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EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 

Abstract 

We assessed the effects of a whole-school equity intervention implemented within a school-wide 

positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) framework on racial inequities in school 

discipline in eight elementary schools with inequitable referrals for Black students. The 

intervention involved assessing patterns of racial disparities in school discipline decisions and 

providing professional development on adapting school-wide behavior systems to improve 

cultural responsiveness through concrete strategies targeting the patterns. After consent and 

matching on existing levels of racial inequities, half of the schools were randomly assigned to 

receive the intervention. Analyses showed that schools receiving the intervention had significant 

decreases in racial disparities in school discipline and rates of office discipline referrals for Black 

students, while control schools had minimal change. Results are discussed in terms of improving 

equity in school discipline within multi-tiered systems of support. 

Keywords: Racial Equity, Social Justice, Data Based Decision Making, 

Behavior Intervention, School Discipline, Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

Supports 

 

 

Impact and Implications Statement 

This study demonstrates that an equity-focused PBIS approach significantly reduced racial 

disproportionality in school discipline and was viewed as acceptable, feasible, and fair by 

implementers.
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Equity-focused PBIS Approach Reduces Racial Inequities in School Discipline: A 

Randomized Controlled Trial 

Since at least the 1970s (Children's Defense Fund, 1975), researchers have known that 

Black (i.e., African American) students are at significantly increased risk for being excluded 

from instruction through exclusionary discipline (e.g., office discipline referrals [ODRs]; Girvan 

et al., 2017; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2018). Disproportionate rates of ODRs for 

Black students is especially worrying because they can lead to deleterious education-related 

outcomes, such as stigmatization, disengagement, and lower academic achievement (Morris & 

Perry, 2016; Okonofua et al., 2016).  

Even with national awareness of the problem, few approaches have shown promise for 

addressing it (Bottiani, Bradshaw, et al., 2018). As a result, educators sometimes implement 

interventions that lack evidence of effectiveness. To date, there is little to no research supporting 

the use of common disproportionality interventions, such as training in cultural responsiveness 

(Bottiani, Larson, et al., 2018) or sharing racial discipline disparities data with school 

administrators to increase awareness and accountability (McIntosh et al., 2020).  

Compounding the issue, individual educators are often reluctant to take action to address  

racial inequities (Bastable, McIntosh, Fairbanks Falcon, et al., 2021). School or district-wide 

equity efforts have been hindered due to perceived misalignment with existing practices, 

insufficient training and coaching in new techniques, and educators’ aversion to discussing race 

and racism (Augustine et al., 2018; Gregory & Evans, 2020). Such barriers could curtail wider 

use of equity-focused interventions and diminish positive effects on student outcomes—or even 

erode educators’ motivation to engage in future efforts (Carter et al., 2020; Singleton, 2015).  

Identifying Potential Causes and Intervention Targets 
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A more comprehensive understanding of the problem may lead to more effective and 

acceptable solutions. Some have theorized that discipline disparities are the result of structural 

inequities, such as higher rates of poverty for Black families, or racial differences in base rates of 

problem behavior. However, evidence shows that neither poverty nor behavior differences by 

racial group account for the racial inequities seen in school discipline. For example, studies 

examining risk of exclusionary discipline have found that when accounting for poverty and other 

structural variables, race remains a significant predictor (Anyon et al., 2014; Fadus et al., in 

press; Skiba et al., 2014). Other studies have found race remains a powerful predictor of 

exclusion, even when controlling for prior rates of exclusions, teacher-rated problem behavior, 

self-reported delinquency, and observed rates of disruptive behavior in the classroom (Bradshaw, 

Mitchell, O'Brennan, et al., 2010; Huang, 2020; Huang & Cornell, 2017; Scott et al., 2019).  

A closer examination of patterns of racial discipline disparities suggest that structural 

racism, specifically educators’ implicit racial biases, may be key drivers of school discipline 

disproportionality, such as through differential processing of events or increased surveillance of 

Black students. A recent study found that K-12 teachers have levels of implicit racial biases that 

are just as strong as the general population (Starck et al., 2020). These biases affect teachers’ 

perceptions of students, including perceiving the faces of Black children as angrier than those of 

White children (Halberstadt et al., 2020), watching Black students more closely when asked to 

observe for problem behavior (Gilliam et al., 2016), and perceiving behavioral patterns of Black 

students more troublesome than White students with identical discipline records (Okonofua & 

Eberhardt, 2015).  

Regarding actual discipline disparities, levels of implicit racial bias in a school’s 

surrounding neighborhood are associated with discipline inequities in that school (Girvan et al., 



EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 4 

in press; Riddle & Sinclair, 2019). More specifically, teachers have been shown to issue Black 

students disproportionately more ODRs for subjective behaviors such as defiance, disruption, 

and disrespect, which involve subjective interpretation and require a value judgment in what is 

acceptable and not acceptable (Girvan et al., 2017). These situations in which discipline 

decisions are more likely to be influenced by implicit biases are called vulnerable decision points 

(VDPs; Smolkowski et al., 2016). Identifying building-specific vulnerable decision points can 

help teams go beyond documenting disparities to pinpointing their root causes (McIntosh, 

Ellwood, et al., 2018). Unfortunately, implicit bias itself is not an effective target for intervention 

because decreasing individuals’ levels of implicit bias has not been shown to change actual 

behavior (Forscher et al., 2019). 

PBIS as a Promising Framework for Equity 

A widely-used approach used to decrease the use of exclusionary discipline and improve 

school climate is school-wide positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS; Lewis et al., 

2017). PBIS has been shown in multiple randomized controlled trials to decrease educators’ use 

of ODRs (Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2010; Bradshaw et al., in press; Nelson et al., 2002). In 

addition to overall reductions in rates of discipline, there is descriptive evidence from two 

evaluations that PBIS is associated with reduced racial disproportionality in exclusionary 

discipline (McIntosh, Gion, et al., 2018; Vincent et al., 2011). However, neither of these studies 

was an experimental trial.  

Some additional correlational studies have identified specific features of PBIS that are 

most strongly related to racial equity in school discipline. Across two studies with different 

samples, stronger fidelity of the following PBIS elements were shown to be associated with 

increased racial equity in school discipline: using data for decision making (Tobin & Vincent, 
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2011), implementation of classroom PBIS systems (Tobin & Vincent, 2011), and school-wide 

acknowledgement or reward systems (Barclay, 2017; Tobin & Vincent, 2011).  

