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The use of token rewards as a way to influence student 
behavior raises significant concerns, in general, as well as 
specific concerns in relation to the objective of fostering 
positive relations in school.1 

POSITIVE BEHAVIOR INTERVENTION AND 
SUPPORTS

Positive behavioral supports is an approach included in the 
1997 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA).2 Specifically, IDEA sets forth:

The IEP Team shall—
(i) in the case of a child whose behavior impedes the 
child’s learning or that of others, consider the use of 
positive behavioral interventions and supports, and 
other strategies, to address that behavior.3

The U.S. Department of Education, Office. of Special 
Education Programs awarded a Technical Assistance 
Center funding to Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports (PBIS). 
In October of 2013, a new five-year funding cycle was 
launched. A significant focus of this funding cycle was on 
school wide systems to support all students, including those 
with disabilities.4  This approach is called Schoolwide 
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS).  
(The terms, PBIS, SWPBIS, and PBS are used 
interchangeably.) As described:

SWPBIS is a universal prevention strategy that aims 
to alter the school environment by creating 
improved systems (e.g., discipline, reinforcement, 
data management) and procedures (e.g., office 
referral, training, leadership) that promote positive 

change in staff behaviors, which subsequently alter 
student behaviors.5

The model for SWPBIS includes these steps:

• Within   the school, a SWPBIS team is formed that 
provides building-level leadership regarding the 
implementation of SWPBIS. The team receives 
training, establishes an action plan, and meets 
regularly.

• Expectations for positive student behavior are defined  
and known by staff and students. The school team 
establishes three to five positively stated schoolwide 
expectations for student behavior.

• Defined behavioral expectations are taught to all 
students. 

• A schoolwide system is developed to reward students 
who exhibit the expected positive behaviors. School 
staff members establish and use a schoolwide system 
for reinforcement

• An agreed-upon system is created to respond to 
behavioral violations. Staff and administrators agree on 
what constitutes a classroom-managed versus an 
office-managed discipline problem, and students 
across all classrooms receive consistent   consequences 
for disciplinary infractions. 

• A formal system is developed to collect, analyze, and 
use disciplinary data for data-based decision making. 

Unfortunately, current research into SWPBIS, focuses on 
the entire approach, not an evaluation of the individual 
components. Further, success is generally measured in 
terms of a reduction of student suspensions and office 

- 1 -



disciplinary referrals. Reduction of suspensions and 
disciplinary referrals is obviously highly important and is a 
positive outcome of SWPBIS.6 However, this measurement 
alone is a limited from the perspective of considering the 
overall school climate, especially positive relations between 
students. 
Elsewhere in Empower Students to Embrace Civility, issues 
related to the importance of student involvement in the 
development of expectations, integration of trauma 
informed care and social emotional learning, and increased 
data collection and analysis will be addressed. This section 
addresses only the issue of reliance on the use of the 
rewards approach to reinforce student positive behavior.
As noted in an recent article describing the SWPBIS 
approach, the rewards approach is grounded in 
exceptionally old research. This article noted:

At the heart of PBS are the antecedent-behavior-
consequence contingency first described by Skinner 
(1953) and a focus on preventive, antecedent-based 
interventions and teaching functional, adaptive 
behaviors through the principles of reinforcement.7

Skinner should be applauded for his efforts to create an 
understanding of the supremacy of an approach that 
focuses on rewarding positive behavior rather than 
punishing negative behavior. However, it must be assumed 
that researchers have expanded insights into strategies to 
influence positive human behavior since 1953.  
There appears to be a well established recognition of the 
benefit of verbal positive acknowledgement or praise on 
effective performance.8 Such acknowledgement should use 
statements that incorporate growth mindset language.9  It is 
presumed that written positive acknowledgement, 
including messages sent to parents, also is beneficial. 
However, considerable advances in research focusing on 
human behavior calls into question reliance on a token 
rewards approach, especially if implemented in a manner 
that is controlling or involves public shaming or exclusion 
of students who do not receive the rewards. There is no 
research that has specifically focused on the possible impact 
of rewards on issues related to bullying and other hurtful 
behavior. 
By way of introduction, the following is from a recent  
KQED Mind/Shift article entitled How Ending Behavior 
Rewards Helped One School Focus on Student Motivation 
and Character:

