
>> Okay, good morning, everybody. We are going to begin this year's PBIS Implementers' Forum. On 
behalf of the Bureau of Special Education and our bureau director, Pat Hozella, and our assistant bureau 
director, Lynn Dell, on behalf of the Pennsylvania Department of Education and all of our partners in 
Pennsylvania's Community Practice on School-Based Behavioral Health, I'd like to welcome everybody to 
the 2016 PBIS Implementers' Forum. As I look out across this crowd, I am rather impressed. When we 
began the forums 8 years ago, we had about one-third the size the audience that we have today. In the 
next few moments, I'm going to talk with you a little bit about what's happening with PBIS within our 
Pennsylvania context. I'm Jim Palmiero. I'm the director of the Pennsylvania Training and Technical 
Assistance Network in the Pittsburgh office, one of the co-directors of the PAPBS Network for PBIS, and 
I'm really pleased to be able to share the following with you. Before we begin, I would, however, like to 
acknowledge a few people without whom the forum itself would not operate the way that it does. Many 
of these people that I'm about to acknowledge are probably not in the room right now. They're probably 
outside still working, but I would like to give special thanks and appreciation to Carol Good, Donna 
Schnepp, Kristen Olszyk, Cathy Fanders, and Pameron Arie? and to all the people within our PaTTAN and 
EITA system and our partners through the PBIS Network who served as session strand leads and helped 
broker all the 62 sessions that are being presented today, including Dona Alvino, Katie Bodnar, Marie 
Bozelli, Lisa Brunschwyler, Dean Oster, Tina Lawson, Nikole Hollins, Mike Minor, Laura Moran, Kelly 
Perales, Julia Slater, Amy Smith, Kathryn Poggi, Lisa Thomas, Sue Zeiders. I'd also like to acknowledge Jill 
Thomas and Gary Fosbaugh, who are feverently running around, making sure that your technology 
needs are taken care of. Let's give all those folks a round of applause. 
 
>> [APPLAUSE] 
 
>> Thank you very much. In the few moments that we have before I introduce our keynote speaker, I'd 
like to talk about three things with you, where we are as a community of PBIS practitioners within the 
commonwealth. I'd like to mention today, as National Mental Health Awareness Day, and I don't know if 
you realize that May 5th is National Mental Health Awareness Day, and how wonderful it is that our 
conference is starting on May 5th. And then I'd like to talk a little bit about our opening keynote. So 
where are we as practitioners? When we began this work, and many of you have seen this before, when 
we began this work of statewide implementation of Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports in 
2007, we began officially with approximately 32 pilot sites, and you see them distributed on the map 
behind me. It is now 2016. We went from 32 pilot sites, 9 years ago, to 730 different sites across the 
commonwealth, a very substantial expansion of the network statewide and representation across the 
commonweawlth pretty well distributed. This year, we have 656 school sites implementing PBIS. Last 
year, and you see this in parentheses, we had 582. Even within one year's time, the growth and 
expansion of this network is significant. And it's because of the work that people like you are doing 
that's making that type of impact and growth and expansion happen. This year, we have 184 different 
LEAs committed to the project with sites implementing. Last year, we had 131. Again, a lot of new 
districts coming on board. We have 74 different program-wide sites with 16 distinct programs for early 
childhood participating. And I'm really pleased to say that we have 161 different collaborating mental 
health agencies working in partnership with our school districts. Last year, we had 144. These numbers 
are exciting. Again, give yourself a round of applause for growing this network. 
 
>> [APPLAUSE] 
 
>> We, yet again, continue to evaluate the outcomes. If we can't codify the results for students and the 
educational, academic and social-emotional learning benefits associated with the implementation of a 
multi-tiered system of support for behavior, if we can't codify it, then we're not best situating our work. 



And so we've had the privilege of being able to work with Indiana University annually since we started 
the project to do an external program evaluation of the implementation statewide. The data that you're 
putting into our data systems, PBIS apps as well as our pTrack System, helps us and the program 
evaluators monitor the outcomes. And again, annually, we're really excited and pleased to see the 
results, the decreases in office discipline referrals, the increases in protective factors for students and 
the correlations that we recognize with regard to increased academic performance. To read any of the 
executive summaries from any of the years of the external program evaluation, go to our Web site, 
www.papbs.org. So let's talk about fidelity of implementation. If you listen to Dr. Runge and his 
presentations, and he has presented nearly every year here at the forum, he is one of the co-PIs on our 
statewide evaluation of PBIS, he will say time and time again that fidelity matters. So this year, we are 
recognizing 213 different sites, programs and schools who are implementing PBIS with fidelity. When we 
began the work, we recognized eight back in 2009, 2010. This is the largest group yet of sites reaching 
fidelity of implementation, a feat not easily achieved and a feat very well worth recognizing. When we 
think about fidelity of implementation, 71 schools this year are being recognized for fidelity of 
implementation at tier one, 115 schools are being recognized for fidelity of implementation at tier one 
sustained. What's the difference? Those 71 schools I mentioned a moment ago, just for the first time, hit 
fidelity at tier one. These 115 that I mentioned most recently, just now, they've been hitting fidelity for 
more than 1 year, multiple years, and that's great. We're recognizing 21 programs for implementing 
fidelity at tier one and tier two, advanced tiers, and that's awesome. And we actually have six schools 
who've done something that we're new to recognizing. They're hitting fidelity at all the tiers: universal, 
tier two and tier three, tertiary. We're going to celebrate those sites at our plated luncheon today, a 
little different this year. I think it's an exciting opportunity where we as a community will again be 
seated together and have lunch together and actually see students from some of these schools that are 
being recognized for fidelity share with you their thoughts about their experiences in a PBIS learning 
environment. That'll be a really terrific lunch to look forward to. Let's talk about registration. As I'd 
mentioned at the beginning of my comments, when we began, we started this forum with about 600 
people registering and participating. Our numbers were capped this year at 1,300, and we hit that 
number once again. We actually had a waiting list of people trying to get into this year's conference. It's 
a good dilemma to have, so I'm glad you registered early. Please also remember that all the session 
handouts are available on the PaTTAN Web site at www.pattan.net. You can download them in real time 
if they're posted, and the majority of them are. And also remember for next year the Implementers' 
Forum is again taking place in May here at the Hershey Lodge and Convention Center. Mark your 
calendars now, May 16th and 17th of 2017. As I mentioned a couple minutes ago, May 5th is National 
Mental Health Awareness Day. SAMHSA, the Substance Abuse Mental Health Services Administration 
and the Federal Department of Health and Human Services is working in partnership with all states, 
territories and commonwealths within the U.S. to help spread the word around mental health 
awareness and the importance of it. There are many events that are taking place nationally around 
mental health awareness. And in Pennsylvania, in part, our forum today marks part of Pennsylvania's 
recognition. For those of you who want to key into and learn a little bit more about what's happening at 
the national level, I would encourage you to go to SAMHSA's Web site. Just do a Google search, S-A-M-
H-S-A, and register for this evening's telecast, which is a webinar that's taking place at 7:30 p.m. So if 
you're not out at dinner, and you're looking for something to do, join SAMHSA in their recognition of 
mental health awareness. But more than just what's happening at the national level, I'd like to remind 
us again about what we're doing in Pennsylvania. The PBIS project, Positive Behavior Interventions and 
Supports, is part of our approach to best support students from a mental and behavioral health 
perspective. But there are other things that are happening locally that you might want to be aware of, as 
well. For example, through our partnerships in the Department of Human Services and through the state 
leadership and management team that's working collaboratively with our Community Practice on 