An Equity-Focused PBIS Approach 

Because it is a framework for intervention, there is promise in embedding equity 

interventions within PBIS, to increase motivation, fidelity of implementation, and sustainability 

(McIntosh, Mercer, et al., 2018). We developed a multicomponent intervention approach based 

on (a) elements of PBIS that are most strongly related to racial equity in school discipline, (b) a 

theory of the operation of implicit bias in school discipline decision making, and (c) research on 

increasing fidelity of school-based interventions (McIntosh, Girvan, et al., 2018).  

ReACT (Racial equity through Assessing data for vulnerable decision points, Culturally 

responsive behavior strategies, and Teaching about implicit bias and how to neutralize it) is a 

universal professional development intervention for all school staff to leverage the PBIS 

framework for increasing racial equity in school discipline (McIntosh, Barnes, et al., 2014). The 

intervention includes whole-school professional development sessions delivered throughout the 

year that focus on understanding discipline decision making and the effects of bias, a root cause 

analysis of discipline data, and creation of a tailored intervention plan with strategies selected to 

address these root causes.  

The training approach included a number of strategies to increase motivation to 

implement. These strategies included explicit statements from administrators regarding 

commitment (McIntosh et al., 2016; McIntosh, Predy, et al., 2014), trainer disclosure of 

examples of their own implicit biases (Bastable, McIntosh, et al., in press), choice of strategies to 

implement from a menu of similar interventions (Reinke et al., 2011), testimonials from school 

personnel willing to pilot the strategies (McIntosh et al., 2016), and ongoing coaching of the 
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school PBIS team coordinating the intervention (Reinke et al., 2008). 

Assessing data for vulnerable decision points. In ReACT, school personnel are led 

through a systematic process of (a) identifying which student racial/ethnic groups are receiving 

inequitable discipline and (b) a root cause analysis using the school’s ODR data. This analysis 

goes beyond simply documenting whether students from certain groups are receiving 

disproportionate ODRs to when, where, and why inequitable ODRs are most likely. These 

conditions, vulnerable decision points (Smolkowski et al., 2016), are specific situations in which 

biases are more likely to influence the educator’s discipline decision making. For example, a 

school’s data may show that Black students are more likely to receive ODRs for defiance, in the 

classroom, in the afternoons just after returning from lunch. 

Culturally responsive behavior strategies. Once the school’s VDPs are identified, school 

teams lead school personnel to select strategies that are most likely to address the inequities and 

have the best fit with their staff skills and values from pre-established menus. The menus include 

strategies for (a) improving student-teacher relationships (e.g., positive greetings at the door; 

Cook, Fiat, et al., 2018), (b) teaching desired behaviors (e.g., learning about values of families; 

Hammond, 2014), and (c) responding to unwanted behaviors (e.g., wise feedback; Yeager et al., 

2014). One core ReACT strategy is the Personal Matrix (Leverson et al., 2021), an activity that 

helps bridge expectations across school and home that has been shown to increase equity (Gion 

et al., 2021; Muldrew & Miller, 2021). These strategies align with a PBIS approach and 

principles of culturally responsive pedagogy (Bastable, Falcon, et al., in press). Once selected, 

teachers contextualize the strategies to match their school and classroom contexts. 

Teaching about implicit bias and how to neutralize it. The third key element of ReACT 

is professional development on about how individuals make discipline decisions and how 
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implicit racial biases influence the ODR decision, especially during VDPs. With this 

understanding, school personnel select a strategy to use in place of their biased response called a 

neutralizing routine (McIntosh, Girvan, et al., 2014). Neutralizing routines can be understood as 

replacement behaviors for a snap-judgment decision to send a student out of the classroom and 

have shown initial promise as part of an intervention package (Cook, Duong, et al., 2018; 

McIntosh et al., in press). Although the strategies themselves may vary, neutralizing routines are 

intended to slow down the decision-making process to allow conscious thought. One example of 

a neutralizing routine is TRY, which stands for Take a deep breath, Reflect on your emotions, 

and respond in the Youth’s best interest.  As with the culturally responsive behavior strategies, 

school personnel contextualize by brainstorming possible examples, piloting them, and selecting 

a single school-wide neutralizing routine to be used by staff and students. 

Evidence of effectiveness. Initial promise for the approach has been shown through a 

case study in a K-8 school demonstrating decreased disproportionality over a 3-year period 

(McIntosh, Ellwood, et al., 2018), an experimental single-case study showing increased equity in 

teacher-student interactions across 4 teachers (Gion et al., 2020), and a quasi-experimental study 

of 26 schools documenting decreased exclusionary discipline and improved school climate 

compared to other schools receiving school improvement support from their state (McIntosh et 

al., in press).  

Purpose of the Study 

Given the promise of this equity-focused PBIS approach and the urgent need for effective 

interventions, we tested its efficacy through a small-scale randomized controlled trial in eight 

elementary schools with racial discipline disparities, as documented by increased rates and risk 

of exclusionary discipline for Black students. Randomized trials have stronger internal validity 
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than other types of studies, in which pre-existing differences in schools that elect to implement 

the intervention may make effects more likely. Although small samples can undermine the 

comparability of treatment conditions, we employed matching procedure to help ensure balance 

between conditions (Campbell & Walters, 2014). To test the intervention’s efficacy, we asked 

the following research questions: 

1. To what extent does an equity-focused PBIS approach decrease disparities in the risk 

of ODRs between Black students and all other racial/ethnic groups? 

2. To what extent does the approach decrease rates of ODRs issued to Black students? 

3. To what extent do educators implementing the approach find it to be socially valid 

(e.g., acceptable, appropriate, fair)? 

Method 

Settings and Participants 

The study was conducted in eight public elementary schools in a rural school district in 

the southeastern United States serving approximately 9,600 students across thirteen schools. The 

participating schools had enrollments of approximately 500 students, approximately 30% of 

whom were Black (see Table 1). Each school was implementing Tier 1 PBIS during the 2018-

2019 and 2019-2020 school years, with all eight schools implementing above the 70% criterion 

in the intervention year as measured by the SWPBIS Tiered Fidelity Inventory (Algozzine et al., 

2014), a measure validated for assessing fidelity of implementation (McIntosh et al., 2017). In 

the 2018-2019 school year, before intervention, there were 0.23 ODRs per 100 students per day. 

