're a sansei, third generation Japanese-American, you work with 

kids with behavior disorders in the PB--Positive Behavior Support world, you're in this really kind of cool, 

kind of family constellation, and you're a damn behaviorist." right?  How do you summarize yourself?  

Oops, sorry.  I really like you, as homework tonight, to take away that picture, and I'd love for you to fill it 

in for yourselves, or do it on your spouse or spice.  I don't care, right?  Ask yourself what are the features 

of--you view as important to your history that affects your learning history, and how would you summarize 

that for yourself, for others, and take that back to the classroom setting.  So we--to close out here, we 

said, you know, culture's a big deal.  So how can we operationalize it in the PBS world?  What we think is 

what people do and what they say because that's what we have access to.  And it's a shared learning 

history, my third generation Japanese-American, I am Japanese-American in a larger culture, I am part of 



a behavioral analyst subgroup and so forth.  And it differentiates one group from another, and it predicts 

how that group or the individuals in that group are going to behave in the future.  All right.  So let me pass 

this by because I know we're short on time.  So those of you that have been hardcore PBISers, you have 

this tattooed on your ankle because this is what we do.  You--unfortunately, you're going to have to go 

back and laser it a little bit and modify it to put in these words because we really believe that culture and 

the stuff that we do needs to be narrow, and we hope that you'll use data that are culturally valid.  We 

hope that you'll use practices that are culturally relevant, that you think about outcomes or expectations 

for kids or yourselves that are equitable, and that you're knowledgeable about your own learning history 

as well as others.  All right, one more quiz question.  What city is this from?  Answer, Eugene, Oregon.  

Again, you know, what assumptions do we make about the picture, now you're learning of, obviously, 

don't say anything until you find out because you want to be careful about what assumptions you make as 

you move forward.  Remember this picture?  That's what this kind of presentation is about and the work 

that you do in your class or schools and districts.  It's about how do we interpret what people do based on 

our learning histories and what do kids bring to those environments that we respond to.  Your classroom 

is one community subsumed within a bunch of others, family, hallway, school, and neighborhood.  I'm 

going to pass this by because I want to finish with the pictures.  So if you--that's why that thing in the 

background's beating because the context in which you do the work that's discussed at this conference is 

all about your own--what's your own history is that you bring.  You'll notice I don't talk about racism 

because I really want to focus on the positive side of stuff and saying culture is what we have to address 

and that issues around racism are going to be things that we're going to have conversations about within 

the context of our individual cultures.  All right, so to finish off, these three quotes, then were done, you 

may leave, somebody will give you this magic code number.  PBIS is trying to figure out what's the 

smallest thing you can do to have the biggest effect.  And I think that's true about culture and I think that's 

true about the interventions that you've experienced here.  One thing that's important is look at your data.  

Look at your data.  Your data will tell you, just like those Colorado data indicated, they may be wrong, but 

they still tell you something that you can have a conversation about.  We also know that you want to be 

really focused and precise and relentless in trying to go at what you're after.  Be a really clear that kid 

benefit is the ultimate outcome.  Kid benefit is the--is the bottom line here.  Let me skip this by.  And it's 

really important to think about this notion that what George is describing is relatively simple, at least 

verbally, but really hard to do.  And it's important that you stay close to the fundamentals as a starting 

point to make a little bit simpler so that you'll have a chance in making stuff work.  All right.  So, one more 

pic--one more video, and I promise the last one, of this notion about fundamentals.  All right?  So I'm 

home with my dad again, my mom's 88, my mom's--dad's 94, and I say to him, "Where did you get that 

bicycle?  He says, "I found it on the sidewalk.  It said free on it." and he brought it home.  Oops, sorry.  

And I said, "That's great dad.  What do you do with that?"  He says, "I ride it."  I said, "Really?  You ride 

your bicycle?"  He says, "Yeah.  It's something I've never forgotten how to do.  It's something that I do 

everyday for exercise.  It's something that I could be successful at and do well."  Remember, he's going to 



be 95 next month.  And I said, you know, "You should wear a helmet."  He says, "No.  If I fall and die, it's 

okay." all right, same kind of logic.  But he wants to prove to me that he still has the ability to do these 

things that we always assume elderly folks and whatever can't do.  So I really am kind of--kind of, you 

know, bragging about my dad here, but he's got the fundamentals down, and he stays close to those.  I 

say, "You should raise the seat up, dad."  He says, "No.  With the seat down, if l feel like I'm going to fall, I 

can put my feet down right away.  I can stop myself from falling."  He's got it figured out on how to be safe 

and making this stuff work.  And the good thing is he only rides around his backyard.  You know what?  

This is almost done.  I just want to show you this.  But he has a coach who helps him, all right?  So he's 

getting to--into his ride, and he's saying to me, he says, "Watch me.  Watch me.  I could ride all day." he's 

saying.  He stops, he does this little smile and he's bragging, "Look how cool I am." you know, and so 

forth.  And off to his left, in comes the coach.  She says, "I need to go."  And she says, "We got to go.  

Stop showing off.  Let's take off." right?  And so he takes his bicycle and walks it over to the shed.  So 

what I want you to think--so to close out, what I want, really, with your homework assignment is to think 

about your learning histories.  What are the key variables that you're proud of, what are the things that 

affect how you behave?  How do those things interact with people around in your environment?  And 

please, please, please take advantage on those people who are important to you around you because 

they have a lot to teach you.  Thank you for your time.  Thank you for inviting me. 


