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Research on Positive Behavioral Support
Educators have many approaches at their disposal for responding to students who 
exhibit problematic behavior in the classroom. The traditional school response has 
been punishment, which often includes reactive responses such as reprimands, corporal 
punishment, suspension, and even expulsion from school. The behaviors of children 
with emotional or behavioral disorders are often so chronic and intense that these 
children are at high risk for receiving significant amounts of punishment. Although 
punishment will often reduce undesirable behavior, it is generally regarded as an inef-
fective and unproductive behavior reduction strategy (Bambara, Janney, & Snell, 2015; 
Kauffman & Landrum, 2013; Scheuermann & Hall, 2016).

Despite its ineffectiveness, punishment is still very common in our schools. 
A contemporary alternative strategy for responding to problematic behavior is  

  FIGURE 9.1  A Path to Long-Term Negative Outcomes for At-Risk Children and Youth

Risk Pathway

Exposure to family, neighborhood,
school and societal risk factors
• Poverty
• Abuse and neglect
• Harsh and inconsistent parenting
• Drug and alcohol use by caregivers
• Emotional and physical or sexual abuse
• Modeling of aggression
• Media violence
• Negative attitude toward schooling
• Family transitions (death or divorce)
• Parent criminality

Leads to development
of maladaptive behavioral
manifestations
• Defiance of adults
• Lack of school readiness
• Coercive interactive styles
• Aggression toward peers
• Lack of problem-solving skills

Produces negative
short-term outcomes
• Truancy
• Peer and teacher rejection
• Low academic achievement
• High number of school discipline referrals 
• Large number of different schools attended
• Early involvement with drugs and alcohol
• Early age of first arrest (under 12 years) 

To negative, destructive
long-term outcomes
• School failure and dropout
• Delinquency
• Drug and alcohol use
• Gang membership
• Violent acts
• Adult criminality
• Lifelong dependence on welfare system
• Higher death and injury rate

SOURCE: Redrawn from H. Walker and J. Sprague, “The Path to School Failure, Delinquency, and Violence: Causal Factors and Some Potential Solutions,” Intervention in School and 
Clinic, 35(2), 1999, p. 68.
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