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Three years ago I walked into Talmadge Middle School to set the teaching world on fire. Just out of college, I was elated to have my own classroom already and I wanted to get involved as much as I could. Years later I have found out that schools count on that excitement and within days, probably hours of my time at Talmadge I was asked to be a part of the new upstart PBS team. I admitted I had no clue what PBS was, but I would be more than willing to be a part of it. 


Andrea Cohn describes PBS as “an empirically validated, function-based approach to eliminate challenging behaviors and replace them with prosocial skills” (Cohn, 2001). In other words, take behavior data from your school and use that information to change the climate within a school to a more socially positive one. That became our goal with PBS. We wanted to get a better understanding of what was happening around the school, identify the issues and find some solutions.


PBS came to our district because we had gotten a new administrative staff at Talmadge and the new Assistant Vice Principal had gone to a few seminars on PBS from the Educational and Community Support’s Positive Behavior Research and Support organization through the University of Oregon. By talking with them and eventually wanting to be a part of their program we received a grant and multiple trainings around PBS. In return they got a our data and were able to combine data from multiple schools around the country to get a better understanding of what PBS was and could accomplish.


Weeks before the students arrived, the PBS team gathered and we started our trainings and meetings. We did not have data that we could use to drive our process so we started with figuring out our problems. We identified a few glaring errors that seemed to be the source of the school's trouble. We looked at the divide between the teachers and the fact that the previous administration did not play mediator between the factions. We were concerned that the rules were different for each teacher and the frequent inconsistencies the students had to deal with. These were the core things we wanted to change and with a new team and a new administration, PBS was as great a place as any to start.


Our team was made up of teachers from each age level, and subject. We had Math, Science, History, Language Arts, a teachers aide, a parent, administration and a few elective teachers. Most of the team was composed of young teachers like myself, as only two of the teachers had been at Talmadge for more than three years, (10 and 17 years to be exact). This allowed for the team to really take on a new direction as we did not have any of the real issues or back story to cause us grief.


We started by identifying our overarching ideals for the school. Those ideals became encompassed by four words: Safety, Respect, Responsibility and Integrity. These were broad enough words that students had a clear understanding of what they meant. This would allow us as teachers to bring any re-directions or disciplines back to these words. Pavlov learned that, “We make associations which cause us to generalize our response to one stimuli onto a neutral stimuli it is paired with” (Heffner, 2001) We wanted students to make associations in a way that they would be able to reflect on if their actions followed the words and their meanings.


Then we wanted to address the problem of inconsistency. We felt that it would be hard for the students to follow directions in a manner that we wanted if they were told different things at different times. Think of Pavlov’s experiments. How well would they have worked without consistency? Does Dwight (from The Office) take a mint from Jim if there are different random noises, from different people and different mints? No.  In order for conditioning to work, Jim had to do the same thing every time. The same can be said about the rats or pigeons. There needs to be consistency to see results. So how did we expect our students to meet expectations if they are being told different directions every time?


That led us to our ten expectations of the school; rules we expected everyone to follow at all times. Rules we expected every teacher, administrator, and aid to enforce at all times. These were not difficult things, just expectations such as walk on the right at all times, be honest, use an inside voice, don’t run. We were hoping this would set up the framework of consistency and get the adults on the same page. 


Conditioning played a huge role in our plan. Take running in the halls. If a student runs in the halls and I ask them to stop and go back, then the next time the run in front of another teacher and that teacher does nothing, what does that teach them? It doesn’t teach the student to walk, it teaches the student to avoid me. Now if every teacher and aid asks the student to walk then it will teach that walking is the expectation. (This is not a perfect solution in the eyes of PBS however, but I will touch on that later)


These two new ideas (the four words and the ten rules) were not really all that new. These were ideals and thoughts that the school had for years, but now it was being written down with an expectation of consistency behind it. As teachers, we have been working on differentiated instruction for years in the classroom. If I want to teach math, I cannot just speak about it, I need to have a visual and an auditory aid. Somehow it escaped our mind that behavior had to be taught with differentiated instruction as well. We ended up making posters and put these expectations and words up all around the school and we taught lessons regularly to the students and staff on the expectations.