The rate of ODRs per 100 Black students was 0.79 in treatment schools, slightly higher than the 

0.72 in control schools (see Table 1).  

Measures 
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Office Discipline Referrals (ODRs) 

ODRs are standardized forms completed by school personnel to document information 

regarding incidents of problem behavior that result in removal from the classroom and possible 

further administrator action (Sugai et al., 2000). ODR data were entered by school personnel and 

extracted for analysis from the School-Wide Information System (SWIS; www.pbisapps.org), an 

ODR data system that allows schools to collect, summarize, and analyze student discipline data 

to inform decision making. When SWIS operational definitions and data entry procedures are 

used, their validity as an indicator of problem behavior is comparable to standardized behavior 

rating scales (Irvin et al., 2004; McIntosh et al., 2009).  

Risk differences. In this study, ODRs were aggregated to the school level and 

categorized by race (Black students vs. Other [i.e., non-Black] students) for both the 2018-2019 

and 2019-2020 school years. Our primary metric was the Black-Other ODR risk difference. 

ODR risks are the proportion of students from a particular group (e.g., Black students) receiving 

1 or more ODRs. ODR risk differences are computed by subtracting the ODR risk for a group of 

interest (i.e., Black students) from the ODR risk for a comparison group (i.e., non-Black 

students1). For example, if 30% of Black students and 10% of non-Black students had one or 

more ODRs in a year, the Black-Other ODR risk difference would be .30 - .10 = .20. We used 

this metric of discipline disproportionality because it directly measures disproportionality but is 

more stable than the risk ratio (Girvan et al., 2019).  

Rates. Because ODR risk differences do not provide information about the frequency of 

ODRs issued to students in the group of interest, we used the ODR rate for Black students as a 

 

1 We used Other students as the comparison group because it aligns with federal regulations, is rarely different from 
using White students but is more stable data for year-to-year comparisons (Girvan et al., 2019), and de-centers 
Whiteness as the “standard” for behavior in society. 

http://www.pbisapps.org/
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secondary metric. The ODR rate is the total number of ODRs received by Black students divided 

by the number of Black students enrolled in the school. For example, if 70 ODRs were of Black 

students in a school with 100 Black students enrolled, the ODR rate for Black students would be 

70 / 100 = .70 ODRs per student. Both ODR risk differences and ODR rates account for the size 

of student enrollment by race, which is useful for comparisons across or generalizing results to 

schools with very different enrollments.  

Raw differential representation. As a descriptive measure, we used raw differential 

representation, an estimate of the number of Black students who did not experience an ODR as a 

result of the intervention. Raw differential representation is a count of the number of students in 

a group of interest (e.g., Black students) who received one or more ODRs but who would not 

have if Black students had the same risk of ODRs as Other students (Girvan et al., 2019). Black-

Other ODR raw differential representation can be calculated by multiplying the Black-Other 

ODR risk difference by the Black student enrollment. For example, if a school with a Black-

Other ODR risk difference of .20 has 100 Black students enrolled, .20 x 100 = 20 Black students 

received one or more ODRs than would have if Black students had the same ODR risk as non-

Black students. Here, we computed and compared the change in the total Black-Other ODR raw 

differential representations for the schools in the treatment and control schools from the 2018-19 

to 2019-20 school year to assess practical intervention effects.   

Social Validity 

The Primary Intervention Rating Scale (PIRS) is a 17-item unidimensional scale used to 

assess the social validity of school-wide interventions (Lane et al., 2009). The PIRS has 

established reliability and validity and has been used in multiple studies to assess aspects of 

social validity (e.g., Bastable, Meng, et al., in press). The PIRS uses a 6-point Likert-type 
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response scale, from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 6 (Strongly Agree). It was administered to 

educators in treatment schools at the end of the intervention. The sample reliability of the PIRS 

was high (α = .98).  

Fidelity of Training 

Fidelity of the training provided was assessed through a researcher-developed measure, 

completed through self-report and independent observation.  The measure assesses 22 critical 

features of high-quality professional development delivery on a 3-point rating scale (0 = not 

implemented, 1 = partially implemented, 2 = fully implemented). The measure results in a 

percent of critical features observed per professional development session. 

Fidelity of Implementation 

Fidelity of school personnel implementation was assessed through two researcher-

designed measures. Discrete teaching of lessons or strategies were assessed via each teacher’s 

self-reported implementation of the lesson plans introduced in the professional development 

sessions through a lesson log. Classroom teachers initialed and reported the date when they 

completed the lesson with their students and provided supporting details about their 

implementation as a check for completion (e.g., most common student response, support that 

made implementation easier). Another measure of fidelity of implementation was an adapted 

version of the SWPBIS TFI Walkthrough Tool, a protocol to interview a random selection of at 

least 5 staff and 10 students about their knowledge, use, or receipt of PBIS practices (Algozzine 

et al., 2014). Teachers were asked to name and model the school-wide neutralizing routine and 

report whether they greeted students at the door that morning. Students were asked to name and 

model the school-wide neutralizing routine, report whether they were greeted at the door that 

morning, and report whether they were rewarded by teachers in ways they liked.  
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Procedure 

Recruitment and Assignment 

An employee of the school district approached the lead author after attending an equity 

session at a national conference and expressed interest in participating in the project. After 

receiving institutional review board approval, completing a memorandum of understanding with 

the school district, and obtaining written consent from all school principals, we randomly 

assigned schools to the treatment or control conditions in matched pairs based on their Black-

Other ODR risk differences (the primary dependent variable) in 2018-2019. Treatment schools 

received professional development sessions for the whole staff and coaching for the school PBIS 

team throughout the 2019-2020 school year.  The final professional development session was 

delivered in early March, before all schools in the district were closed in mid-March due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. To make conditions comparable, waitlist schools received an equal 

number of hours of school-based professional development, focused on professional learning 

communities (DuFour & DuFour, 2013).  