School-Based Behavioral Health in Pennsylvania, we're also celebrating mental health awareness on May 
13th at Strawberry Square in downtown Harrisburg. For those of you who are local folks and are 
interested in supporting Pennsylvania's and state-level recognition ceremony for mental health 
awareness, join us in Strawberry Square on May 13th. And this is the Save the Date flyer for that event 
right here. In concurrent with the event that's happening today, our PBIS Implementers' Forum, I'd also 
like to recognize that our partners in higher ed are also focusing on work specific to mental health 
awareness.  In fact, embedded within this forum itself, while the rest of us who are otherwise 
representing school or program-wide perspectives are in breakout sessions, our higher education 
partners are also convening here for a day-long opportunity to address the following: Emerging 
opportunities to prepare teacher candidates to meet the social, emotional and behavioral needs of 
diverse learners in pre-K-12 schools.  So it's really great to have our higher ed partners working 
alongside us in helping to prepare that next wave of educators to understand the significance of what 
we're trying to do to reduce non-academic barriers to student achievement and ensure best outcomes 
for all Pennsylvania children and youth.  I'd like to transition and do an introduction for this morning's 
keynote.  But before I do, there's a couple logistical matters I also need to take care of, a few 
announcements.  So let me transition briefly.  Number one, please make certain that you show respect, 
one of our rules, by wearing your name tag.  There are multiple events that are taking place throughout 
the conference center today.  And to help distinguish different groups of people from one event to the 
other, please make certain that you're wearing your name tag.  And I hear lots of envelopes rustling. 
That's awesome. That's great. And by the way, I'm not modeling that behavior very well am I? Okay. 
That's okay. I'll do it. By the first breakout, I'll have my name tag on too.  So glad to hear those envelopes 
rustling. Good job. Number two, WiFi access.  A lot of you probably want to pull down those handouts 
that are posted on the PaTTAN website. Again, go ahead and rustle that folder if you need to, but inside 
your folder is information on how to access the WiFi. And when you do access the WiFi, you'll be 
directed straight to the PaTTAN website, where the downloaded materials are available for the forum by 
session number. If any of you are tweeting ... How many of you tweet? Raise your hand. Okay, great. All 
right, five. All 10 of you, awesome. Okay. That means we're a senior crowd. That's okay. But for those 
10, when you do tweet, please use the hashtag PAPBS. One more time, #PAPBS. Okay. For those who 
are interested in psych credits, please make sure you pick up the required information at the 
registration table. Many of the sessions are being videotaped. And I don't know if you're aware of this, 
but every year we do that. The majority of our sessions are videotaped because frequently we have 
people say, "Oh, gosh. I don't know which session in a particular breakout to attend because there are 
multiple sessions that appeal to my interests." And we recognize that. So like we've done with all the 
other forums, we videotape the session. So please be aware of that. You're probably going to be in 
rooms where video recordings will be taking place. The good thing is, usually within about 6 weeks of 
the forum itself, we post on the PaTTAN website under our media tab, every one of these sessions. So if 
there's any session that you missed or want to watch again or share with others as a professional 
development learning opportunity or share with colleagues who weren't able to come today, you'll be 
able to access all the content, closed captioned, streaming media via the PaTTAN website. So take 
advantage of it. And if you want to backward through the years and look at other forums from years 
passed, all the content's publicly available. Please make certain to visit the poster session on May 5th at 
12:45 in the Great Lobby. Some of you may have seen some of the posters being set up this morning. It's 
a great opportunity for a lot of our sites to share the terrific work that they're doing. The PBIS fidelity 
banner recipients, the people that were going to be celebrating at lunch today can pick up their banners 
from 5 to 6 p.m. in the White Room, which is around the corner in the area where we'll also be having 
lunch. And I have to say this, with all due respect to my colleague Tina Lawson, the Hershey Kiss will be 
available for photos at the banner session. So make sure you get your team there to get the picture with 
the Hershey Kiss. A kiss is after all a triangle, right? Think about it. Universal, tier two, tier three, right? 



That's why we ... You know, I love the Reece's Peanut Butter Cup, but it does have to be the kiss. Okay. 
You do not need to sign in on Friday. Please be aware of that when you come on Friday, tomorrow. Just 
go directly to the Chocolate Ballroom. Our sessions begin at 8:30. And speaking of Friday, one of the 
events that I think so many of you contribute to, and a lot of us will appreciate, is the film festival. This 
is, I believe, our third annual film fest. And it's just so exciting to see actual videos that your students 
and your teams have created celebrating PBIS on school sites. So join us for that. And to receive your 
continuing education units that you use, please make sure you've signed in at the registration table. All 
right. Those were the exciting announcements. Let's get on to an introduction to our keynote this 
morning. Dr. Catherine Bradshaw is delivering this morning's keynote. It's a perfect keynote to celebrate 
Mental Health Awareness Day nationally and here in Pennsylvania. The title of Dr. Bradshaw's 
presentation is "Preventing Behavior and Mental Health Problems Through Improved School Climate." 
I've heard Dr. Bradshaw present in many different forms in many different locations. And we're really 
privileged and honored to have her here. I'd like to take a moment out and read her brief bio to you. 
And I'm going to read it literally off my iPhone and then tweet about it right afterword. Right? Okay. 
Good. Dr. Bradshaw's a professor and associate dean for Research and Faculty Development and the 
Curry School of Education at the University of Virginia. Prior to her current appointment at the 
University of Virginia, she was an associate professor and associate chair of the Department of Mental 
Health at the John Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health. She holds a doctorate in development 
psychology from Cornell University and a master's of education in counseling and guidance from the 
University of Georgia. Her primary research interests focus on the development of aggressive behavior 
and school-based prevention. She collaborates on research projects examing bullying and school 
climate, the development of aggressive and problem behaviors, effects of exposure to violence, peer 
victimization, and environmental stress on children as well as the design evaluation and implementation 
of evidence-based prevention programs in schools.  She presently collaborates on federally supported, 
randomized trials of school-based prevention programs including PBIS and social-emotional learning 
curricula.  She also has expertise in implementation science and coaching models. Dr. Bradshaw works 
with the Maryland State Department of Education and several school districts to support the 
development and implementation of programs and policies to prevent bullying and school violence and 
to foster safe and supporting learning environments.  She collaborates on federally funded research 
grants supported by the National Institutes of Mental Health, NIDA, CDC and the Institutes of Education 
Science. She's an associate editor for the "Journal of Research on Adolescence" and the editor of 
"Prevention Science." She is a co-editor of the "Handbook of School Mental Health." With a person 
who's that accomplished and that busy, to have her here with us today is quite an accomplishment. Let's 
please give a warm, Pennsylvania welcome to Dr. Bradshaw.  
 
>> Thank you very much. Sure, I can carry that. Thank you. [INAUDIBLE] 
 
>> And we just need a little assistance here. 
 