Rewards can be seductive, according to Marvin 
Berkowitz, a professor of education at University of 
Missouri-St. Louis and author of You Can’t Teach 
Through a Rat. They’re easy, they seem to work—
particularly with the hard-to-reach kids—and 
many  teachers are taught according to the 
behaviorist model, which posits that people repeat 
conduct that’s reinforced and avoid what’s punished. 
“We are breeding a new generation of kids who are 

well trained to be reward and recognition 
torpedoes,” Berkowitz writes.
But a substantial body of social science research 
going back decades has concluded that giving 
rewards for certain types of behavior is not only 
futile but harmful. In his book Drive: The Surprising 
Truth About What Motivates Us, Daniel Pink 
identifies seven drawbacks to extrinsic rewards: they 
cripple intrinsic motivation, limit performance, 
squash creativity, stifle good conduct, promote 
cheating, can become habit-forming, and spur a 
short-term mindset. Giving prizes for routine and 
mindless tasks can be moderately effective, Pink 
writes. But offering rewards for those tasks that are 
“inherently interesting, creative, or noble…is a very 
dangerous game.” When it comes to promoting good 
behavior, extrinsic rewards are “the worst ineffective 
character education practice used by educators,” 
Berkowitz writes.10

The specific concerns about use of token rewards 
specifically in the context of students being hurtful to 
others and the intent to foster positive relations include:

• Rewards appear to interfere with the development of 
intrinsic motivation, which is necessary to foster 
student engagement in positive relations outside of 
staff presence. Rewards appear to be ineffective in 
motivating performance on complex behaviors, such 
as are required to foster personal relationships.

• Rewards do not address the concerns of students who 
have experienced trauma or lack the adaptive skills to 
meet the requirements to receive rewards. Thus, these 
students are frequently not rewarded and could 
become further discouraged. This could increase the 
potential they will be hurtful in an effort to gain some 
level of personal power.

• Implicit bias may impact the delivery of rewards, 
resulting in the delivery of rewards to students who 
do not have any challenges and the failure of 
minority students, those with disabilities, and other 
students who have greater challenges to receive 
rewards. The rewards approach as often 
implemented in SWPBIS schools models relational 
aggression by shaming and excluding those students 
who have greater challenges, who are then 
denigrated and excluded by their socially skilled 
peers who regularly receive the rewards.

• Students who are hurtful to achieve social dominance 
may also be highly motivated to be active in gaining 
such rewards, because the receipt of such rewards 
could further buttress their perception that they are 
better than other students and thus more entitled. 
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REDUCES INTRINSIC MOTIVATION AND IS 
INEFFECTIVE TO INCREASE COMPLEX 
BEHAVIORS

Rewards appear to interfere with the development of 
intrinsic motivation, which is necessary to foster student 
engagement in positive relations outside of staff presence. 
Rewards appear to be ineffective in motivating 
performance on complex behaviors, such as are required to 
foster personal relationships.
Students often interact in environments where no adults 
are present or the adults that are present do not recognize 
or respond to hurtful behavior. To reduce hurtful behavior 
in these environments requires that students have 
internalized values that reduce the likelihood that they will 
be hurtful and increase the likelihood they will step in to 
help. In other words, they must have the intrinsic 
motivation to engage in positive relations. 
The Self Determination Theory (SDT) focuses on our 
natural or intrinsic tendencies to behave in effective and 
healthy ways. The theory was initially developed by Deci 
and Ryan, and has been elaborated and refined by scholars 
from many countries. Deci and Ryan describe the primary 
insight on motivating human behavior as follows:

Human beings can be proactive and engaged or, 
alternatively, passive and alienated, largely as a 
function of the social conditions in which they 
develop and function. Accordingly, research guided 
by self-determination theory has focused on the 
social-contextual conditions that facilitate versus 
forestall the natural processes of self-motivation and 
healthy psychological development. Specifically, 
factors have been examined that enhance versus 
undermine intrinsic motivation, self-regulation, and 
well-being. The findings have led to the postulate of 
three innate psychological needs--competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness--which when satisfied 
yield enhanced self-motivation and mental health 
and when thwarted lead to diminished motivation 
and well-being. Also considered is the significance of 
these psychological needs and processes within 
domains such as health care, education, work, sport, 
religion, and psychotherapy.11 

These three universal driving human desires that are the 
focus of SDT are described as follows:

• Competence. The desire to gain competence and 
understandings, control the outcome of experiences, 
and to experience mastery. Children do not need to be 
rewarded to eagerly explore and understand their 
world. 

• Relatedness or Purpose. The desire to interact with, be 
connected to, and experience caring for others. The 
desire to act in ways that achieve a higher social 

purpose. Children are naturally driven to reach out 
and connect with others. 

