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PBS in the Classroom

Using Positive Behavior Support to Design Effective Classrooms
cynthia M. anderSon and Scott a. SPaUldinG, UniverSity of oreGon

Discipline problems in the 
classroom occur with alarming 
frequency. Reported problems 

include noncompliance, defiance, 
teasing and bullying peers, “off-task 
behavior,” and disruptive behaviors 
such as talking out of turn or being out 
of seat without permission. Although 
many of these behaviors may seem 
“mild” when compared to discipline 
problems that appear in media 
headlines (e.g., weapons in school, 
school shootings), they occur far more 
often and have a negative effect on 
the learning of other students and on 
the classroom culture. Importantly, a 
number of evidence-based classroom 
management approaches, procedures, 
and programs have been developed 
and presented over the years (e.g., 
Barrish, Saunders, & Wolf, 1969; Colvin 
& Lazar, 1997; Evertson, Emmer, 
Clements, Sanford, & Worsham, 
1984). In this article we synthesize 
recommendations from various 
sources, focusing on evidence-based 
strategies that can be implemented 
in a systematic manner. We focus 
specifically on universal strategies, 
approaches that should be used for 
all students in a classroom and that 
will effectively reduce a range of 
behavior problems in the classroom 
while strengthening student academic 
success.

The goal of universal strategies in 
a classroom is to ensure a consistent, 
proactive approach for all students. 
Emphasis is placed in three areas: 
1) defining and teaching expected 
behavior (i.e., creating rules), 2) 
acknowledging students for exhibiting 
prosocial behavior, and 3) responding 
to discipline problems in a fair and 
consistent manner. Because each 
classroom is different, an important 
first step to implementing these three 
aspects of universal strategies is to 
conduct a careful assessment before 
developing a classroom intervention. 

We next describe how a classroom 
assessment might be conducted 
and then move to the creation of 
rules and expectations, followed by 
implementation of individual student 
and classroom acknowledgment 
systems. Responding to inappropriate 
behavior—the final element in our 
proposal for a universal intervention 
support—will be discussed in a 
followup paper to be published in the 
next issue of the journal.

Assessing a Classroom

Assessment in a classroom serves 
two primary and related purposes: 
list goals for the classroom and 
identify persistent problems. First, 
teachers should determine their goals 
for the classroom. This might be 

accomplished by asking, “What do 
I want my classroom to look like?” 
“What should it feel like to be a student 
in my room?” “What do I want my 
students to accomplish?” “What do I 
want to accomplish?” The goals can 
be thought of as a mission statement 
for the classroom and should be 
sufficiently broad so that more specific 
interventions can be incorporated. The 
second goal of assessment is to identify 
persistent problems. Teachers can 
accomplish this by reviewing existing 
forms of data such as absentee records, 
how often students are late to class, 
the proportion of students completing 
assignments on time, and the 
proportion of students earning a grade 
of “B” or better on most assignments. 
In addition, teachers might observe 
their classroom (or ask a colleague 
to help), recording events such as 
how often students are off task and 
how often they engage in disruptive 
behavior. 

As an example, consider the 
classroom of Ms. Thomas, a fourth-
grade teacher who has 32 students in 
her class. She has thought about her 
classroom a great deal and envisions 
a classroom that is organized and 
where all of her students are learning 
and are excited to be there. When she 
reviews class records, she discovers 
that almost 25% of students are late to 
class on any given day. Further, almost 
40% fail to complete assignments in a 
timely manner. Worse still, only about 
half of her students are earning a grade 
of B or better; most earn Cs but about 
5 students regularly get Ds or Fs. She 
asks the school psychologist to observe 
her classroom across several days. 
These observations showed that, on 
average, students are engaged in tasks 
other than their work approximately 
45% of time. Instead of working, 
students frequently whisper to one 
another or doodle on assignments. Ms. 
Thomas was observed to most often 
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respond to such behavior by reminding 
students to do their work and 
occasionally by sitting with them to 
help. Further, the school psychologist 
observed that students often were 
unprepared for assignments, 
frequently forgot materials that they 
needed, or simply did not have them 
accessible when an activity began. 
After reviewing this information, Ms. 
Thomas decides to focus her efforts 
on helping students be prepared and 
engage in assignments actively.  

In this example, a teacher 
began planning for a universal-level 
intervention by first assessing her 
classroom. After determining the goals 
and identifying chronic problems in 
the classroom, teachers should next 
review the structure of rules and 
expectations.

Developing Classroom Rules

Classroom rules provide 
structure and consistency. Rules 
also allow a teacher to maintain a 
positive environment and to focus 
on academics. Finally, having a set of 
classroom rules provides legal, ethical, 
and professional accountability. 