>> For some reason, it hasn't [INAUDIBLE]. And now this isn't working. This is good because I'm actually 
gonna talk about stress in just a few minutes. And that way you can kind of watch me be an 
experimental aid in this case. For some reason, the mouse isn't working. Is there a reason why you 
[INAUDIBLE]? [INAUDIBLE] 'cause that happened to me before. There we go. If you can get that one up. 
[INAUDIBLE] thank goodness for you. Ha, excellent. Perfect, thank you so much. Little, quick, mental 
stretch break as you're getting read y for this next topic. So I will be talking about school climate and it's 
relationship to mental health. This topic, I think, is particularly timely, not only because of this week 
around mental health awareness, but we're also celebrating Teacher Appreciation Week. How many of 
you were appreciated in your schools? Very good. I have a 4 year old. And so all week long I was like, 



"What do I have to bring in every single day?" I'm certainly hoping my husband remembered to bring in 
the little thank you note that I wrote 'cause my 4 year old's not quite ready to write the full thank you 
note for her teachers. But it's very fun to have this kind of week. Actually, this time last year, for Mental 
Health Awareness Week, I was presenting at the United Nations in Washington, D.C. about mental 
health awareness among youth. And we had just finished a big report about global perspectives of 
preventing behavior and mental health problems. So it's very exciting to have a follow-up of that with 
you all today. So in terms of my talk, I hope to get you thinking a little bit more about climate and what 
that really means and what it means to you and the students in your schools. And then thinking a little 
bit more about what you can do as change agents within your schools to improve school climate. And 
one of the frameworks that we use quite a lot is positive behavior supports. So I'll talk to you a little bit 
about some of the approaches that we have taken and what have we learned from the literature and 
the research about impacts of positive behavior support on school climate, student behavior, mental 
health more broadly. So it's always important to start off with a little bit of a definition of a 
conceptualization. I imagine if I polled all of you in the room, "What do you think climate really is?" you 
might have a slightly different view, maybe based on your personal experience or where you work. 
Quite often when I write about this for a different audience, they get distracted by the world climate. 
And you're thinking about environment and thinking about, is it raining? But in many ways, the idea and 
the concept is very much derived from the broader environment. And you'll see that's one of the 
elements that comes into our conceptualization. So one thing to think about is the norms that we 
create. And in many ways, positive behavior support is trying to create more pro-social and positive 
norms within the environment. So you'll start to see great alignment between positive behavior support 
and these definitions of climate. Another is about values. So what kind of values do you have? for 
example, a value of diversity, a value of inclusion that would be present within your school or within 
your community environment. Expectations. Again, positive behavior support is about promoting 
positive expectations of our students, and in many cases, high expectations for achievement regardless 
of background or ability. But there are other dimensions about feeling safe. And safety can include a 
physical aspect. Well, when we talk about climate, we're also thinking about feeling socially safe or 
emotionally safe. Is it an environment where you can express your opinion without feeling that you're 
gonna get fired or that somebody is gonna get angry at you because you're not feeling appreciated or 
valued for your openness. So this goes into those different elements of that emotional safety, that sense 
of connectedness that we might experience within a school environment. But all of that is predicated on 
feeling physically safe. If kids aren't walking around feeling that they can get help when they need it, 
they really aren't gonna be emotionally available, much less cognitively available to be able to engage 
with the academic curriculum within a school. So when we think about culture ... So I was just talking 
about climate. And I want to introduce another concept called culture. And we'll talk a little bit about 
what the difference between climate and culture is. Sometimes this can just be jargony. But I also think 
learning about different concepts sometimes can help open up your minds to thinking different ways 
about a particular concept. And the definition of culture is typically around unwritten rules or 
expectations among the members of a community. So it's not just something that somebody from the 
outside has imposed, but really something that comes from the inside of an environment. What have we 
created as members of this community about our expectations and our rules? There's a really nice 
report, you can download this for free. It's available at www.NAESP, "Differentiating Climate Versus 
Culture." And I like this quote here. "It's much easier to change an organizations attitude," which they 
define as the climate, "than it is to change their personality," which is the culture. So you think about 
personalities, more of that trait that you demonstrate across different settings. But you might have an 
attitude that kinda shifts a little bit depending on the day. So for example, if you're very extroverted. But 
you might be in kind of a bad mood that day. And so you're kind of quiet or you're cranky, but usually 
you're a pretty positive person and pretty extroverted in interacting with other people. However you 



might change your mood just a little bit. So that's one way to think about this difference between 
climate and culture. Here's a whole set of columns. I really like thinking about on the left-hand side, you 
see definitions or examples of climate. So for example, Monday versus Friday whereas in a culture, 
Monday gives us permission to be miserable. The climate is the attitude or mood, something that might 
kind of change a little bit versus that personality, the more enduring characteristics of the individuals' 
climate provides a state of mind versus a culture provides a way of thinking. Flexibility and change takes 
many years to evolve. So which of these do you think, just by a show of hand, is more important within 
your school? Climate, improving the climate of your school? What about a show of hands for improving 
the culture of your school? And how many of you are too cool to vote?  
 
>> [LAUGHTER] 
 
>> I think we have a lot of cool Pennsylvanians here today. Many of us talk a lot about climate. But I 
think it is interesting to think about this related concept of culture because you really want to address 
both of these to actually affect change. But some might be more leading indicators, the kind of little, 
hanging fruit. What's something that we might be able to change more immediately versus something 
like the culture that could be the more enduring change that happens within a school environment? So 
something to think a little bit about. I like the last line on here if you can read it. "It's in your head. It's in 
your head." So both of these really highlight the importance of perception the way that we experience 
an environment and we think about it. The U.S. Department of Education, about 6 years ago, put out a 
model of school climate. And they differentiated three core elements of climate. Engagement, and this 
includes a lot of that emotional element that we were talking about, those connections between people, 
people's sense of identity and connection like, "I'm part of this school community. I wear the school 
colors. I identify with the mission and the motto of the school." Also issues around culture and equity 
within that environment and parent engagement all fit under this broad dimension of engagement. But 
then there's those elements of safety, that sense of feeling safe. This is where some of the bullying and 
aggression can get in the way of youth and adults feeling safe in the school and other problem behavior 
like drug use. The environment is not only the built environment, but other aspects of the way that we 
interact. We actually spend a lot of time thinking about physical comfort and maintenance. We tend to 
not think so much about what signals our buildings carry as people walk in them. And that's what's really 
fun as a researcher, going to so many different schools. We take all these photos and we actually rate 
schools based on what they look like and their physical appearance. And we look to see how well that 
maps onto the ways kids and adults feel about the school. It's kinda like you forget every day when you 
go home that your shutters need painting. You kinda get used to just seeing your shutters. And then you 
have somebody come over to your house. And they realize that there's paint and one of your shutters is 
broken. You forget about that. You forget about that, that that signals something to somebody from the 
outside. So having these different perspectives can be very important. I kind of like this activity when 
we're working with school teams. This is the U.S. Department of Education's conceptualization of 
climate. It includes these three dimensions. But if you were to take this back to your school and have a 
conversation with your team, "How do you all operationalize or define climate and these core features 
in your school?" If it's just a blank one that you could take very easily and fill out. And does your 
conceptualization map onto the way that we have in terms of our research or the U.S. Department of 
Ed. you might even say, "I don't like those three boxes. I want to put something else on there." At the 
University of Virginia, we've had some challenges over the past few years. You might remember some of 
the tension in the media, whether it's our leadership or other issues within the school community. So we 
took this model in a higher ed situation. And I went in with a team of higher ed faculty and students in 
the graduate and undergraduate programs. And we talked about what does school climate look like in a 
university setting? [INAUDIBLE] interesting to us, this bottom bucket about parent engagement, they 