Intervention 

Training. The first professional learning session was delivered to the school 

administrators and their PBIS teams together to provide an overview of the intervention and 

initial planning. The remaining sessions were delivered separately in each school to all school 

personnel (i.e., administrators, custodial teams, paraprofessionals, related service providers, and 

teachers). Each whole school session included active learning opportunities such as discussion, 

practice and feedback, and small group reflection. Table 2 provides the formal training schedule, 

participants, and agenda for the intervention year. 

Strategies. Although all schools received the same training sequence and instruction in 
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core ReACT strategies (e.g., Personal Matrix, Neutralizing Routine), each school team selected 

strategies based on their school’s data patterns (e.g., VDPs, current strategies implemented). 

Each school selected strategies from a menu of (a) building positive relationships, (b) teaching 

desired behaviors, and (c) responding instructionally to unwanted behaviors (Bastable, Falcon, et 

al., in press). As an example of the school process, Table 3 provides details regarding the 

identification of vulnerable decision points and selection of intervention strategies for one of the 

treatment schools.    

 Coaching. ReACT trainers also provided an average of 20 hours of coaching to each 

school team. The purpose of ReACT coaching was to meet with teams to analyze data discuss 

motivational barriers, and troubleshoot implementation. Coaching activities included attending 

PBIS team meetings, meeting one-on-one with school team leads, providing resources (e.g., 

diverse library lists, intervention examples), planning for strategy implementation (e.g., printing 

postcards, distributing lesson plans), and discussing modifications to strategies across grade 

levels (e.g., preschool through fifth grade).  

 Planning for maintenance. The final professional development session focused on plans 

for maintaining implementation of ReACT strategies in the following year. School personnel 

were asked to rate each strategy as one they would keep, change, or discontinue. For the 

strategies they decided to continue, the school team created a plan for booster trainings and 

common schedules for implementation. 

Fidelity of Training 

Fidelity of the training provided in the professional development sessions was assessed 

by trainer self-report, with exact, point-by-point interrater agreement calculated by an 
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independent observer. On average, trainers delivered sessions across school sites with 94% 

fidelity (SD = 5). Interrater agreement was high, with an average score of 92% (SD = 8). 

Fidelity of Implementation 

Fidelity of school personnel implementation of each trained strategy was assessed via 

lesson logs completed by 98 (91%) of the 108 homeroom teachers. An average of 82% of 

teachers across all school sites initialed and dated when they taught lessons. In addition, a 

random sample of staff and students across the four treatment schools were interviewed through 

the walkthrough tool. Of staff interviewed, 80% could name and model their school-wide 

neutralizing routine, and 95% reported greeting their students at the door that morning. 

Additionally, 11% of students could name and model the school-wide neutralizing routine, 81% 

reported they were rewarded by teachers in ways they liked (a partial indicator of ReACT’s 

social validity), and 63% reported being greeted at the door that morning. Interrater agreement 

for the walkthrough interviews was assessed with exact, point-by-point agreement calculated by 

an independent observer. Interrater agreement was high, with an average agreement of 94%. 

Data Analysis 

For Research Questions 1 and 2, we specified a standard or mixed-model (multilevel) 

pre-post Time × Condition analyses of variance (Murray, 1998) to test for condition differences 

in Black-Other ODR risk differences and the rate of ODRs for Black students. This model 

compares net gains across the two years between the conditions and assumes that schools in each 

condition regress toward condition-specific means rather than a grand mean (Allison, 1990), 

which is useful for small samples in which randomization may not balance conditions 

(Freedman, 2008). We conducted analyses with SAS PROC MIXED version 9.2 (SAS Institute, 

2016) using full-information maximum likelihood estimation.  
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To assess effects on ODR risk differences and rates, we reported p values, Hedges’ g 

values with their 95% confidence intervals (CI), and model probabilities (Anderson, 2008) to 

characterize the strength of evidence for the alternative hypothesis of a difference between 

conditions when compared to the null hypothesis. Model probabilities, based on the AIC, express 

the probability of a specific model given a set of competing models and observed data (Burnham 

et al., 2011; Wagenmakers & Farrell, 2004). We defined a model for the alternative hypothesis 

of an intervention effect (HA) and for the null hypothesis of no intervention effect (H0). We 

reported the model probability, w, for HA; with two models, the model probability for H0 is 1 – 

w. A w of .75 suggests, for example, the model for HA has a 75% chance of being the better 

model given the data and the two models; equivalently, HA is three times as likely as the model 

for H0. For Research Question 3, we assessed social validity descriptively through examining 

scale means. 

Results 

The bottom portion of Table 1 presents ODR rates for all students, ODR risk ratios, ODR 

risk differences, and ODR rates for Black students across the study years. For Research Question 

1 (risk differences), the Black-Other ODR risk difference in control schools remained relatively 

stable between school years (from 0.16 to 0.17). In treatment schools over the same two years, 

the risk differences decreased from 0.23 to 0.09. Figure 1 displays the mean differences. The 

conditions differed on change in ODR risk differences by a substantial margin, −0.16 [−0.28, 

−0.03], Hedges’ g = −1.47 [−2.62, −0.33], t6 = −3.16, p = .0196, w = .64. That is, the intervention 

appeared to reduce risk differences by about 1.5 standard deviations, and the model probability 

suggests that the hypothesis of an intervention effect, HA, has a 64% chance of representing the 

underlying data-generating processes, compared to the model of no effect, H0, at 36%.  
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For Research Question 2 (rates for Black students), the rate of ODRs for Black students 

in control schools remained relatively stable between the two years (from 0.72 to 0.69), but the 

rate decreased from 0.79 to 0.26 in treatment schools. Hence, the two conditions also differed 

largely in ODR rates for Black students, −0.50 [−0.91, −0.09], g = −1.21 [−2.22, −0.21], t6 = 

−2.95, p = .0256, w = .57. Given the small sample, the likelihood of replicating the same effect 

size with a similarly small sample is about 57%, but the effect size suggests well over a standard 

deviation difference. 

Descriptively, as a measure of the practical impact of the intervention, from the 2018-19 

to 2019-20 school year, the total Black-Other ODR raw differential representation in treatment 

schools decreased by 86 students, whereas in the control schools it decreased by 7 students. 