• Autonomy. The universal urge to be causal agents of 
one's own life and act in harmony with one's integrated 
self. The desire to have personal control. “You are not 
the boss of me,” the common statement of a toddler, 
provides evidence of the early emergence and strength 
of this desire.

Hundreds of researchers in various field of social science 
are engaged in collaboration with Deci and Ryan to extend 
insight and application of this theory. More information is 
available on a collaboration web site.12  The work of Pink, 
author of Drive: The Surprising Truth About What 
Motivates Us, has further popularized this theory.13 There is 
a short video on a web site that illustrates the theory as 
applied in business.14

It is possible to use external rewards to motivate 
compliance with external demands when the one making 
the demands is present.15  This situation is normally 
perceived by the one being rewarded as externally 
controlling, thus interferes with autonomy. This kind of 
external motivation for compliance is the basis of the 
operant conditioning approach promoted by Skinner.16 
It appears that this kind of compliance with adult-directed 
expectations is the primary objective related to the use of 
token rewards in SWPBIS. Clearly, it is possible to increase 
student compliance with school rules when adults are 
present by using  reward-based approach.17  Thus, in this 
context, schools implementing the SWPBIS rewards 
approach will most assuredly achieve such increased 
student compliance with rules. This should come a no 
surprise. 
However, for tasks requiring a greater degree of creativity, 
and those that involve more complicated and complex 
challenges, the reward-based motivators are not only 
ineffective, they have been found to be harmful. Fostering 
positive relations is obviously a complicated and complex 
challenge. Most hurtful behavior between students occurs 
in situations and environments where adults are not 
present or are not attentive. This includes digital 
environments and the concerns of cyberbullying. 
A comprehensive meta-analysis of studies on the use of 
tangible rewards found overwhelming evidence that use of 
such rewards resulted in a decrease in intrinsic motivation 
for more complicate or creative tasks. As noted by Deci and 
Ryan:

Although the issue of reward effects has been hotly 
debated, a recent, comprehensive meta-analysis  
confirmed, in spite of claims to the contrary--that all 
expected tangible rewards made contingent on task 
performance do reliably undermine intrinsic 
motivation.18 

Other researchers, primarily Cameron, have contested this 
analysis.19  In fact, Cameron’s research is most often the 
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basis upon which SWPBIS claims rewards to be effective, as 
demonstrated in a SWPBIS slideshow by Horner, former 
director of the SWPBIS program. This is a statement from 
the slideshow:

“In terms of the overall effects of reward, our meta-
analysis indicates no evidence for detrimental effects 
of reward on measures of intrinsic motivation.” 
Cameron, Banko & Pierce, 2001 p.2120

A close evaluation of the Cameron and colleagues article 
reveals astounding and disturbing insight. Cameron 
criticized Deci and Ryan for grouping various studies 
together to reach their conclusions. Deci and Ryan had 
identified that there was a negative impact of rewards by 
grouping studies based on what they considered to be 
assessing engagement, completion, or performance. 
Cameron reclassified these studies and found that there was 
either a negative effect on intrinsic motivation or no effect 
in reducing intrinsic motivation in almost all of the kinds 
of situations. However, there was one condition found in 
research in which a reward appeared to have a positive 
effect on increasing intrinsic motivation. This was  when 
the reward was provided for doing better than others. 
Based on this analysis, Cameron then made this claim in 
her paper:

What is clear at this time is that rewards do not 
inevitably have pervasive negative effects on intrinsic 
motivation ...21

A further statement in the Cameron was this:
The picture depicted in our analysis is one of 
circumscribed negative effects.22

This double negative statement can hardly be claim for 
hearty endorsement of the effectiveness of token 
rewards approach. These statements are a far cry from the 
statement quoted by SWPBIS as support for use of rewards. 
Cameron further stated: 

Further research is necessary to show when and 
under what conditions rewards have positive effects 
on human behavior.23

In other words, there is no current research evidence 
documenting under what conditions rewards might have a 
positive effect, other than, apparently, if you reward some 
students for being better than others, this may increase 
their intrinsic motivation. Clearly, this approach cannot be 
applied universally to support all students. 

FAILS TO ADDRESS UNDERLYING CONCERNS
Rewards do not address the concerns of students who have 
experienced trauma or lack the adaptive skills to meet the 
requirements to receive rewards. Thus, these students are 
frequently not rewarded and could become further 
discouraged. This could increase the potential they will be 
hurtful in an effort to gain some level of personal power.