said, "Yeah, but you know who else is really important to us in our community is alumni." And maybe 
that's true in your community too, not just parents, but recent graduates or other people in the boarder 
community might be a core constituent as you think about engagement. So these models aren't set in 
stone. And I really encourage you to think about what do you they look like in your school? How can this 
create a conversation for you among your team members and your colleagues? And you're probably 
aware the recent reauthorization of "No Child Left Behind" under the new name, "Every Student 
Succeeds Act," a core element of that is creating data systems around school climate and improving the 
school environment. So it's great to see not only a model put out by the U.S. Department of Education 
but now a policy that's actually encouraging this. And one element of that is thinking about how do we 
actually measure this? So we have this broad concept. We have some interrelated concepts of climate 
and culture. We have different dimensions of this. What are the ways that you can actually measure it to 
inform your database decision making. So the most common approach is to use surveys. This is what we 
do a lot in our work, we administer surveys. We typically do online surveys to students. Sometimes 
they're relatively short, only four or five questions 'cause we want to just have a little bit of a litmus test 
about what's going on. And other times, we might have 100 items because we really want to get a broad 
scan and a deep dive about what's going on in terms of our students' perspective. But students aren't 
the only ones that are members of that community because in many ways, the adults are creating that 
climate too. Remember we were talking about climate as those shared norms and values? And those 
come not only from the students, but also from the staff and the building. So I think it's critical that we 
get staff, including teachers and administrators, their unique perspectives on this issue as well. 
Sometimes administrators have a little different perspective. When we actually rank order who thinks 
the environment's best, it's actually principals that think their environment's better than anybody else. 
Next followed by the general education teachers and the school psychologist. And sadly, the individuals 
that feel less supported in the environment, in addition to students, tend to be our special educators. So 
that's a very interesting group for us to think about, how do we reach out to our special educators? In 
many cases, they feel sadly like a bit of a dumping ground for some of the students that don't have a lot 
of other options and feel high levels of stress and burden in their environments. To really think about 
these different perspectives and how different people based on their role might perceive the 
environment a little bit differently. But surveys are just one area. And I'll talk a little bit about some 
resources for getting access to surveys if you're interested in doing that, but observations are another, 
much like I was talking about how when somebody comes to your house and gives you feedback, 
especially when you think about selling your house. I mean, that's always such a nervous moment when 
you have the Realtor come in and they do the walk-through and they give you that big, long list of stuff 
you need to do. Number one is usually get rid of two-thirds of the things that you have 'cause it's too 
much clutter. Well, that happens in schools too. When we go in and we say, "Oh, my gosh. You're 
supposed to have these PBIS posters but you have so much crap on the wall. We can't even see that." 
And sometimes their counter to what we really want to see. So many cases when we go into schools and 
give feedback to them, we're saying, "Not only do you need to freshen up your posters about your 
behavioral expectations, but sometimes you need to take down things that aren't consistent with that 
value or that expectation." And that's hard to hear for many of the schools. So that's something to think 
a little bit about. Another source of these observations is thinking about when we do have posters about 
values and perspectives, are those values mapping onto our students? We do a lot of work in the area of 
cultural proficiency. And when we walk into some schools and we see that the posters and the images 
on the walls aren't necessary reflective of the backgrounds of our students. So that's another thing to 
think about. When we do have images posted within our school, are they reflective of our student 
population and the value of diversity that we want to promote in all of our schools. And those 
observations happen not only in the non-classroom settings, but inside our classroom environments, the 
way that teachers are using different kinds of tools and interacting with students and even the way they 



set up their classrooms can create that physical environment that promotes a positive culture. Kind of 
the low-hanging fruit around data is often the administrative data. This sometimes frustrates me a little 
bit when I talk to administrators, no offense to those that you're here. But when we started launching 
our school climate survey in the state, the administrator said, "Well, the real data about climate are the 
administrative data: the suspensions, the office referrals, the academic performance." And I said, "Well, 
what makes those more real than perceptions in children and students' reports of bullying and violence 
and their perceptions of safety. But they differentiated the perceptual data versus the administrative 
data." And I think some of that came down to a control issue. The administrators felt like they had more 
control and authority over these administrative data sets. No wonder that they're called administrative 
because in many cases, they're created and administered by the leaders in the building. But when we 
open ourselves to survey and outside people, we have to let go of some of that control because we 
don't know what those data are gonna look like. And sometimes that can be scary for us. Not to say that 
the administrative data are easy and predictable too. But administrators often do have influence over a 
decision to suspend or some kind of alternative to suspension. So when we think about measuring 
school climate, these are just a couple of different approaches that you can use. As for some of the 
surveys, I mentioned since there's the reauthorization and a lot of momentum around using survey data 
and the importance of perceptions of climate, you can go and access some of -- free versions of surveys 
online, including the ones that we've developed in the state of Maryland and have been rolling out to 
over 150 schools across the past 5 years. You can go to this website, the Safe and Supportive Learning 
Environment. And you see how it says across the top, "Engagement, Safety and Environment?" That 
maps onto the definition that we're using and what I had talked to you a bit about. But you can access 
these school climate compendia so you can pull down different versions of surveys if you're interested in 
using that. Just to give you a snapshot of what we've learned, 'cause like I said, "Once you open up these 
surveys, it's a little scary sometimes to see what data that you get because that can be a little bit of a 
wake-up call." So under the first dimension of safety, we found about 80 percent of these high 
schoolers, and this was a sample of 31 high schools that were implementing positive behavior support. 
This is our baseline data collection for a large-scale setting, 81% said that they felt safe at school. Well, 
you know, as a researcher, I think, "Eighty-one percent? Well, that's a majority." But then I start 
thinking, "What about those 20 percent roughly? What's going on with those kids? Do we know who 
those kids are? And are those the same kids that map onto the 22 percent that said that they're being 
bullied frequently at school?" Then you drop down, speaking of mental health, 21 percent of the 
students said that often or very often feel sad. That was a huge wake-up call for our school staff to see 
data on internalizing problems 'cause we tend to focus so much on the externalizing problems, the 
squeaky wheel. And we don't really notice quite as much that disengaged student or the sad student 
until they start having behavior or academic problems. Then you drop down to engagement. Only 67 
percent of our students felt that they belonged? What are some strategies that we can implement to 
help students feel more connected to the environment? sometimes it's as simple as somebody knowing 
your name and saying hello to you. Some of the schools that we have worked with, they will actually put 
pictures of students up on the wall and have teachers and staff go around with a little sticky, a little 
button, and say, "Put a sticky on here if you know this student." And at the end, which are the pictures 
that nobody knows those students? That probably maps onto this roughly 20 percent or so that isn't 
feeling like they belong or isn't feeling engaged in the environment. And some of the school staff that 
we work with say, "Well, let's all pick one of those students and make a concerted effort to develop and 
authentic relationship with that student to help engage them." Another one that was a bit of a wake-up 
call was the 61 percent of students that feel students of all races are treated equally. And this is a pretty 
relatively diverse sample, about 30% African American within this. So it isn't just the black kids that are 
saying students of all backgrounds aren't feeling that they're treated equally. We do find in terms of our 
statistical analyses that students from diverse backgrounds are more likely to endorse this item, feeling 