Social Validity 

To answer Research Question 3, treatment school personnel completed the PIRS measure 

at the conclusion of the final ReACT professional development session. Results from the PIRS 

were evaluated as a mean across all items. With a mean rating of 5.01 (SD = 0.72) and a mode of 

5 on a scale of 1 to 6, participants’ average response indicated they agreed with statements 

endorsing the acceptability, appropriateness, and fairness of ReACT.  

Discussion 

 Racial inequities in school discipline represent a long-identified problem in schools 

across the U.S. The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of a 1-year intervention to 

decrease educators’ disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline. Participants received direct 

equity-focused professional development and coaching to assess their school discipline 

disparities and implement methods to counteract implicit bias and culturally relevant 
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instructional practices within a PBIS framework. Results showed statistically significant and 

clinically meaningful improvements in racial equity in school discipline. 

 Although racial inequities in ODRs remained stable for control schools, they decreased 

considerably for the treatment schools. The Black-Other ODR risk difference in control schools 

remained near the national median in both school years (approximately .16; Girvan et al., 2019), 

whereas in treatment schools, the Black-Other risk difference dropped from above the national 

median in the 2018-19 school year to approximately the bottom quartile of schools nationally in 

2019-20 (Girvan et al., 2019). Such reductions in disproportionality can result from reduced rates 

of ODRs among Black students or increased rates of ODRs among other students. However, 

although the rates of ODRs issued to Black students remained stable for control schools, they 

decreased sharply for treatment schools, suggesting that the benefits of the intervention occurred 

through reductions in exclusionary discipline for Black students. Finally, we used Black-Other 

raw differential representation to assess the practical impact of the intervention (Girvan et al, 

2019). This measure is an estimate of the raw number of Black students who received ODRs that 

would not have if Black students had the same risk of ODRs as other students. It is thus 

encouraging that, although the raw differential representation for control schools declined by just 

7, it declined by 86 in the treatment schools, indicating that effects of the intervention were 

equivalent to approximately 80 fewer Black students experiencing disproportionate exclusionary 

discipline and associated impacts (e.g., lost instructional time). Finally, given the sensitive and 

difficult nature of discussing disproportionality and uncovering racial biases, is important to note 

that participants viewed the intervention as acceptable, feasible, and fair.   

 Although these findings are preliminary in nature and require replication, there are 

several unique contributions to the limited research base. First, significant, meaningful, and 
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robust decreases in disproportionate discipline were achieved within a relatively brief, 1-year 

professional development intervention. Whereas other studies have shown decreases in rates of 

exclusionary discipline for Black students (Bradshaw et al., 2018) but have not necessarily 

narrowed the discipline gap, the current findings point to significant decreases in actual racial 

disparities. Moreover, in addition to decreases in discipline disparities and the discipline rates for 

Black students, overall discipline rates decreased in treatment schools by half, from 0.22 per 100 

students per day to 0.11 per 100 students per day. Although not directly related to disparities and 

thus not one of the primary metrics, this additional marker of school-wide improvement for 

treatment schools suggests the intervention had a positive effect for non-Black students as well.  

Another unique contribution of this study is the application of a randomized controlled 

trial, which allows for a more rigorous examination, to the study of equity, as opposed to the case 

studies that are common in the literature. Randomized controlled trials with assignment to 

condition after consent are particularly challenging to conduct (e.g., obtaining district consent, 

withholding intervention from control schools, avoiding contamination) but yield important 

findings with fewer methodological limitations than quasi-experimental designs (Campbell & 

Walters, 2014), such as intervening in schools that are already motivated to improve equity. 

Finally, this initial randomized controlled trial adds to the promise for the effectiveness of 

ReACT by building an evidence base that now includes a case study, experimental single-case 

study, and quasi-experimental large-scale research study (Gion et al., 2020; McIntosh, Ellwood, 

et al., 2018; McIntosh et al., in press). Together, these studies present evidence of a potentially 

efficacious approach that includes using disaggregated data to identify and intervene in specific 

situations of potential bias, all embedded within a PBIS framework. 

Limitations and Future Research 
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 The primary limitation for this study was the small sample size, which can impact 

comparability of schools between conditions and thus the validity of the results. There are at 

least two reasons to believe that this did not affect the results seen here. First, to improve balance 

across conditions, we matched schools prior to random assignment on pre-intervention Black-

Other ODR risk differences (Diehr et al., 1995). The comparability in levels of disproportionality 

between schools at baseline reduces the chance of selection effects such as administrators in the 

intervention condition being more committed to racial equity that those in the control condition 

and thus making changes on their own to reduce discipline disparities. Second, achieving 

improvements in discipline equity has, unfortunately, proved to be more difficult for schools 

than simply being aware of the problem or being motivated to address it (McIntosh et al., 2020). 

As such, it is unlikely that schools in the intervention condition made improvements on their 

own. These points provide support for the robustness of the results. Regardless of the evidence 

for significant and meaningful effects found here, however, much stronger conclusions could be 

drawn with a larger sample. In addition, it is important for future research to replicate the study 

in different schools, including secondary schools and in different regions of the U.S.  

A second limitation is that, due to the current COVID-19 pandemic, the study did not 

include the entire 2019-2020 school year. However, all participating schools had the same 

number of school days in the year (i.e., all schools closed at the same time and did not issue 

ODRs to any students during closures), and so the comparison between conditions was 

unaffected. It is unclear how results may have varied, but it is not implausible that effects would 

have been stronger, given that the final session was delivered less than two weeks before the end 

of the school year.  
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A third limitation is the smaller-scale focus of intervention and measurement of 

effectiveness. ReACT is intended to be used to support a range of student groups, but this study 

focused on racial inequities for Black students because each school’s data showed Black students 

received the most inequitable ODRs. As such, the promise of ReACT should be limited to 

supporting Black students until it can be tested with other marginalized groups. Further, the only 

outcomes assessed were ODRs. Future research should examine effects in other outcomes, 

including academic achievement, attendance, school climate, suspensions, and expulsions. Given 

the effects of exclusionary discipline on academic achievement and racial inequities in 

achievement in particular (Morris & Perry, 2016), it will be especially important to assess the 

promise of long-term effects of ReACT on academic achievement.  