Another, totally different line of research also has raised 
significant concerns related to reliance on rewards. This is 
the theory behind the approach that is called Collaborative 
Problem Solving or Collaborative and Proactive Solutions 
(CPS). (There has been an unfortunate parting of ways and 
trademark dispute related to these terms and this 
approach.24) 
Use of tangible rewards presumes that problem behavior is 
grounded in students’ lack of motivation and that by 
providing a motivating reward, their behavior will 
improve.25 The behavior modification approach perspective 
is that students decide to behave disruptively because those 
behaviors effectively get them something they want, such as 
attention, or allow them to avoid something they do not 
want to do. This perspective assumes that students have 
control over whether they will act in accord with adult 
expectations. 
This approach also presumes that if students believe that 
compliant behavior will result in a reward, they will be 
more likely to comply.26 Thus, the objective of the behavior 
management approach is to increase students’ motivation 
to want to behave well by providing a reward. The behavior 
management focus on rewarding positive behavior is 
certainly an improvement over a focus on applying 
consequences to negative behavior. There are some 
situations, generally involving students with profound 
challenges, where this operant conditioning approach is 
effective.
The problem emerges when students who know what is 
expected and are motivated to comply, because most 
students want to do well, are lacking the skills to do so.27 A 
student has experienced trauma or has challenges in 
impulse control, flexibility, attention control, problem 
solving, or other adaptive skills are generally quite aware of 
the consequences of their misbehavior, but they lack the 
skills and are unable to control their behavior in certain 
situations. 
Holding out the prospect of a reward is not going to 
motivate more positive behavior if the student is lacking 
the skills to control their behavior in certain situations.28 In 
fact, the reward approach does great harm. Students who 
want to do well, but are unable to do so, are repeatedly told 
they have failed to meet expectations. This can be damaging 
to their self-esteem and their relationships with adults.
The CPS approach assumes that a different situation is 
present. CPS presumes that kids do well if they can.29 So if 
they are demonstrating challenging behavior, this does not 
mean they are lacking the motivation to do well. This 
means that they are lacking the skills. If challenging 
behavior is the result of lagging skills and not lagging 
motivation, then rewarding or punishing a student is not 
going to make things better. 
Research insight into the challenges students face due to 
Adverse Childhood Experiences and other trauma, calls 
into serious question the simplistic notion that all 
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educators have to do is dangle the prospect of a reward in 
front of a student to motivate that student to behave.30 
These students may overreact in response to stress, often 
have poor social skills, and are often excluded by other 
students because they have such challenges. 31

If the primary focus of school staff with these students is on 
giving them token rewards only when they are able to meet 
expectations, that because of the challenges they have 
experienced are very hard for them to meet, this can lead to 
continued discouragement.
Thus, marginalized “at risk” students who feel discouraged 
because of their inability to meet expectations could 
respond by being hurtful to peers in an effort to establish 
some semblance of personal power or control over their 
challenging situation or in retaliation for being treated 
badly or excluded. 

POTENTIAL FOR IMPLICIT BIAS AND MODELS 
RELATIONAL AGGRESSION

Implicit bias may impact the delivery of rewards, resulting 
in the delivery of rewards to students who do not have any 
challenges and the failure of minority students, those with 
disabilities, and other students who have greater challenges 
to receive rewards. The rewards approach as often 
implemented in SWPBIS schools models relational 
aggression by shaming and excluding those students who 
have greater challenges, who are then denigrated and 
excluded by their socially skilled peers who regularly 
receive the rewards. 
This concern has not been the subject of research analysis 
but has been readily apparent in schools that have 
implemented the SWPBIS rewards approach in the author’s 
home town. 
Ample evidence exists that there are huge problems in the 
disparate impact of school discipline of minority students 
and those with disabilities.32 Recent research demonstrated 
using eye scanning technology that preschool teachers 
spend more time looking at black students anticipating 
misbehavior.33  Yet another recent study indicated that 
teacher’s expectations of the future success of students 
appears to have a self-fulfilling impact on student success.34 
As this study noted: 

Our analysis supports the conventional wisdom that 
teacher expectations matter. College completion 
rates are systematically higher for students whose 
teachers had higher expectations for them. More 
troublingly, we also find that white teachers, who 
comprise the vast majority of American educators, 
have far lower expectations for black students than 
they do for similarly situated white students.35