In developing rules, teachers 
should focus on identifying specific, 
observable behaviors that students 
will engage in. For example, instead 
of saying, “be prepared,” a rule might 
state, “be in your seat with your pencil 
out when the bell rings.” A second 
guideline for developing classroom 
rules is to focus on what students 
should do instead of what they should 
not do. For example, instead of “no 
talking,” a rule might be, “listen 
with your mouth shut when others 
are talking.” The rationale for this 
guideline is that positively stated rules 
make it explicitly clear what a student 
is supposed to do—this eliminates 
statements such as “I wasn’t talking, 
I was whispering,” for example. In 
addition, it provides teachers with 
a specific set of behaviors to teach 
instead of focusing on the many 
inappropriate things a student could 
do instead. When developing rules, 

teachers might consider asking for 
student input. A teacher could ask her 
or his class how they think students 
should behave in certain situations, for 
example. 

Teachers should consider 
developing two sets of rules: general 
classroom rules and rules for specific 
routines such as entering the classroom 
and independent seat work. All rules 
should be posted in easy-to-see places 
close to where the targeted activities 
will take place. When identifying 
rules, develop the smallest number 
of rules possible (typically no more 
then three to five rules for a specific 
activity). Students (and teachers!) will 
have difficulty remembering more 
than about five rules. Returning to our 
earlier example, Ms. Thomas reviewed 
her goals and frequently occurring 
behavior problems in the classroom 
and then developed overall rules for 
her classroom and rules for common 
routines (see Table 1).

Teaching the Rules
Once rules have been developed, 

it is critical that the rules are taught 

explicitly to students. It is tempting 
to assume that students already 
should have learned how to behave; 
however, formally teaching the rules 
to all students ensures they actually 

Table 1     SamPle ruleS For  
ClaSSroom and aCtivitieS

Overall Classroom Rules

Sit in your chair with all four legs on 
the floor.

Complete assignments on time.

Be quiet when others are talking.

Keep your hands and feet to 
yourself.

Rules for Common Routines

Entering the classroom

Use your inside voice when entering 
the room.

Put your homework in the homework 
box before the bell rings.

Be in your seat when the bell rings.

Independent work

Work on your own before you ask 
for help.

Raise your hand and wait quietly 
when you need help.

When you finish your assignment, 
put your pencil down on the desk.

Remain quiet when others are 
working.

leaving the classroom

Wait to stand up until your name is 
called.

Keep your lips zipped. 

Line up behind the door when your 
name is called.

Walk to your destination in single 
file.
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do know what the rules are and clarifies 
when and how these behaviors occur 
within the classroom. We suggest that 
teachers develop a teaching matrix 
that describes the specific behavior a 
student should exhibit, how the rule 
will be taught, and what the teacher 
will do to make rule following more 
likely. The matrix developed by Ms. 
Thomas for one rule in her class, “be 
quiet when others are talking,” is 
depicted in Table 2. When planning 
strategies for teaching rules, consider 
teaching the rule in the appropriate 
or relevant locations (e.g., when in the 
reading cubby, be quiet when others 
are talking). Rules should be taught 
in the same way academic skills 
are taught. For example, the teacher 
might begin by stating the rule and 
the rationale for the rule. Next, the 
teacher could supply examples and 
nonexamples; alternatively, a teacher 
might ask students to generate these 
examples and nonexamples—a great 
way to involve students in a learning 
activity and to make certain they 
understand the rules. Teachers might 
have students role-play rule following 
as well. It is important that rules be 
retaught frequently. Using rules as 
precorrections—stating the rules 
before an activity begins (or asking 
students to state the rules)—is one way 
to do this. Once expectations and rules 
are defined and taught, teachers must 
develop a system to encourage and 
build these skills into their students’ 
daily routines.

Developing an Acknowledgment 
system

Acknowledgment systems are 
effective ways to increase prosocial 
behavior, focus staff and student 
attention on desired behaviors, 
foster a positive climate, and 
increase time spent on academics. 
Good acknowledgment systems 
should contain both informal and 
formal components. Informal 
acknowledgments are positive verbal 
statements we make to a student, 
such as “that was a great answer!” 
or “thanks for helping me pick up 
papers today.” Acknowledgments such 
as these are critical for establishing 
a positive classroom environment. 
Unfortunately, it is often difficult to 
remember to make such statements 
when faced with the task of delivering 
instruction while simultaneously 
managing the classroom. A good rule 
of thumb is for teachers to actively 
focus on making positive statements. 
For example, by making five positive 
statements for every correction, 
teachers will find themselves being far 
more positive in their interactions with 
students. 

In addition, to these informal 
efforts, teachers should consider having 
formal systems for acknowledging 
their students’ good behavior. Formal 
systems clearly specify appropriate 
(target) behaviors and involve 
acknowledging these behaviors with 
predefined rewards. Formal systems 

can be in place all the time or only at 
certain times. Furthermore, the entire 
class might earn rewards, small groups 
of students might work together as 
teams, or students might earn rewards 
independently. In this section, several 
types of acknowledgement systems are 
described, concluded by examples of 
rewards students might earn.