Implications for Practice 

These results indicate the promise of a school-wide intervention that includes training on 

implicit and explicit forms of racial bias, intensive assessment of disaggregated discipline data, 

and tailoring intervention plans to address the specific situations that contribute most to 

disproportionality (i.e., VDPs). The tailoring feature of ReACT allowed school personnel to (a) 

identify specific targets for intervention, (b) select strategies most likely to address their needs, 

and (c) implement strategies within a school-wide approach that fit the school’s culture (e.g., 

team-based implementation, using of existing data systems, fit with existing practices).  

School-wide interventions have substantial benefits over interventions aimed to improve 

the practices of individual educators because all school personnel can receive the intervention, 

which increases consistency in the school environment for students. Such an approach also 

avoids stigmatizing individual teachers, who may not choose to participate in one-on-one equity 

coaching (Bastable, McIntosh, Falcon, et al., 2021). An important implication of this school-
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wide approach is that like PBIS, equity-focused interventions can also be implemented with 

fidelity at the school level. Additionally, this intervention included personnel in the school-wide 

approach (e.g., librarian, nurse) who would not receive support from an individual educator or 

grade-level intervention.  

The second important implication also borrows on PBIS implementation. That is, 

implementing interventions within multi-tiered systems of support such as PBIS has advantages 

over trying to implement stand-alone efforts. First, the intervention was embedded within 

existing PBIS systems, including teaming, data, and professional development structures that can 

be utilized for installing interventions and monitoring effects (McIntosh & Goodman, 2016). 

Second, implementation within ongoing multi-tiered systems of support can increase the 

sustainability of interventions (Good et al., 2011; Meng et al., 2016). The findings from the 

current study imply, likewise, that ongoing equity-focused intervention can have sustained 

effects. The third implication was that because the equity-focused intervention was aligned to 

PBIS, school personnel were able to adapt existing (or integrate new) PBIS practices to make 

them more culturally responsive or equitable, with relative efficiency, rather than implementing 

standalone equity programs. Relatedly, implementing within the PBIS framework allows for 

integration of ReACT strategies with other initiatives. For example, instead of adopting a new 

neutralizing routine, school teams could use an existing self-regulation strategy from a social-

emotional learning program they are implementing (Santiago-Rosario & McIntosh, in press). 

In addition to gleaning important practical implications from this work, the social validity 

findings point to potentially effective methods to support educators in engaging in discussions 

about race, racism, and discrimination, which are likely to be avoided in school and society as a 

whole (Hetey & Eberhardt, 2014). Although at times discomforting for some educators, it was 
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important to learn that the intervention can both increase awareness of hidden biases and provide 

educators with concrete strategies to improve inequities in school discipline. Although additional 

research is needed, these findings provide further evidence that ReACT is an effective and 

acceptable approach for reducing stubborn racial discipline disparities in elementary schools. 

Given widespread patterns of racial inequities in schools today, it is encouraging to have 

evidence that they can be reduced. 

  



EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 23 

References 

Algozzine, R. F., Barrett, S., Eber, L., George, H., Horner, R. H., Lewis, T. J., Putnam, R. F., 

Swain-Bradway, J., McIntosh, K., & Sugai, G. (2014). SWPBIS Tiered Fidelity 

Inventory. OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

Supports. Available at http://www.pbis.org.  

 

Allison, P. D. (1990). Change scores as dependent variables in regression analysis. Sociological 

Methodology, 93-114.  

 

Anderson, D. R. (2008). Model based inference in the life sciences: a primer on evidence. New 

York: Springer.  

 

Anyon, Y., Jenson, J. M., Altschul, I., Farrar, J., McQueen, J., Greer, E., Downing, B., & 

Simmons, J. (2014). The persistent effect of race and the promise of alternatives to 

suspension in school discipline outcomes. Children and Youth Services Review, 44, 379-

386.  

 

Augustine, C. H., Engberg, J., Grimm, G. E., Lee, E., Wang, E. L., Christianson, K., & Joseph, 

A. A. (2018). Can restorative practices improve school climate and curb suspensions? An 

evaluation of the impact of restorative practices in a mid-sized urban school district. 

Research report. RR-2840-DOJ. RAND Corporation.  

 

http://www.pbis.org/


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 24 

Barclay, C. M. (2017). Benchmarks of equality? School-wide positive behavior interventions and 

supports and school discipline risk and disparities for Black and Hispanic students. 

(Unpublished doctoral dissertation). University of South Florida, Tampa, FL.  

 

Bastable, E., Falcon, S., Nese, R. N. T., Meng, P., & McIntosh, K. (in press). Enhancing school-

wide positive behavioral interventions and supports tier 1 core practices to improve 

disciplinary equity. Preventing School Failure.  

 

Bastable, E., McIntosh, K., Fairbanks Falcon, S., & Meng, P. (2021). Exploring educators' 

commitment to racial equity: A qualitative study of critical incidents (manuscript in 

press). Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation.  

 

Bastable, E., McIntosh, K., Falcon, S. F., & McDaniel, S. C. (2021). Understanding educators’ 

implementation of an equity-focused PBIS intervention: A qualitative study of critical 

incidents Manuscript submitted for publication.  

 

Bastable, E., McIntosh, K., Falcon, S. F., & Meng, P. (in press). Exploring educators' 

commitment to racial equity in school discipline practice: A qualitative study of critical 

incidents. Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation.  

 

Bastable, E., Meng, P., Falcon, S., & McIntosh, K. (in press). Using an embedded mixed 

methods design to assess and improve intervention acceptability of an equity-focused 



EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 25 

intervention: A methodological demonstration. Behavioral Disorders. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1177/0198742919880486  

 

Bottiani, J. H., Bradshaw, C. P., & Gregory, A. (2018). Nudging the gap: Introduction to the 

special issue “closing in on discipline disproportionality”. School Psychology Review, 47, 

109-117.  

 

Bottiani, J. H., Larson, K. E., Debnam, K. J., Bischoff, C. M., & Bradshaw, C. P. (2018). 

Promoting educators’ use of culturally responsive practices: A systematic review of 

inservice interventions. Journal of Teacher Education, 69(4), 367-385.  