While the concern of implicit bias in the delivery of 
rewards has not been the subject of research, given the role 
that implicit bias plays in the disparate impact in school 
discipline, teacher supervision, and expectations, it is 

highly probable that implicit bias is evident in the delivery 
of token rewards.
Just as schools are now evaluating disparities associated 
with disciplinary consequences for racial minority students 
and students with disabilities, a close evaluation of which 
students are receiving rewards, as compared to those who 
do not, is essential in any school that continues to use a 
rewards-based approach.  
When a school implements a token economy, it frequently 
can become visibly apparent that some students are 
identified as the “good” students (green zone students) and 
other students are “not good” (yellow or red zone 
students).
Approaches such as the use of a display board that has 
“green,” “yellow,” and “red” cards clearly identifies for all 
students in the class which students have lower social status 
in the eyes of the teacher. Some schools take the “green 
zone” students on field trips or allow them to engage in 
other fun activities, whereas the “yellow and red zone” 
students remain behind. This approach results in the public 
shaming of certain students. 
The author has seen evidence of the harmful impact related 
to implicit bias and demonstrating relational aggression in 
her home town, Eugene/Springfield, birthplace of SWPBIS 
at the University of Oregon.
In one middle school, students could earn the ability to go 
on marvelous field trips by getting to school on time, 
completing homework, having good grades, and not having 
incident reports. The upper and middle class students had 
no challenges meeting these expectations. However, the 
easy ability of these students to meet these requirements 
was very clearly related to the beneficial involvement of 
parents. Thus, these students received such rewards 
“because of Parents—the BOP reward approach.
The lower income students, often also browner, whose 
parents were likely working evenings at minimum wage 
jobs and who were likely experiencing food and housing 
insecurities and other adverse situations, were the ones 
who stayed behind. The other students who more often 
stayed behind were students with disabilities. These lower 
income students were the ones who more often went home 
to an empty house because mom was working at her 
minimum wage job until midnight. They likely opened a 
can of soup for dinner, except at the end of the month 
when food may not have been available. They had no help 
with homework. The next morning, they were responsible 
for getting themselves up and off to school. Likely they had 
rarely, if ever, had the opportunity to go to the coast or the 
mountains.
Many of these “left behind” students also experienced 
frequent bullying and harassment—by the students who 
always got to go on the fun reward trips. These consistently 
rewarded students also were the source of bullying of some 
of the students who were able to go on the trips.
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SWPBIS cannot make the claim that the reward approach 
used at this school is not endorsed by SWPBIS. This school 
was the location for the implementation of the SWPBIS 
Expect Respect program. In the article describing the 
implementation of this program for evaluation, the 
following statement was made:

To be eligible for participation, selected schools were 
made up of Grades 6 through 8, ... had implemented 
School-Wide Positive Behavioral Interventions  and 
Supports for at least three years with adequate 
fidelity. ... Adequate implementation of SWPBIS 
includes the following: establishing and teaching 
behavior expectations, establishing and teaching a 
school-wide strategy for rewarding appropriate 
behavior, and establishing a continuum of responses 
to problem behaviors.36

(It should be noted that while the implementation of the 
Expect Respect program was deemed effective based on the 
short duration observations of students by researchers in 
the cafeteria, according the researchers there was “no 
systematic change in student report of the overall safety of 
the school, the extent to which they were treated 
respectfully, or the extent to which they reported treating 
others respectfully.”)37

In another example the author witnessed at a school board 
meeting at another district in another local community, a 
principal made a presentation on his middle school, 
complete with a performance by the school choir. When 
discussing the school’s behavior management plan, the 
principal turned to the choir members and asked them how 
many were “in the green zone.” When the students happily 
raised their hands, the whole room applauded. 
This school has apparently turned the MTSS three-tiered 
triangle approach into a “caste system.” The students at this 
school obviously know what Tier of this caste system they 
are on—and, quite certainly, where other students rank. 
This is a district that has a five year relationship with 
SWPBIS related to the implementation of  SWPBIS.38

Relational aggression is a type of aggression in which harm 
is caused by damaging someone's relationships or social 
status.39 Manifestations of relational aggression include:

• Damaging victim's reputations with others by 
spreading rumors about the victim, or humiliating him 
or her in front of others.

• Excluding others from social activities.