disengaged. But white students notice inequities too. So we really need to think about how we as a 
community are embracing all students, regardless of background and thinking about ways that we are 
more engaging to that environment because issues around disproportionality and office referrals, 
suspensions, students see that too. That gets picked up to them, not just the students of color, but the 
Caucasian students can see issues of discipline coming out as it relates to inequity. So equity is an 
important feature for us to be thinking about as we focus in on engagement. And then the disruption. 
Sixty-eight percent of the students reported that students who need help with their problems are able 
to get that. That highlights to us that there's a big chunk of kids that aren't getting access to services 
that really need them within our schools. So what do we do when we're thinking about engagement and 
school climate? In our initiatives, as I said, where the state of Maryland is rolling out a survey that we've 
been using in a subset of about 60 schools over the past 5 years. Now we're expanding that to over 150 
schools in the survey system that we've created all online, built around a PBIS framework and puts data 
back in the intended users, which are administrators and school teams and PBIS teams. That's being 
rolled out statewide. And not only do we want to say we're collecting data just for the sake of data or 
the university's collecting data, but really it's the school community is collecting data. And so we have 
posters in the hallway for students to talk about what kind of school they want their school to be and 
really empowering Youth Voice and engagement in the process. So this is an annual effort that we 
launched. These are high schoolers, although they're not real people of course. These are some samples 
of a middle school. We've expanded down from high school where we started off 'cause there were 
some questions of, "Well, do middle schoolers have a conceptualization of climate?" Well, heck yeah. 
And they actually see the measurement very similar. We did a fancy statistical analysis called 
measurement invariance. I know it's a very weird word. But essentially those three areas of safety, 
engagement, environment, they show up not only in our high schools but our middle schools as well. 
And we've even done further extensions down to elementary schools. Even though our surveys are a 
little bit shorter for the elementary school kids, they're very good reporters about how they perceive 
their environment and their own behavior. And this highlights the importance of different perspectives. 
You don't want to just go in and ask one group, whether it be staff or students. But people have very 
different conceptualizations based on their role or their status within the school. And sometimes those 
differences are even more informative than the similarities. I'll give you an example of this as it relates 
to bullying. When I go into a school and ask school staff about the issue of bullying, sometimes they'll 
say, "Oh, yeah. It's a problem at this school. But it really only impacts a relatively small proportion of our 
students." But then when I ask students about it, overwhelmingly they're more concerned about this. In 
fact, many of the adults have a tough time recognizing bullying in the school environment. And some of 
that is because of this simple and sophisticated elements about power and the repeated nature and the 
intentionality that students are a little more attuned to than our adults. So if you can't actually see a 
problem in your classroom, it's very hard for you to do something to change it. So increasing adults' 
awareness of the issue of bullying can help bridge that gap. And even once we do have staff that see and 
detect bullying, sometimes they're using not-so-great strategies for resolving it. For example, forcing 
kids to apologize or calling them out, requiring two kids to go into conflict resolution as if a bullying 
situation is a disagreement or a conflict. We need a whole different set of tools and strategies for 
addressing bullying than we might other kinds of traditional disagreements in the school. And teachers 
also report they just don't have time. I'm teaching a class. I'm trying to manage all these disruptions that 
are going on. Calculus is hard. How do I teach all these things? And then much less there's a kid bullying 
somebody else in the back row. We actually just started a new project. We just got some funding from 
the National Institute of Justice where we're gonna use simulators, which are essentially computer-
generated kids in classrooms, to help teachers practice detecting bullying and learning how to de-
escalate it while they're teaching a lesson 'cause that's really hard to set up in a regular classroom 
environment. You can't pretend when bullying's happening. You don't necessary know, "Did I get this 



right? Can I roll back the tape and try that again?" But what we're doing with this simulated 
environment is having teachers go in with a coach. And so after 10 or 15 minutes of just teaching their 
lesson, we can say, well, there were actually four instances of bullying. And you only picked up on one of 
them. And they can say, "Oh, really? Can we roll that back? Can we try that again?" And we can give 
them feedback about how they manage that while they're trying to teach the class. So these are 
important things for us to think about. Another concern that we see is that youth generally just aren't 
really reported bullying to adults. Even though that's our number one strategy is if you see bullying, tell 
an adult about it. We see that relatively few youth are actually reporting that. In fact just 21 percent of 
students say that they report bullying events that they experience to a staff. So pairing up these two 
different perspectives, this came out of some of our school climate data collection where we have over 
15,000 students, these are middle and high school students. And we asked them things like, "Have you 
seen adults at school watching bullying and doing nothing?" And we found that 43 percent of the 
students agreed with that. Fifty-eight percent thought that the staff weren't doing enough to prevent 
bullying. and 61 thought that sometimes they actually made the situation worse rather than better. But 
when we ask the staff in those same schools, 97 percent said they would intervene if they saw bullying. 
So that highlights that they're not picking up on a lot of the stuff that's going on. Eighty-seven percent 
said that they have effective strategies. And a mere 7 percent, as compared to the 61 percent we heard 
from students, felt that they had made the situation worse. So what might contribute to that? This is a 
slide that I got from a colleague of mine, Sue Swearer, that has been developing a variety of bullying 
prevention programs. And this is actually a real drawing from a real kid in an activity where they asked 
the kids to draw a bully. And you see on the left-hand side bully when adults are around. We've got the 
halo, so we've got the angel on the left side here. But bully when adults aren't around, now we've got 
the devil with the horns. So kids are pretty good about essentially code switching across different 
settings, turning on the good side of themselves, the angelic, the high status, the really smart kid. But 
sometimes those smart, popular kids can use their popularity to actually negatively influence their social 
dynamic. And in fact, our research shows that when we get to middle and high schools, sometimes the 
most aggressive kids, when it comes to relational aggression and bullying, are actually the ones of high 
social status. They're the cheerleaders, the popular ones. So we as adults sometimes don't see that side 
of them. And that difference of perspective contributes to a disconnect between students and staff 
'cause the students will say ... They'll make the assumption the teachers see these kinds of things and 
aren't acting, that we're making some kind of decision not to act. But in reality, that's not likely the case. 
We really need to start bridging those gaps. Another way we can think about this is the way that kids see 
the environment. So these are just some snapshots of some high schools in the area that we go into. 
And there's this conceptual model called Social Disorganization Theory thats essentially saying that the 
way we build our environments, whether it's a community ... So one the main leaders of this research 
area is down in Philadelphia and is a qualitative researcher, Elijah Anderson. And he's an ethnographer. 
And he goes in. And he's written all these books about the code of the streets, about how people adapt 
their behavior to the environment. And that's essentially talking about, in disordered environments, we 
create disorder and unpredictable behavior. And so if the environment isn't predictable for our kids, it's 
gonna be really hard for them to demonstrate positive behaviors. And that's what we're trying to 
promote through consistent expectations of positive behavior support and projection of positive norms 
and values. So what can administrators do about this? We've created an administrator walk-through 
tool. And these are some of the examples of what to actually look for. I'd be happy to send you a copy of 
this if you're interested because we were sending in our outside data collectors. And people were filling 
out surveys. The principal said, "What can I do on a daily basis, when I'm walking around my building, to 
see what the physical environment might be signaling?" And in fact, it's not just inside the building that 
matters, but it's outside the building. For example, in Baltimore City, where we do a lot of our work, 
there are people from the community that will come and hang out on the basketball courts and they 