 

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, 12, 133-148. https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300709334798  

 

Bradshaw, C. P., Mitchell, M. M., O'Brennan, L. M., & Leaf, P. J. (2010). Multilevel exploration 

of factors contributing to the overrepresentation of black students in office disciplinary 

referrals. Journal of Educational Psychology, 102, 508-520.  

 

Bradshaw, C. P., Pas, E. T., Debnam, K. J., & Johnson, S. L. (in press). A randomized controlled 

trial of MTSS-B in high schools: Improving classroom management to prevent EBDs. 

Remedial and Special Education. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932520966727  

https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1177/0198742919880486
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300709334798
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932520966727


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 26 

 

Burnham, K. P., Anderson, D. R., & Huyvaert, K. P. (2011). AIC model selection and 

multimodel inference in behavioral ecology: some background, observations, and 

comparisons. Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, 65, 23-35.  

 

Campbell, M. J., & Walters, S. J. (2014). How to design, analyse, and report cluster randomised 

trials in medicine and health related research. John Wiley & Sons.  

 

Carter, E. R., Onyeador, I. N., & Lewis Jr, N. A. (2020). Developing & delivering effective anti-

bias training: Challenges & recommendations. Behavioral Science & Policy, 6(1), 57-70.  

 

Children's Defense Fund. (1975). School suspensions: Are they helping children? Washington 

Research Project.  

 

Cook, C. R., Duong, M. T., Pullmann, M., McIntosh, K., McGinnis, J., Fiat, A. E., & Larson, M. 

F. (2018). Addressing discipline disparities for Black male students: Linking malleable 

root causes to feasible and effective practices. School Psychology Review, 47, 135-152. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300717753831  

 

Cook, C. R., Fiat, A., Larson, M., Daikos, C., Slemrod, T., Holland, E. A., Thayer, A. J., & 

Renshaw, T. (2018). Positive greetings at the door: Evaluation of a low-cost, high-yield 

proactive classroom management strategy. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 

20, 149-159. https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300717753831  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300717753831
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300717753831


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 27 

 

Diehr, P., Martin, D. C., Koepsell, T., & Cheadle, A. (1995). Breaking the matches in a paired t‐

test for community interventions when the number of pairs is small. Statistics in 

Medicine, 14(13), 1491-1504.  

 

DuFour, R., & DuFour, R. (2013). Learning by doing: A handbook for Professional Learning 

Communities at Work. Solution Tree Press.  

 

Fadus, M. C., Valadez, E. A., Bryant, B. E., Garcia, A. M., Neelon, B., Tomko, R. L., & 

Squeglia, L. M. (in press). Racial disparities in elementary school disciplinary actions: 

Findings from the ABCD study. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent 

Psychiatry. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.11.017  

 

Forscher, P. S., Lai, C. K., Axt, J. R., Ebersole, C. R., Herman, M., Devine, P. G., & Nosek, B. 

A. (2019). A meta-analysis of procedures to change implicit measures. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 117(3), 522-559.  

 

Freedman, D. A. (2008). On regression adjustments to experimental data. Advances in Applied 

Mathematics, 40, 180-193.  

 

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?  

https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.11.017


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 28 

 

Gion, C., McIntosh, K., & Falcon, S. (2021). Effects of a multifaceted classroom intervention on 

racial disproportionality. School Psychology Review. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2020.1788906  

 

Gion, C., McIntosh, K., & Falcon, S. F. (2020). Effects of a multicomponent classroom 

intervention on racial disproportionality in school discipline. School Psychology Review, 

40, 184–191.  

 

Girvan, E. J., Gion, C., McIntosh, K., & Smolkowski, K. (2017). The relative contribution of 

subjective office referrals to racial disproportionality in school discipline. School 

Psychology Quarterly, 32, 392-404. https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000178  

 

Girvan, E. J., McIntosh, K., & Santiago-Rosario, M. R. (in press). Community-level implicit and 

explicit racial biases predict racial disparities in school discipline. School Psychology 

Review.  

 

Girvan, E. J., McIntosh, K., & Smolkowski, K. (2019). Tail, tusk, and trunk: What different 

metrics reveal about racial disproportionality in school discipline. Educational 

Psychologist, 54, 40-59. https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2018.1537125  

 

Good, C., McIntosh, K., & Gietz, C. (2011). Integrating bullying prevention into School-wide 

Positive Behavior Support. Teaching Exceptional Children, 44(1), 48-56.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2020.1788906
https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000178
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2018.1537125


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 29 

 

Gregory, A., & Evans, K. R. (2020). The starts and stumbles of restorative justice education: 

Where do we go from here?  

 

Halberstadt, A. G., Cooke, A. N., Garner, P. W., Hughes, S. A., Oertwig, D., & Neupert, S. D. 

(2020). Racialized emotion recognition accuracy and anger bias of children’s faces. 

Emotion. https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/emo0000756  

 

Hammond, Z. (2014). Culturally responsive teaching and the brain: Promoting authentic 

engagement and rigor among culturally and linguistically diverse students. Corwin Press.  

 

Hetey, R. C., & Eberhardt, J. L. (2014). Racial disparities in incarceration increase acceptance of 

punitive policies. Psychological Science, 25, 1949-1954. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797614540307  

 

Huang, F. L. (2020). Prior problem behaviors do not account for the racial suspension gap. 

Educational Researcher. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x20932474  

 

Huang, F. L., & Cornell, D. G. (2017, 2017/02/01/). Student attitudes and behaviors as 

explanations for the Black-White suspension gap. Children and Youth Services Review, 

73, 298-308. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.01.002  

 

https://doi.org/http:/dx.doi.org/10.1037/emo0000756
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797614540307
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x20932474
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.01.002


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 30 

Irvin, L. K., Tobin, T. J., Sprague, J. R., Sugai, G., & Vincent, C. G. (2004). Validity of office 

discipline referral measures as indices of school-wide behavioral status and effects of 

school-wide behavioral interventions. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 6, 131-

147.  

 

Lane, K. L., Kalberg, J. R., Bruhn, A. L., Driscoll, S. A., Wehby, J. H., & Elliott, S. N. (2009). 

Assessing social validity of school-wide positive behavior support plans: Evidence for 

the reliability and structure of the Primary Intervention Rating Scale. School Psychology 

Review, 38, 135-144.  