• Withdrawing attention and friendship.40

The public designation of those students who are in the 
“green zone,” as compared to those who are not, and the 
exclusion of certain students from rewarded fun activities 
essentially models relational aggression.
Further, as was discussed earlier, the primary source of 
hurtful behavior are those students who have excellent 
social skills and are perceived to be leaders. These students 

are consistently receiving these rewards. This could lead 
them to believe they are entitled and “better” than other 
students and it is certainly then within their “earned 
privilege” to denigrate and exclude any “less worthy” 
students—because this is exactly what they have seen 
school staff do. 
Schools that use a token rewards approach that results in 
students who receive civil rights protections—which 
includes race and national origin and students with 
disabilities—risk a charge that this practice violates the civil 
rights of these students.41

When a school or school district has a policy, practice, or 
procedure that has an adverse impact on protected class 
students, this essentially shifts the burden of proof to the 
district to justify the disparity. 
As was explained by the U.S. Department of Education 
Office for Civil Rights:

Unlike cases involving different treatment, cases 
involving disparate-impact theory do not require 
that a school had the intent to discriminate. Rather, 
under the disparate-impact theory, the pertinent 
inquiry is whether the evidence establishes that a 
facially neutral discipline policy, practice, or 
procedure causes a significant disproportionate 
racial impact and lacks a substantial, legitimate 
educational justification. Even if there is a 
substantial, legitimate educational justification, a 
violation may still be established under disparate 
impact if the evidence establishes that there are 
equally effective alternative policies, practices, or 
procedures that would achieve the school’s 
educational goals while having a less significant, 
adverse racial impact.42

If this kind of disparate impact is discovered, the district 
must show a substantial, legitimate educational justification 
for the policy, practice, or procedure, and that there are no 
equally effective alternatives that would have a less 
significant, adverse impact on protected class students.43

Schools are advised to closely evaluate the manner in which 
token rewards are delivered in their school to ensure that 
there is not a disparate impact on protected class students. 

MESSAGE OF SUPERIORITY

Students who are hurtful to achieve social dominance may 
also be highly motivated to be active in gaining such 
rewards, because the receipt of such rewards could further 
buttress their perception that they are better than other 
students and thus more entitled. This concern has also not 
been addressed by research. 
The students who are most likely to be hurtful to others to 
achieve social dominance may also be very motivated to 
receive rewards. The very nature of the way in which these 
students behave indicates that they have a strong desire to 
be perceived as having high social status.44 Certainly, from 
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their perspective, being the frequent recipient of rewards 
from school staff could play a role in what they consider to 
be their important quest for high status. 
Note from the analysis conducted by Cameron, the only 
circumstance under which rewards appeared to increase 
intrinsic motivation was when the participant was 
rewarded for doing better than anyone else.45

Based on the research insight into the behavior of the 
students who are hurtful to achieve dominance, it is quite 
that they would frequently seek to place themselves in 
positions where they would be the recipients of such 
rewards, preferably in front of many other students, 
because such receipt provides as an additional way to prove 
to the other students that they have high social status in the 
eyes of school staff.

MOTIVATION FOR STAFF

In a recent communication with Dr. Kent McIntosh, who is 
the new director of the PBIS program at the University of 
Oregon, this author was told, “The tangible system is really 
more of a reminder for adults to be positive with students 
over anything else.”46  This statement was also included in 
an academic article written by McIntosh and colleagues:

Although some consider them as tangible incentives 
for appropriate behavior, the tickets primarily serve 
as a system for staff to increase positive student-
teacher interactions.a reminder and easy 
opportunity for staff to engage students in 
conversations about their prosocial behavior.47

As noted above, there appears to be significant agreement 
regarding the positive benefit of verbal praise that provides 
feedback regarding effectiveness or competence—provided 
that this verbal positive feedback is delivered in a manner 
that is not deemed to be controlling and is in accord with 
encouraging a growth mindset.48 
The objectives of positive student-staff interactions and 
opportunities for conversations providing feedback about 
prosocial behavior are deemed highly desirable. It appears 
that a clear objective must be to find alternative approaches 
to encourage school staff to be consistent in making 
positive acknowledgement of prosocial behavior, using 
growth mindset language, that will allow a shift away 
reliance on token rewards.

INTERCONNECTING SYSTEMS FRAMEWORK

Efforts in various states and districts are being made to 
ensure that PBIS becomes culturally responsive and 
integrates trauma informed care principles.49  This effort is 
highly applauded. 
A recent PBIS Monograph, Advancing Education 
Effectiveness: Interconnecting School Mental Health and 
School-wide Positive Behavior Support, outlined an 
Interconnected Systems Framework that integrates PBIS 
and School Mental Health (SMH) systems to improve 

educational outcomes for all children and youth, especially 
those with or at risk of developing mental health challenges 
or who have experienced trauma.50  This Monograph 
represents a collective effort to further develop the ISF 
concept and guide the interconnection of PBIS and SMH 
toward effective multi-tiered mental health promotion for 
all students, with guidance for this work at school building, 
district, and state levels.
The elimination of reliance on a token rewards approach, 
and shift to an approach that integrates the insight from 
both the Self Determination Theory and Collaborative 
Problem Solving, along with additional efforts to foster 
positive relations between students as well as staff and 
students, must be part of this new vision for this 
Interconnected Systems Framework. 

