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positive behavioral support. This is a school-
wide approach designed to prevent problem 
behaviors before they occur and, when they do 
occur, to intervene early to prevent them from 
escalating further. The idea is to respond pro-
actively rather than reactively, which is typical 
of punishment (Scheuermann & Hall, 2016). 
Positive behavioral support can be described 
as a systematic, evidence-based, problem-
solving intervention strategy for dealing with 
challenging behaviors. Sugai and his col-
leagues (Sugai, Simonsen, & Horner, 2008) 
define positive behavioral support as

a data-driven, team-based framework or 
approach for establishing a continuum of 
effective behavioral practices and systems 
that (a) prevents the development or wors-
ening of problem behavior and (b) encour-

ages the teaching and reinforcement of prosocial expectations and behavior 
across all environments for all students by all staff. (p. 5)

A positive behavioral support model is designed to address the complexity of 
problematic behaviors through such efforts as promoting academic achievement; 
involving the family; emphasizing positive, nurturing relationships between students 
and staff; and identifying problematic behaviors before they become chronic and/or 
severe. This approach recognizes that problematic behaviors are often the result of 
both student and environmental variables (Scheuermann & Hall, 2016). PL 108–446 
requires individualized education program (IEP) team members to consider using 
positive behavioral supports when addressing behaviors that impede the learning of a 
student with a disability and/or the learning of others. Positive behavioral support has 
been shown to be effective in decreasing as well as preventing problematic behaviors 
(Bambara et al., 2015; Menzies & Lane, 2011; Simonsen et al., 2012).

The focus of the positive behavioral support model is prevention. The prevention 
model depicted in Figure 9.2 identifies three critical levels of prevention. The goal 
of the schoolwide intervention team at the primary prevention or universal level is 
to reduce the number of new cases of problem behavior. Examples of such preven-
tion efforts include schoolwide social skills training programs, clearly identified and 
implemented incentives for positive behavior (such as giving points, tied to identified 
reinforcers, for following school and classroom rules), and manipulation of environ-
mental factors that may be contributing to problematic behavior (such as a lack of 
sufficient adult supervision on the playground). This requires a team effort involving 
staff and teachers reinforcing expectations of appropriate behavior across multiple 
settings like hallways, classrooms, and restrooms (Kauffman & Landrum, 2013). The 
secondary prevention or targeted level is designed to minimize the possibility that 
students at high risk will engage in misbehavior. Examples of approaches at this level 
include targeting small groups of students with common concerns, such as those who 
have experienced significant losses (death of a parent or sibling, parental divorce) and 
those who need more intensive instruction in specific areas (social skills, academic 
tutoring, conflict resolution). The third and most intensive level of prevention is ter-
tiary prevention, which includes interventions designed for the individual student. 
Examples of this level of prevention include the development and implementation 

Children who live in poverty may be at especially high risk for developing 
emotional or behavioral disorders.

©
iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m
/B

ra
nd

y 
Ta

yl
or

positive behavioral support: An 
alternative approach to punishment; 
a schoolwide, proactive way of 
addressing problematic behaviors.

primary prevention: Activities aimed 
at eliminating a problem or condition 
prior to its onset; may also refer to 
reducing the number of new instances 
of problematic behavior.

secondary prevention: Efforts 
focusing on minimizing or eliminating 
potential risk factors in regard to 
persons with emotional or behavioral 
disorders; refers to minimizing 
the possibility that maladaptive or 
inappropriate behaviors will occur.

tertiary prevention: Efforts 
that attempt to limit the adverse 
consequences of an existing problem 
while maximizing a person’s potential; 
in regard to persons with emotional 
or behavioral disorders, refers to an 
intense level of intervention using 
strategies and supports designed for 
individuals with chronic and intense 
behavior problems.
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