playground in the evenings and weekends and often do things like do drugs and leave litter in those 
spaces. And even though they're outside the building, that still signals to students that people don't care 
about this, that there's bad stuff going on. And that bad stuff is kinda common and somewhat 
acceptable to people. So we really need to be thinking about how the physical environment contributes 
to that perception. So here's some examples about are there signs that are clearly posit indicating the 
entrance to the school grounds? Something as basic as labeling an ownership of the school sets a tone 
of pride within the building. What are the conditions of the landscaping around the building? Evidence 
of ownership, looking for the school name or logo? Is there graffiti in the school? So these are just some 
examples that we provide as prompts. There's another area I don't have on this screen here, but it's 
actually getting administrators to go into the bathrooms. In Baltimore City, sometimes we've had to take 
the doors off of the stalls in the bathrooms because of concerns about what students were doing in the 
bathroom. But that's kind of humiliating to go into a bathroom and especially for women that aren't 
used to open areas. And so what does that signal to the students when we say, "You don't have a right 
to privacy within the bathroom." Or when they're running water faucets or not enough toilet paper. For 
a while in Baltimore, people were catching the toilet paper on fire. And there were all these fires in 
schools. So they decided to remove all the toilet paper. So you would have kids coming in with their own 
pockets full of toilet paper just so they could have it. And so I'm all about safety first. I have a public 
health background. But sometimes we have to be careful that we don't over-correct the things and 
make snap decisions when we're actually trying to promote an environment and a positive culture. So 
what does all this mean for our students? There have been tons of correlational and in fact, some 
experimental studies, showing that when we improve the school climate, we see less problematic 
behavior among our students. And this shows up in fewer discipline problems, fewer acts of aggression 
and violence, fewer suspensions, fewer absenteeism and lateness, fewer instances of drug use and less 
bullying and harassment within our schools. But not only are we cutting down on that bad stuff, but we 
actually see improvements in good things. We see students are more activated and engaged 
academically and motivated. We also see more psychological well-being and better academic 
achievement, which at the end of the day is probably why many of us are really, truly in the field of 
education, is that we want to see not only good positive outcomes for our students socially, emotionally, 
but we also want to see them improve academically. But what about the teachers? In fact, we see from 
the literature that the number one reason why teachers leave the field isn't because they don't get paid 
or they're not necessary supported by their administration, it's really because of the environment where 
they work and discipline problems. Bullying creates conditions that are negative not only for the 
students but for the adults. Adults don't like working in those kind of environments as well. Burnout and 
teacher turnover are huge issues, especially among our early career teachers. We have a new project 
now where we're arming new teachers with strategies like the good behavior game, classroom 
management and pairing them up with teachers using the my teaching partner model for brand new 
teachers, those in their first 3 years of entering the field. And it's very sad when we go in and talk to 
some of those new teachers 'cause it's very lonely and isolating for them to be in their own classroom 
and not have a lot of experience moving in and out of instruction to issues of discipline and classroom 
management and school environment. We also see these issues really bubble up a lot on the secondary 
schools and the middle and the high schools. We were just recently looking at some of our data 
comparing middle schools to high schools and school climate. And for a while I've kinda gotten it in my 
mind that the middle schools are really, really rough. But actually, we've found that rates of school 
climate were more favorable among middle schoolers than they were among high schoolers. So we 
think that's kind of interesting. I think part of it might be the school size, that as the high schools get so 
big, students feel a little less connected to each other. And there's more differentiation about a student 
agency and expectation and a little bit more stress about what you're gonna do next. So we need to also 
be thinking a little bit about the built environment as well as how we interact with our students and our 



expectations that might even be signaling some stress to them. The role of educators is critical as is the 
role of administrators. The administrators often set that tone of expectations and are able to provide 
that open sense of communication and support and set the tone that it's okay to have different 
perspectives. It's okay to share them with people without the threat of punishment. And school climate 
has also been shown to increase not only teacher retention, but overall job satisfaction. You've seen me 
in some cases, if you were tracking this, say, "Well, you have that model of climate, but didn't it include 
some things like bullying? Now you're saying a better climate is associated with less bullying. What is it? 
Is bullying part of climate or is an outcome?" Well, that's an important thing because this is more of a 
dynamic here, that the behavior influences the climate. If you've got a school that has a high level of 
violence or a high level of kids using drugs, that's gonna contribute to a negative climate. But a poor 
climate's also gonna increase those problematic things. So it's kinda tough to tease apart what's the 
cause versus the consequence because in fact when you're improving the climate, you see a reduction in 
those problem behaviors. And when you reduce those problem behaviors, you see an improvement in 
the climate. In some cases, they're almost two sides of the same coin. So it's important for us to think a 
little bit about that connection between the perceptions and the behavior. And that goes back to that 
conversation we had with those administrators about, "Oh, well, perception with that isn't really 
important." Well, it is important because it actually starts impacting those other types of administrative 
indicators as well. I want to talk a little bit stress and the importance of creating that school 
environment because this in turn sets the foundation for positive mental health and well-being for our 
students as well as our faculty. I assume many of you have heard of the Maslow Hierarchy of Needs? 
And this is a pretty basic thing that you probably saw when you were in college about psych 101. But I 
really like this because it is so foundational to thinking about what we were just talking about climate. 
The physiological needs, do I have toilet paper in the bathroom? Do I have drinkable water in my 
school? Do I have the materials that I need to actually get my work done? If we don't have those basic 
physiological things, how can we expect our students to be self-actualized? Kind of getting out of the 
Freudian psychological stuff, even if you think about putting academic achievement there at the top of 
the triangle, we can't expect students to achieve academically or to go on to postsecondary education or 
employment if we don't provide these foundational needs. As we thing about a climate, this is kinda a 
little bit stretching this notion which Maslow somewhat had as more of a parenting construct. But we 
can think about schools as providing these kinds of expectations as well. Those safety needs, that sense 
of connection, the sense of motivation and high expectations, this Maslow's hierarchy of needs is 
actually very, very relevant to the concept of school climate and what we do across these different 
levels. We certainly can't expect that high level of achievement if we don't provide that foundational 
work. What about stress? What does stress do to those kinds of systems? How are schools possibly 
stepping into that gap to serve as a buffer of stress that students might experience either because of 
their own biological background or their family or community? Let's talk about what stress is. This is an 
appraisal-based, which is kind of going back to that perceptions. You can probably think of people that 
you're like, "Oh, my gosh, Susie is always stressed out. The smallest thing just sends her off. She's got 
these glasses that just make the world seem like everything's a downer and she perceives the world 
differently." That's a real appraisal kinda sense. But then there's some people that you think, "Golly, 
they just seem like everything kind of rolls off them. I would be really stressed out if I lost my job or if 
my partner had that going on." And that's more of an objective base. So most people would be stressed 
out by having their partner lose their job. But some people are able to kind of adjust to that. It's hard for 
us to be able to put people in a box and say, "Oh, this person's really stress reactive," or "This person 
kind of lets things roll off." But it's important for us to think about people have different thresholds for 
stress. And how do we get from stress to actually experiencing a problem. This is a model that talks 
about the stressor. For example, your partner loses their job. Your appraisal of that situation, that's the 
way you perceive it. Do you perceive this to be the best thing or the worst thing? It actually could be a 