- 7 -

1 http://nyspbis.org/ResearchPage/TokenEconomy/ 
TokenEconomy.cfm.
2 Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA. 20 U.S.C. § 1400 et seq.
3 20 U.S.C. §1414(d)(3)(B)(i))
4 U.S. Departmentself of Education Applications for New Awards; 
Technical Assistance and Dissemination To Improve Services and 
Results for Children With Disabilities and the Safe and Drug-Free 
Schools and Communities Program—National Technical 
Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports.  Federal Register /Vol. 78, No. 129 / Friday, July 5, 2013
5 Bradshaw, C.P., Mitchell, M.M. & Leaf P.J. (2010) Examining 
the Effects of Schoolwide Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports on Student Outcomes Results From a Randomized 
Controlled  Effectiveness Trial in Elementary Schools. Journal of 
Positive Behavior Interventions Volume 12 Number 3. 133-148. 
http://www.wrightofer.com/uploads/2/0/5/6/20561318/
examining_the_effects_of_school-
wide_positive_behavioral_interventions.pdf
6 Bradshaw, et. al,, supra. 
7 McIntosh, K, Filter, K.J., Bennett, J.L., Ryan, C. & Sugai, G. 
(2010) Principles of Sustainable Prevention: Designing Scale-Up 
of School-wide Positive Behavior Support to Promote Durable 
Systems. Psychology in the Schools, Vol. 47(1),
8 Akin-Little, K. A., Eckert, T. L., Lovett, B. J., & Little, S. G. 
(2004). Extrinsic reinforcement in the classroom: Bribery or
best practice. School Psychology Review, 33, 344 . 362.
9 Dweck, C, S. (2008) Mindset: The New Psychology Of Success. 
New York : Ballantine Books.  (https://mindsetonline.com/
howmindsetaffects/parentsteacherscoaches/index.html
10 Flannagan, L. (August 29, 2017) How Ending Behavior 
Rewards Helped One School Focus on Student Motivation and 
Character. KQED News. https://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/
2017/08/29/how-ending-behavior-rewards-helped-one-school-
focus-on-student-motivation-and-character/.
11 Ryan, R. M. & Deci, E. L. (Eds.), (2002). Self-determination 
theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social 
development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55, 68-78. 
page 68.
12 http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/
13 Pink. D. (2009) Drive: The Surprising Truth About What 
Motivates Us. Riverhead Hardcover. An excellent TedTalk 
provides an introduction: https://www.ted.com/talks/
dan_pink_on_motivation.
14 https://positivepsychologyprogram.com/self-determination-
theory/.
15 Ryan and Deci, supra



