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Improving Behavior Through Positive Behavior Discipline Codes 
 

School disciplinary procedures are typically 
articulated in written codes of conduct by which 
students abide, teachers enforce, and families 
accept. Discipline codes tend to focus on 
negative sanctions that are reactionary, such as 
sending students out of the classroom, 
detentions, in-school and out of school 
suspensions, and expulsions. Most often, these 
exclusionary approaches focus on delivering a 
punitive consequence without instruction about 
desired behaviors.  
 
Students view traditional exclusionary discipline 
policies as contributing to school problems and 
fostering a hostile school culture. These factors 
only increase students’ feelings of alienation from 

the school community and can exacerbate 
challenging behaviors.  
 
In addition to perpetuating cycles of isolation and 
aggression, exclusionary discipline practices tend 
to be used repeatedly with the same students, 
indicating that their use is not effective in 
preventing future discipline problems. 
 
Some schools have taken a more proactive 
approach to school discipline by viewing 
challenging behaviors as an opportunity to teach 
behavioral expectations. Proactive discipline 
policies include strategies that assist educators 
with attending to the educational needs of 
students who have behavioral challenges. 
Positive behavior discipline codes can facilitate a 

Dissemination 
of Trauma 

Responsive 
Educational 

Practices 

DE-ESCALATION 

 
“For traumatized children school will either confirm that the world is filled with 
unresponsive, threatening adults and peers or these children will learn that 
there are places that are safe, stimulating and even fun." Dr. Dave Ziegler 
 

Children coping with high levels of community violence become overly reactive 
because they are constantly anxious about their safety, and have negative 
expectations about the motivations of others. Their behaviors are often 
categorized as aggressive, defiant, and oppositional. Consequently, educators’ 
interactions with them become increasingly focused on punitive discipline and 
reactive behavior management, rather than on developing their talents and skills. 
 

To guard against spiraling into a pattern of negative teacher-student interactions, 
these research-to-practice briefs are dedicated to discussing relational discipline 
(developing and utilizing strong, mutually respectful, student-teacher 
relationships to engage cooperation in the classroom) and verbal de-escalation 
(listening and communication skills that prevent conflict escalation). 
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change in school philosophy and policy from 
reactionary to prosocial and encourage a shift in 
teacher responses to disciplinary infractions as 
well. By adding proactive policies to discipline 
codes, administrators can set a new tone that 
will limit the use of suspensions and expulsions.  
 
To ensure consistent implementation of the new 
policies, the expected behaviors need to be 
outlined in the discipline policy. These behaviors 
should be written in positive terms and specify 
what students should be doing to be a positive 
member of the school environment. For 
example, students should be encouraged to 
“walk in the hallway” instead of being told “not 
to run in the hallway.” In addition, the 
procedures that will be used to teach the 
expected behaviors to students at the start of the 

school year need to be explicitly stated in the 
discipline policies. For example, expected 
behaviors can be taught during student 
orientations, inductions, assemblies, advisories 
meetings, and study halls.  
 
Improving student behavior through the 
tiered method of Positive Behavioral 
Supports  
 
Positive Behavior Support (PBS) models follow a 
multi-tier support system. Tier one supports are 
intended for all students in the school. All school 
stakeholders, including administrators, teachers, 
parents, students and community members 
develop a list of 3-5 behavioral expectations that 
are most important to their school community. 
If it is decided that being respectful is important, 
then positive examples of these behaviors would 
be integrated into the culture of the school. All 

school personnel would teach students specific 
examples of respectful behaviors. These 
behaviors are modeled, practiced and reinforced 
in multiple environments. They are directly 
taught to the students just as academic skills 
would be. Students are then praised and 
rewarded when they demonstrate the behaviors 
throughout the school day.  
 
Research shows that this school-wide approach 
appears to be effective in serving the behavioral 
needs of 80-90% of the students in a school 
without the application of more intensive 
interventions. The consistency of the message 
enables students t0 navigate appropriate 
interpersonal behaviors across different contexts 
in the school. 
 

The second tier of PBS offers 
additional support to students at 
the classroom or targeted group 
level where data monitoring has 
indicated additional support is 
needed. For example, hallway 
transition times may require 
more direct instruction, 
modeling, practice and 
reinforcement. These behavioral 
supports take place in the actual 
settings where the students are 
required to perform the 

behaviors.  
 
The third tier is the most narrowly focused tier 
and it aims to meet the needs of the 3-5% of 
students who continue to have difficulty despite 
the school-wide and targeted supports. In this 
tier, a team of adults assesses the individual 
needs of students, including gaining an 
understanding of mitigating factors that might 
be contributing to the challenging behaviors. 
Then, an intensive plan to support, teach and 
reinforce positive replacement behaviors is put 
into place and disseminated to all adults who 
work with those students.    
 
Essentially, Positive Behavioral Supports require 
that the whole school becomes a place where 
stakeholders work together to proactively 
encourage the academic and behavioral growth 
of their students. 

“The documentation of PBS 
strategies in discipline codes will 
move school discipline practices 

along the continuum from 
reactionary to prosocial.” 
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FIVE ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS OF PROACTIVE DISCIPLINE CODES 
 
Component                          .   Example                                                                                                           .                        
 
Academic Needs  We understand that a significant number of students who have 

behavioral issues also have academic concerns. We will do our best 
to assure that the academic needs of our students are being met by 
providing curriculum at their academic levels. We will refer 
students for academic assistance, if warranted. 

 
Behavioral Expectations   At our school, the expected behaviors are: 

1. Be respectful to self and others 
2. Be on time 
3. Be respectful to school property 
4. Keep our school safe 

 
Teaching Expectations  We teach the expected behaviors to students at a school assembly at 

the beginning of the year, and practice behaviors every quarter 
during advisory periods. The expected behaviors are practiced in a 
variety of environments, modeled and reinforced by all school 
personnel (i.e., teachers, administrators, security officers, cafeteria 
workers, secretaries). 

 
Positive Reward System  We have incentives to reward expected behaviors. These rewards 

include assemblies, special lunches, and off-campus privileges. 
Please contact the behavioral support coordinator if you have 
additional ideas for incentives. 

 
Key Stakeholders   We have bimonthly meetings that involve teachers, 

administrators, student support personnel, security, parents, 
community members, and students to develop and evaluate the 
discipline code. Contact the behavioral support coordinator if 
interested in participating. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted from:  
Fenning, P., Theodos, J., Benner, C., & Bohanon-Edmonson, H. (2004). Integrating proactive discipline 

practices into codes of conduct. Journal of School Violence, 3(1), 45-61.  