Timing of Acknowledgment Systems
One of the first decisions to make 

when developing an acknowledgment 
system is when students will be able 
to earn rewards. Some teachers choose 
to run acknowledgment systems 
continuously—throughout the entire 
class period. In such a system, teachers 
generally acknowledge students for 
following classroom rules. When 
acknowledging students throughout 
the class period, teachers most often 
use a version of a token economy 
in which students earn tokens (e.g., 
points) that can later be exchanged for 
rewards (see Ayllon & Azrin [1968] for 
a thorough and scholarly description). 
Teachers can choose to distribute 
points based on a fixed schedule or 
according to a more variable allotment. 
As an example of a fixed schedule of 
reinforcement for appropriate student 
behavior, a teacher might scan the 
room every 10 minutes and award 
points to all students following the 
rules. Alternatively, teachers might 
“catch students being good” and 
distribute points randomly throughout 
the day at less scheduled, more 
variable times. Whichever system a 
teacher chooses, it is important that 
(a) students earn points frequently—
especially in the beginning of the 
system, (b) points are distributed fairly 
across students, and (c) students have 
frequent opportunities to trade points 
for rewards. It is especially important 
to determine and communicate how 
and when students can exchange their 
points or tokens for rewards and to 
make certain this plan is followed 
consistently. There is no magic formula 
for determining appropriate frequency 
for earning and exchanging points; 
this should be determined by teachers 

PBS in the Classroom

Table 2     SamPle teaChing matrix uSed by a teaCher to  
outline Student exPeCtationS oF a ClaSSroom rule

Rule What is Taught
How Rule Following 
Is Encouraged

Be quiet when others are 
talking.

When others are 
speaking we keep our 
mouths shut and wait 
our turns to speak

1.  Before group 
discussions, remind 
students of the rule.

2.  Stand near students 
who struggle with the 
rule.
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based on their knowledge of the 
students and the unique characteristics 
of the classroom. Generally speaking, 
younger children will need more 
frequent opportunities to earn points 
and trade them in. We recommend 
that children in first grade and below 
be able to trade points at least once per 
day. Children in second through fifth 
grade generally will succeed with one 
or two opportunities per week. Older 
children should have an opportunity 
to trade points at least once per week 
but may also enjoy the opportunity to 
work toward a larger reward such as 
an end-of-the-month pizza party. 

Earning Rewards: Group Versus 
Individual Systems

In addition to determining the 
schedule for earning tokens and 
exchanging them for rewards, teachers 
must decide whether their formal 
acknowledgment systems will track 
students as they work individually, in 
groups, or as an entire class. There are 
strengths and limitations associated 
with each alternative. We recommend 
that teachers consider adopting 
more than one strategy within their 
classroom. 

Whole-classroom approach. In the 
whole-classroom approach, the entire 
class earns acknowledgments together. 
Under this system, the behavior of 
one student can affect the entire class. 
One of the unique aspects of this 
system is the effect of peer influence: 
if the class learns that rewards are 
obtained through appropriate student 
behavior, students in the class will 
begin to exert social influence to 
increase the likelihood of appropriate 
behaviors from all students. As an 
example, if Billy talks out of turn or 
is disruptive during language arts, 
the other students may exert “peer 
pressure,” asking Billy to engage in 
more appropriate behaviors that will 
lead to earning of tokens for the whole 
class. A possible problem can develop, 
however, if peers begin to respond 
negatively toward Billy because his 
behavior is resulting in the loss of 
rewards. One way to help prevent 

such unintended consequences of an 
acknowledgment system is to embed 
this strategy within other approaches. 
Returning to our example, Ms. Thomas 
chose to allow students to earn points 
(distributed as “classroom bucks”) in 
several ways. When students turned 
in their classroom bucks, Ms. Thomas 
put them into a jar, and at the end of 
each month, if the total amount of 
classroom bucks was higher than a 
line drawn on the jar, the class earned 
a movie. Ms. Thomas also saved the 
classroom bucks from month to month. 
At the end of every 2 months, if the 
total bucks were at a specified value, 
the students earned a pizza party to go 
along with the monthly movie reward. 