good thing if your partner wasn't very happy in their job or if it was a bad job. It almost forced them to 
get out there and look for another opportunity. There are also goals. Is your goal to just be employed or 
is it really to actually find a good fit for you in that situation? Your prior experience, if this is the fifth 
time they've lost their job in the past 2 years, that's a little bit different than the first time ever. The 
coping efforts, what are the ability and the resources that you have both internally and externally to 
yourself to be able to cope with that kind of adversity. These are all factors that lead to that adjustment 
or maladjustment. There's individual differences in each of these boxes. This is why people don't 
respond the same way to any kind of stressor. There's so many different factors that are at play here. 
Not all stress is a bad thing. In fact, I was talking with Tina a little bit about this this morning, that 
sometimes a moderate level of stress actually motivates you to perform best. This is a very fancy but 
very old law. Back in the day, they used to make these laws like laws of physics and gravity and those 
kinds of things. So this is the Yerkes-Dodson Law that we attest on this later. But it's very easy to 
remember that when you're not stressed about something, if you kinda blow something off, you don't 
actually have enough mojo to really get it done. But sometimes if you're at the other extreme, you're so 
stressed out about something, you bomb the talk or you don't do a good job with that lesson, you 
almost need that moderate level. But what's moderate for you might be a little bit different than 
moderate for me. These are kinds of things when we think about not only our own personal 
performance or people that we care about on a personal level, but our students and our class. Are we 
able to provide just the right level of tension to get them engaged. Are they feeling too relaxed and too 
chill to actually get anything done? Or on the other extreme, are they too stressed out to actually 
perform? The only other way to kind of override this system is repeated practice. For example, if I just 
pulled somebody from the audience and said, "You come up here and give a talk for 1,300 people." If 
you hadn't practiced, you'd probably be at that high extreme. That's actually what we call the Trier task. 
Sometimes we do that in experimental studies. We have somebody come in [INAUDIBLE] and we said, 
"Oh, thanks for coming in today. Now you've gotta go give a talk for these people you don't know on this 
topic you don't understand." That really stressed people out very, very quickly. But if you knew about 
that ahead of time and you practice, you're probably more at that moderate level of arousal. What 
about stress and health? There's so many studies that are linking stress and repeated exposure to stress 
with mental health. While much of this research is focused historically on adults, we know that these 
foundational impacts of stress in early childhood actually can change brain chemistry and brain 
functioning, not only the way our neurotransmitters are functioning, but even some of the structures in 
our brain, in the circuits. Repeated exposure to stress ... Again, that stressor, what might be stressful for 
one kid could be perceived less stressfully than another kid. That appraisal is important here. But we 
know that, for example, when we're talking about depression, most episodes of depression are 
preceded by some kind of major life event like the death of a spouse, loss of a job or other kinds of 
concerns. Stress also, in those extremes, leads to that lower level of productivity and poor physical 
health. And that shows up in all kinds of things, even allergies and respiratory problems as well as 
cancer. I want to kind of give you a snapshot. It was mentioned that I work with the University of 
Virginia. Well, I actually have two jobs. Don't tell my boss, but I work primarily at the University of 
Virginia. But I still have a very active research team at John Hopkins. I'm headed there this afternoon, 
will be there through the weekend. But I go back and forth between these two areas in large part 
because I built such good connections with the schools in Maryland. They've been really focused on 
ramping up positive behavior support. But I want to kind of give you a little snapshot of some of the 
experiences as we think about this stress lens that some of our kids are having. Hopefully when you 
think of Maryland and Baltimore, you think of the beautiful, inner harbor. I'm going to an Orioles game 
tomorrow night if the weather holds up, very fun, nice place. But when I talk to kids that go to school in 
Baltimore City, they're not thinking of the aquarium and the Orioles game. This is the kind of city that 
they perceive. Baltimore has a huge issue with housing and burnt out buildings, many of which have 



become drug dens. You can see these are vacant buildings with broken windows. Some of these are 
literally a stone's throw from John Hopkins, one of the biggest, most well-known hospitals and higher 
education institutions. We have a huge issue with community violence and drug use. I like this one on 
the bottom on some levels. We've got a kid walking home from school and a school bus. This is the kind 
of exposure they have. For many of our kids, this is home sweet home. This impacts not only the kids 
that live there but the adults. These are photos from my colleague Phil Leef, "When Thugs Cry." It's not 
just the bad kids or the good kids that are perceiving this. This is a huge impact on the community. This 
is another burnt out building where they put out a crash. These are empty alcohol bottles, teddy bears 
and things that are set up for the death of a gang member. There were also children that were shot in 
this particular death. We think about those kinds of concentrated disadvantage and challenges that 
happen in the community. It's not just the people that live there, but people that are also in the 
surrounding area that can create that vulnerability to stress. There's another model that we talk about, 
the diathesis-stress. That talks about the vulnerability coupled with the exposure of stress. Some people 
can get to be really hypersensitive to stress over time. We can think about somebody that just flies off 
the handle. They're very easily ignited, almost like kindling on a fire. There's always something a little bit 
brewing. And you throw just a little bit of gas on. Then it just erupts. That's true for some of our kids as 
well as some of the staff in our schools. I imagine you can think of staff members that are in this easy-to-
ignite kind of category. But there are a variety of factors that can contribute to that, some of which are 
very biological in nature. All of these can lead down to ... The slide depicts that biological vulnerability, 
whether it's neurotransmitter functioning or brain development or stress reactivity, that in turn 
translates to mood disorders such as depression or anxiety. But if you see, look across that lateral area 
there, on the left-hand side, talks about activation of stress hormones, negative attributions, that's your 
perceptions, this all goes back to climate, and problems in interpersonal relationships or lack of social 
support. Even though this model was supposed to be talking about adults and their relationships with 
each other, it's highly relevant to climate as we think about the importance of school climate as a 
possible buffer for some of our more vulnerable youth. The stress can get under the skin. We think 
about genetic factors, brain development. There's a huge body of research showing adverse childhood 
experiences can create that vulnerability to stress and mental health. Then there's an interesting 
concept about allostatic load. That's a fancy term, but essentially it's talking about how when you get 
stressed out, you don't necessarily always bounce back to your prior place. Sometimes that wear and 
tear on your body and your brain can impact your vulnerability to stress in the future. Not only are some 
of these insults on your body and your brain and your affect problematic in the short term, but can also 
have a longer-term impact because it makes you more vulnerable to future types of challenges that you 
face. This bottom right-hand slide is of a young child, a 3-year-old child, actually two different children. 
But on the left-hand side, this is a slice of their brain. You see what's a typical developing brain on the 
left. Then you see a child that's experienced extreme neglect. You don't have to have a PhD or an MD to 
be able to look at those two brains and see that there's clearly something that's going on different. 
There's a separation of the ventricles. See those larger areas, literally spaces in the brain. The matter in 
the brain changes as a result to some of these early experiences. There's even some interesting work 
going on, not just on extreme cases of abuse, but looking at bullying experiences. We've seen several 
studies come out now looking at children that have certain kind of genotypes are more vulnerable to 
experiencing stress following a bullying situation. But also kids develop and anticipation of stress when 
they think bullying might occur. There's an interesting study from a group of researchers that were at 
Penn State. They took what is called salivary cortisol, that's a hormone that runs through your body. But 
you can also pick up on it in spit. If you spit in a cup, we get kids to put it in a cup. Pretty easy way for us 
to get some of these data. But we got kids to essentially spit in these cups and did fancy analyses on 
them to be able to show that kids had a history of bullying, they became much more stressed out before 
lunch when bullying had occured in the past, than they did in the classroom environment. They had an 



anticipatory stress response to potential bullying. These aren't just experiences kids have. The can 
actually get under the skin and have a longer-term impact. This impacts not only them there in the 
moment, but the way they process information and the way that they make decisions and the way that 
they focus on certain information. Sometimes our school policies actually do more harm in this case 
than good. When we talk about suspension or punishment, grouping difficult or deviant kids together, 
our zero-tolerance policies, these aren't really compensatory approaches. They are very reactive and 
often disciplinary that are more punitive in nature and can exacerbate those kinds of stress responses. 
But schools can be a buffer. There's a lot of interest in the role of school climate as one of those 
mechanisms that can help us engage and support our students as it relates to helping them build skills 
for addressing bullying. I really like this little image here of this pillow with a smiley face on it. It kinda 
reminds me of a little bit of a buffering place here. And schools aren't really built to necessary do all of 
this. We have to think about the way that we do business and the way that we function and we organize 
ourselves to try to address this range of needs that our students, as well as our staff, have. So I want to 
talk a little bit about how positive behavior support can serve as a framework for trying to address some 
of these challenges that we experience in schools. Given you're already in PBIS teams, hopefully you're 
familiar with some of the core concepts and some of the elements. This is often the face of PBIS that 
kids see. These are some images from Baltimore City. I'll actually be at Pimlico Middle School this 
evening meeting with some principals. These are there expectations. That's over by the Pimlico 
Raceway. Be respectful, responsible and safe. They have some of these elements. I kind of like the one 
on the bottom right here that's PBIS support life skills. It shows how the school has taken their PBIS 
model and expanded it to connect with other initiatives. But this is what kids see. However, PBIS is much 
more than just posters on the wall and gotchas and those kind of gimmicks often to engage students. It's 
really about developing the system to able to support data use and the practices that are implemented 
within that framework all to promote outcomes. I have a little tattoo of this on my arm. I can show you 
guys during the break if you want. But I think that these kinds of models are really very helpful. When I 
came to the University of Virginia, they asked me for my idea about how I wanted to run the school of 
education. As it relates to improving supports for faculty and students. And I actually took this data 
system practices and applied it to higher education. It was a perfect fit. This actually could work in 
business. It can work in all kinds of different settings. We even run PBIS in my household. I talk to my 
husband about what kind of data systems do we have to track the way that we are managing our books. 
What kind of practices do we have for cleaning our house? What kind of systems do we have for 
communicating in a moment of emergencies? Maybe I have gone too far into the PBIS world. I will 
admit, that's quite possible. But I think this framework, and it isn't just the posters on the wall, PBIS is 
much deeper than that. And if you're really just focused on posters on the wall and planning parties, 
you're totally missing the boat. This is really what you should be talking about in your meetings and not 
what the year-end party's gonna be. I also like this kind of graphic. And this works a lot 'cause we're in 
the sweet capitol of the world because PBIS isn't just about the data systems, practices. But one element 
of that is thinking about what are we doing at the tier one? What are we doing at the tier two with the, 
of course, Hershey chocolate sauce and my favorite, with the sprinkles on top and the cherry? I always 
liked using this one 'cause even when I go in to talk to people that aren't familiar with PBIS, after 
showing them this, they get it. This requires a lot of conversation. But you all don't need all that 'cause 
you're educators who are used to PBIS. But one thing we do kind of forget about when we're thinking 
about these tiered models is how we move up the triangle and try to address those more intensive 
needs around mental health. We forget that we need to ramp up our data systems. We need to ramp up 
our support systems for training staff to implement these more intensive interventions successfully. And 
we need to think more about the time that it's gonna take to do all of that. 
 