We had the building blocks in place, but there was still a struggle ahead. We had many teachers that were set in their ways and did not want to change. They had tried things like PBS before and they didn’t work, and there was no reason to change at this point in their careers. Classical conditioning at its best. Teachers had seen new ideas come and go with limit or even negative results. By 2007, they had no interest in wasting more of their time. So we did what every group would do and we moved without them. We had to make a choice, we had to something new (again).


By the end of the first year we were off to a great start. We would start the year with nearly complete buy-in. A few of the teachers that were struggling to get on board were on board by year's end thanks to the results they were seeing and others who did not want to move forward were retiring. The first year for the students was more of a rocky road. The eighth graders who had been there the year before were not too keen on the newer stricter policies, and did not  really grasp onto our new PBS mindset. However, for the new seventh graders this was all they knew.


We started the second year with something we did not have the year before, we had data! We had collected all of our discipline referrals and detentions all year long and it was time to look back and see what progress we had made. However, when you look at discipline data it is very easy to get a negative outlook on things. While PBS seemed to be a resounding success, with consistency all around we started to realize that students were producing many negative behaviors, and we spent a lot of time trying to fix it. We looked to fix it by punishing the negative behaviors. While we had consistency around the school, and everyone knew what to expect, our school was starting to feel increasingly like a negative place to be.  We had controlled the consistency issue by locking every thing down. 


Coming back to our solution of running in the halls as an example, we had been asking students to stop running and go back and walk. We had hoped that if they were asked by all teachers to slow down that they would. While that happened, they were not really being taught to walk, but taught not to run. We were giving strong negative reinforcement to their behaviors. They were trying to avoid punishment.  PBS is founded on the idea that “problem behavior continues to occur because it is consistently followed by the child getting something positive or escaping something negative” (Cohn, 2001) We were directly facing that problem, students were continuing to run when teachers were not present because they would get to leave the halls later (which meant more talking to friends) and would not be tardy for class and escape that punishment. 


We were trying to stop all of our problems with negative reinforcement without placing anything better in its place. “A person who has been punished, is not less inclined to behave in a given way; at best, he learns how to avoid punishment.” (Skinner, 1971) and this is what was happening in our school. We had to really turn to PBS and some of Skinner’s ideas to really get the turn around we wanted.


We revamped our PBS team by changing out members who were burnt out and moving people around to make everyone more comfortable and we decided to really start on a more focused, positive track. This was a PBS team, Positive Behavior Support, and the major beliefs of PBS is that you should reward the positive. While Skinner found that you could alter or change a behavior with multiple types of reinforcement what we wanted to do was to teach the students the correct behavior. To do that we had to take the PBS ideals and Skinner’s ideas and start with positive reinforcement.


While we would still ask students in the hall to slow down, we focused on giving out rewards for those students who were walking. Instead of punishing those who were not working in the classroom, we rewarded those who were. We began using a piece of paper we made up called a cougar pride that acted like a currency, rewarded for good behavior of all sorts. We made up no missing assignment parties, no tardy parties, awards ceremonies, trips, prizes as well as many other positive rewards. We started to promote all that was positive, we were conditioning students to do positive behaviors because of a good reward.


Last year we added the sixth grade back to the middle school and it brought back a few teachers who had been at Talmadge before. At the start of the year at our all staff meeting, our Principal tried to encourage those teachers that Talmadge was different from what they remember and that they would enjoy themselves. Most didn’t believe him, but by the year's end we had a few of them on the PBS team and they were very encouraged by how quickly the climate had changed at Talmadge.


We are now in the summer after year three and while we are finally on the right path. While we cannot ignore the bad behaviors, we have put a new emphasis on the positive behaviors and we have found over the past three years that our negative behaviors went up to start and are now steadily on their way down. We are very thankful for all the work that our teachers, students, staff, and PBS team have put into it, but we know we would be nowhere without Skinner and the years of work with behaviorism.
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