- 8 -

16 Ryan and Deci, supra at 72. 
17 Mcintosh, et.al, supra. 
18 Supra, page 70.
19 Cameron, J. Banko, K.M. & Pierce, W.D. (2001) Pervasive 
Negative Effects of Rewards on Intrinsic Motivation: The Myth 
Continues. The Behavior Analyst 24, 1–44 No. 1 (Spring). 
20 Horner, R. & Goodwin, (undated) Using Rewards within 
School-wide PBIS. https://www.pbis.org/common/cms/files/
pbisresources/2_UsingRewards.ppt See also, McKevitt, B, & 
Braaksma, A. “Best Practices in Developing a Positive Behavior 
Support System at the School Level.” Best Practices in School 
Psychology V , 3:44. 2009. Pp. 740 ‐ 745.
21 Cameron, et. al. supra at 27.
22 Id. at 25. 
23 Id. a 27. 
24 https://cpsconnection.com/interview-dr-ross-greene.
25 Greene, R. (2014) Lost at School: Why our kids with behavioral 
challenges are falling through the cracks and how we can help 
them. Simon and Schuster. Also visit Lives in the Balance for a 
significant amount of free professional development resources. 
https://www.livesinthebalance.org/. See also, Pollastri, A.R, 
Epstein, L.D., Heath, G.H. &  Ablon, J.S. (2013) The Collaborative 
Problem Solving Approach: Outcomes Across Settings. Harvard 
Review of Psychology. Volume 21, Number 4.
26 Greene, supra. 
27 Greene, supra. 
28 Pollastri, et. al, supra. 
29 Greene, supra and https://www.livesinthebalance.org/about-
cps.
30 http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/.
31 The National Child Traumatic Stress Network http://
www.nctsn.org/..
32 Losen, D., Hodson, C., Keith, M.A., Morrison, K. Belway, S. 
(2015) Are We Closing the School Discipline Gap? UCLA The 
Civil Rights Project. https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/
resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-
prison-folder/federal-reports/are-we-closing-the-school-
discipline-gap; Rudd, T (2014) Racial Disproportionality in 
School Discipline: Implicit Bias is Heavily Implicated. Kirwan 
Institute Issue Brief. http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/racial-
disproportionality-in-school-discipline-implicit-bias-is-heavily-
implicated/; Gilliam, W.S., Maupin, A.N., Reyes, C.R., Accavitti, 
M, Shic, F. (2016) Do Early Educators’ Implicit Biases Regarding 
Sex and Race Relate to Behavior Expectations and 
Recommendations of Preschool Expulsions and Suspensions? 
Yale University Child Study Center. http://ziglercenter.yale.edu/
publications/Preschool%20Implicit%20Bias%20Policy
%20Brief_final_9_26_276766_5379.pdf.
33 Walter S. Gilliam, W.S., Maupin, A.N., Reyes, C.R., Accavitti, 
M. Shic, F. (2016) Do Early Educators’ Implicit Biases Regarding 
Sex and Race Relate to Behavior Expectations and 
Recommendations of Preschool Expulsions and Suspensions? 
Yale University Child Study Center. http://ziglercenter.yale.edu/
publications/Preschool%20Implicit%20Bias%20Policy
%20Brief_final_9_26_276766_5379.pdf.
34 Seth Gershenson, S. and Papageorge, N. (2018) The Power of 
Teacher Expectations How racial bias hinders student attainment. 
EducationNext. Winter 2018 / VOL. 18, NO. 1. http://
educationnext.org/power-of-teacher-expectations-racial-bias-
hinders-student-attainment/
35 Id.
36 Nese R.N., Horner R.H., Dickey C.R., Stiller B., & Tomlanovich 
A. (2014) Decreasing bullying behaviors in middle school: expect 
respect. Decreasing bullying behaviors in middle school: expect 
respect. School Psychology Quarterly, , Vol. 29, No. 3, 272–286.

37 Id. at 283.
38 Horner, R & Megert, B. (undated) District Implementation of 
PBIS. https://www.pbis.org/Common/Cms/files/Forum15.../
C1_Horner_Megert.pptx.
39 Simmons, Rachel (2002). Odd Girl Out: The Hidden Culture of 
Aggression in Girls. New York, New York: Mariner Books.
40 Steinberg, L. (2008). Adolescence, 8th ed. 101. New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hill.
41 As protected under Title IX of the Education Amendments of 
1972. 20 U.S.C. §§ 1681-1688; Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964. 42 U.S.C. §§ 2000d-2000d-7.; Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973. 29 U.S.C § 794; The Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990. 42 U.S.C. §§ 12131-12134.
42 Statement of Ricardo Soto, Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary, Office for Civil Rights, U.S. Dep’t of Educ., Before the 
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights’ Briefing on School Discipline 
and Disparate Impact (Feb. 11, 2011) , in U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights, School Discipline and Disparate Impact Briefing 
Report 55 (March 2012). http://www.usccr.gov/pubs/
School_Disciplineand_Disparate_Impact.pdf.
43 Id. 
44 Faris and Felmlee, supra. 
45 Cameron, et. al, supra.
46 Personal email Communication, 9/7/17. 
47 Mcintosh, et. al, supra. 
48 Ryan & Deci, supra, Dwect, supra, Cameron, et. al, supra. 
49 https://www.wisconsinpbisnetwork.org/educators/pbis-in-
action/pbis-and-mental-health.html; https://
www.wisconsinpbisnetwork.org/assets/files/.../
TraumaSensitiveSchools.pptx; https://www.ocde.us/
HealthyMinds/Documents/Resource%20Page/PBIS%20and
%20Trauma%20informed%20schools.pdf.
50 Barrett, S. Eber, L. & Weist, M. (2015) Advancing Education 
Effectiveness: Interconnecting School Mental Health and School-
wide Positive Behavior Support https://www.pbis.org/school/
school-mental-health/interconnected-systems.