To be honest, it's an adoption process to get tier one in place. But it's a pretty big lift to connect up 
what's happening at tier one with tier two with tier three. And this is one reason why when we run our 
numbers similar to yours, we see schools catching on to tier one. But then they kind of hit a little bit of a 
wall around the tier two and tier three. And in part it's because they don't really get that as we move up 
that triangle, we're gonna need a bigger commitment of time and resources. And PBIS is also a way to 
think about organizing other kinds of programs. We hear a lot about bullying, social-emotional learning, 
truancy, restorative practices. When I go into a school and I say, "What're you doin' across these 
different tiers?" We actually give them a blank triangle. Hopefully you've done this yourself. We used to 
call it Form G in Maryland, great name for Form G. Literally it's a blank triangle. We say, "What're you 
doin' at these different levels?" And that way you can see maybe you're bottom heavy. You got a lot of 
stuff goin' on schoolwide but not enough that's happening at these advanced tiers. So I'd encourage you 
to think about this. You can even add another column and say, "What data do you have to track that 
you're doing this well? What kind of outcomes do you have to show that you're actually improving 
student behavior?" I am also very interested and engaged is social-emotional learning programs that 
some of our colleagues at Penn State, just up the road from here, have been working very hard to 
develop some solid social-emotional learning curricula. I view those much like restorative practices and 
other practices that fit in that practice bucket of the data systems, practices of PBIS. I view these models 
as very complimentary because sometimes you get into a classroom and you say, "Wow. We got a lot of 
kids that don't know how to calm down when they're upset. Why don't I think about bringing in a social-
emotional learning curriculum so they can learn how to label their emotions, how to label when they 
feel upset and to develop those coping strategies?" I view these models as very complimentary, 
especially when you put them in this tiered framework of thinking about how they fit together. 
Maryland's in a state of transition. We've been calling our motto PBIS for many years. But now we're in a 
migration towards Multi-Tiered Systems of Support. There's been even some PR about whether we 
should change the name of the initiative within the state. Multi-Tiered Systems of Support is kind of like 
PBIS on steroids. PBIS often is thought about just being in the school environment. A Multi-Tiered 
Systems of Support is more of the general term for how we connect up with other service sectors. I'll be 
interested to see where you all are in your evolution of thinking about Multi-Tiered Systems of Support. 
We've been doing a lot of research on positive behavior support, particularly using randomized designs 
where we invite schools to participate in our projects and then randomly assign them to either get 
training in different models or serve as comparison schools. That allows us to do a more rigorous test of 
these models. Through those rigorous studies, we've shown that PBIS does have the significant impact 
on school climate. That includes not only the way the teachers are interacting with each other and 
students are, but the way administrators are supporting their teachers because that's such a critical 
element. But what's interesting is we see our schools that start off with less favorable climate, it often 
takes them that good 3 to 5 years to implement PBIS with fidelity. But they actually have the most room 
to grow. Schools that are good shape climate-wise often implement PBIS within a year or 2 and 
sometimes don't improve that much as it relates to climate. We need to definitely be patient as we think 
about implementation and the supports that are needed, especially for our more challenged schools. 
Then there's the where is the beef? Well, what kind of impact is PBIS having on students? I like this 
graphic of the threes because we saw reduction in suspensions by a third as well as ids that were being 
referred to the office dropped by about a third after PBIS implementation. We also saw significant 
impacts on academic achievement as a result of PBIS implementation. That carried over to teacher's 
ratings to students in the classroom. Some people would critique PBIS and say, "Well, isn't it really just 
the principals that are deciding about suspensions?" They know that they're implementing PBIS. They're 
supposed to be looking to get that down. Maybe we should not do that. Or teachers know that now 
we're tracking office referrals. But when we ask teachers to rate students over time, we see that these 
behaviors are improving in the classroom environment as well. That's impacting bullying as well as 



concentration problems and improving positive things like emotion regulation and prosocial behavior. 
I'm gonna wrap up by a couple of things that I've learned through our research in this are and through 
our close partnerships with schools. I still really like a focus initially on tier one supports. I know there's 
been some discretion, do you really need to start with hat foundation of work? But I'm kind of back to 
that triangle even with the Maslow. If you don't have that safe environment and you don't have that 
predictable environment, it's really hard to do those more intensive types of things. I know some of our 
school systems that we work with, if they don't have a solid tier one, it's really hard for us to get the 
buy-in for the more intensive things. We often see over-referrals to the more intensive supports. I still 
think that that initial investment in PBIS on the schoolwide level is so critical and foundational to the 
success of more advanced work. Hopefully you've learned a little bit today about climate and how that's 
related to student outcomes as well as staff outcomes and why that should be part of your school goals. 
We've also talked about different sources of data that you might think about using and bringing into 
your teams and the importance of communicating that data. Not just having one person hold the data, 
but getting different perspectives and sharing that and talking about areas of agreement as well as 
disagreement. The integration of different efforts, other data systems, practices. Didn't talk as much 
about Youth Voice, but I showed you a couple of those posters that we put within the schools about 
how we get youth involved, not just as, "Oh, I gotta go into the lab and complete a survey." But my voice 
matters. We've even found that in Maryland, over a 10-year study within about 117 schools just 
collecting data on school climate and reporting it back to the schools, that actually had an impact on 
improving the environment. The data collection and feedback loop is in and of itself part of an 
intervention. Implementation science is a fancy word for thinking about the way we do stuff, not just 
what we do. How do we implement? What kind of coaching supports and teaming processes are 
needed? The critical role that administrators play within this process. I have an excellent and very 
extensive team of folks that should be behind me right now, but I just want to acknowledge them as 
well as some of our supports. I think we might have ... About time for us to move on to the next 
comments unless you want to take a few questions. Okay. I think Tina's gonna come up and make a 
couple quick announcements as we move to the next feature in our program. Thank you so much for 
your attention.  
 
   