Small-group approach. An alternative 
to a whole-class approach is the small 
group or team approach. Under this 
structure, students work together on 
teams, and similar to the whole-class 
approach, the behavior of one student 
affects the outcome for his or her 
team. Team systems are advantageous 
because they promote cooperation 
among students. If a student frequently 

struggles to follow rules, the teacher 
may choose to redistribute students 
among teams frequently. In this 
way, students might earn rewards 
throughout the day. Alternatively, 
the teacher might run the program 
only during times when difficulty 
is anticipated. In this example, Ms. 
Thomas created the “classroom game” 
that occurred several times daily at 
random intervals according to her 
own schedule. To begin the game, Ms. 
Thomas told her students it was time 
for the game and she ensured that 
everyone knew their team membership 
(e.g., “Will the Superstars raise their 
hands? Great, let me see the hands 
of all the Terrifickids”). She then 
reviewed the rules of the game (e.g., 
“For the next 10 minutes, I am going to 
award plusses to each team whenever 
I see a team member following rules 
for independent work. If a student 
is not following a rule, then that 
team earns a minus. At the end of 
the 10 minutes, every team that has 
one minus or fewer will get to play 
‘classroom fun’. Okay, let’s review the 
rules: Where are our eyes supposed to 
be during independent work?”). For 
the next 10 minutes, her students work 
and Ms. Thomas watches the class, 
awarding points to different teams and 
occasionally commenting, especially 
for students who often struggle. For 
example, when she sees Brad working 
hard, she might say, “Brad is working 
very hard on math; he just earned a 
plus mark for the Superstars.” 

Individual approach. A final system 
that might be used is the individual 
approach. In this system, students 
earn acknowledgments for their own 
behavior independent of the behavior 
of others. Ms. Thomas decided to use 
a system like this throughout the day 
in her room—in addition to the special 
team game times. Throughout the day, 
when she observed students following 
classroom rules, she periodically 
gave out classroom bucks. Students 
could trade points at the end of each 
week for a variety of tangible and 
intangible items (see sample items for 
acknowledgment systems in Table 3). 
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Conclusion

Educating students is a critically 
important yet challenging task facing 
our nation’s teachers. Educators 
report that they are challenged 
by persistent behavior problems 
that make it difficult to effectively 
teach. Fortunately, years of research 
have provided strategies that—if 
implemented in a thoughtful and 
consistent manner—can reduce the 
occurrence of discipline problems 
dramatically. In this article we 
provide a framework for teachers to 
use in planning and implementing a 
classroom management system. We 
begin by describing the importance of 
assessment—for identifying a teacher’s 
goals as well as for identifying 
persistent problems. We then described 
how the results of an assessment might 
be used to develop the classroom 
system. First, we discussed the 
importance of clearly articulating 
classroom rules and teaching those 
rules to students in an explicit manner. 
Next we described key features of 
formal and informal acknowledgment 
systems, providing tips for building 
and implementing one or more reward 
systems in classrooms. Although not 
presented in this article, the final piece 
of a classroom management system 
is defining consistent strategies for 
responding to misbehavior. 

RefeRenCes
Ayllon, T., & Azrin, N. (1968). The token 

economy: A motivational system for 
therapy and rehabilitation. New York: 
Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Barrish, H. H., Saunders, M., & Wolf, M. M. 
(1969). Good behavior game: Effects 
of individual contingencies for group 
consequences on disruptive behavior 
in a classroom. Journal of Applied 
Behavior Analysis, 2, 119–124.

Colvin, G., & Lazar, M. (1997). The effective 
elementary classroom: Managing for 
success. Longmont, CO: Sopris West 
Educational Services.

Crone, D. A., & Horner, R. H. (2003). 

Building positive behavior support 
systems in schools: Functional behavior 
assessment. New York: Guilford Press.

Evertson, C. M., Emmer, E. T., Clements, B. 
S., Sanford, J. P., & Worsham, M. E.  

(1984). Classroom management for 
elementary teachers. Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc.
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Table 3     PoSSible ClaSSroom rewardS

Rewards for Individual Students
Tangibles Intangibles

Stickers

School supplies (e.g., pencils, pens, 
rulers, notebooks, highlighters)

Balloons

Sidewalk chalk

Recognition certificate (e.g., “Helper of 
the Week”)

Notebook

Stamps

Gift certificate to school store

Small toys (e.g., finger puppets, toy cars, 
tops)

School memorabilia (e.g., sweatshirt, 
t-shirt, key chain with school mascot)

Classroom game/activity

Call home to parents with student 
present

Note home to parents

Class leader for the day or week

First to line up

Extra time for recess, library, 
computers, etc. 

Sit near friend or special seat

“No homework” pass

Office helper

Lunch with teacher

Rewards for Groups of Students
Tangibles Intangibles

Movie 

Pizza party

Extra 5 minutes for lunch, recess, etc.

Class recognition at schoolwide 
assembly

Monthly movie

Lunchtime outside

Classroom game/activity

Call home to parents with student 
present

Note home to parents

Class leader for the day or week

Lunchtime outside

Recognition for class at monthly 
assembly

Hold class outside

Listen to music while working

Choice of activity at end of day

Choice of a book to be read aloud
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