 

Leverson, M., Smith, K., McIntosh, K., Rose, J., & Pinkelman, S. (2021). PBIS cultural 

responsiveness field guide: Resources for trainers and coaches. Center on Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports. University of Oregon. 

https://www.pbis.org/resource/pbis-cultural-responsiveness-field-guide-resources-for-

trainers-and-coaches  

 

Lewis, T. J., McIntosh, K., Simonsen, B., Mitchell, B. S., & Hatton, H. L. (2017). School-wide 

systems of positive behavior support: Implications for students at-risk and with 

emotional/behavioral disorders. AERA Open, 3(2), 1-11.  

 

McIntosh, K., Barnes, A., Morris, K., & Eliason, B. M. (2014). Using discipline data within 

SWPBIS to identify and address disproportionality: A guide for school teams. OSEP 

https://www.pbis.org/resource/pbis-cultural-responsiveness-field-guide-resources-for-trainers-and-coaches
https://www.pbis.org/resource/pbis-cultural-responsiveness-field-guide-resources-for-trainers-and-coaches


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 31 

Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports. 

University of Oregon.  

 

McIntosh, K., Campbell, A. L., Carter, D. R., & Zumbo, B. D. (2009). Concurrent validity of 

office discipline referrals and cut points used in schoolwide positive behavior support. 

Behavioral Disorders, 34, 100-113.  

 

McIntosh, K., Ellwood, K., McCall, L., & Girvan, E. J. (2018). Using discipline data within a 

PBIS framework to enhance equity in school discipline. Intervention in School and 

Clinic, 53(3), 146-152.  

 

McIntosh, K., Gion, C., & Bastable, E. (2018). Do schools implementing SWPBIS have 

decreased racial disproportionality in school discipline? OSEP TA Center on Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports.  

 

McIntosh, K., Girvan, E. J., Horner, R. H., & Smolkowski, K. (2014). Education not 

incarceration: A conceptual model for reducing racial and ethnic disproportionality in 

school discipline. Journal of Applied Research on Children, 5(2), 1-22.  

 

McIntosh, K., Girvan, E. J., Horner, R. H., Smolkowski, K., & Sugai, G. (2018). A 5-point 

intervention approach for enhancing equity in school discipline. Center on Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports. http://www.pbis.org.  

 

http://www.pbis.org/


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 32 

McIntosh, K., Girvan, E. J., McDaniel, S. C., Santiago-Rosario, M. R., St. Joseph, S. D., 

Fairbanks Falcon, S., Izzard, S., & Bastable, E. (in press). Effects of an equity-focused 

PBIS approach to school improvement on exclusionary discipline and school climate. 

Preventing School Failure. https://doi.org/10.1080/1045988X.2021.1937027  

 

McIntosh, K., & Goodman, S. (2016). Integrated multi-tiered systems of support: Blending RTI 

and PBIS. Guilford Press.  

 

McIntosh, K., Kelm, J. L., & Canizal Delabra, A. (2016). In search of how principals change: A 

qualitative study of events that help and hinder administrator support for school-wide 

PBIS. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 18, 100-110. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300715599960  

 

McIntosh, K., Massar, M., Algozzine, R. F., George, H. P., Horner, R. H., Lewis, T. J., & Swain-

Bradway, J. (2017). Technical adequacy of the SWPBIS Tiered Fidelity Inventory. 

Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 19, 3-13.  

 

McIntosh, K., Mercer, S. H., Nese, R. N. T., Strickland-Cohen, M. K., Kittelman, A., Hoselton, 

R., & Horner, R. H. (2018). Factors predicting sustained implementation of a universal 

behavior support framework. Educational Researcher, 47, 307-316.  

 

McIntosh, K., Predy, L. K., Upreti, G., Hume, A. E., Turri, M. G., & Mathews, S. (2014). 

Perceptions of contextual features related to implementation and sustainability of school-

https://doi.org/10.1080/1045988X.2021.1937027
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300715599960


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 33 

wide positive behavior support. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 16, 29-41. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300712470723  

 

McIntosh, K., Smolkowski, K., Gion, C., Witherspoon, L., Bastable, E., & Girvan, E. J. (2020). 

Awareness is not enough: A double-blind randomized controlled trial of the effects of 

providing discipline disproportionality data reports to school administrators. Educational 

Researcher, 49(7), 533–537. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X20939937  

 

Meng, P., McIntosh, K., Claassen, J., & Hoselton, R. (2016). Does implementation of SWPBIS 

enhance sustainability of specific programs, such as Playworks? Center on Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports.  

 

Morris, E. W., & Perry, B. L. (2016). The punishment gap: School suspension and racial 

disparities in achievement. Social Problems, 63, 68-86.  

 

Muldrew, A. C., & Miller, F. G. (2021). Examining the effects of the personal matrix activity 

with diverse students. Psychology in the Schools, 58(3), 515-533. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22461  

 

Murray, D. M. (1998). Design and analysis of group-randomized trials. New York: Oxford 

University Press.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300712470723
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X20939937
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22461


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 34 

Nelson, J. R., Martella, R. M., & Marchand-Martella, N. (2002). Maximizing student learning: 

The effects of a comprehensive school-based program for preventing problem behaviors. 

Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 10, 136-148.  

 

Okonofua, J. A., & Eberhardt, J. L. (2015). Two strikes: Race and the disciplining of young 

students. Psychological Science, 26(5), 617-624. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797615570365  

 

Okonofua, J. A., Walton, G. M., & Eberhardt, J. L. (2016). A vicious cycle: A social–

psychological account of extreme racial disparities in school discipline. Perspectives on 

Psychological Science, 11, 381-398.  

 

Reinke, W. M., Herman, K. C., & Sprick, R. (2011). Motivational interviewing for effective 

classroom management: The classroom check-up. Guilford Press.  

 

Reinke, W. M., Lewis-Palmer, T. L., & Merrell, K. W. (2008). The classroom check-up: A 

classwide teacher consultation model for increasing praise and decreasing disruptive 

behavior. School Psychology Review, 37, 315-332.  

 

Riddle, T., & Sinclair, S. (2019). Racial disparities in school-based disciplinary actions are 

associated with county-level rates of racial bias. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences, 116, 8255-8260.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797615570365


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 35 

Santiago-Rosario, M. R., & McIntosh, K. (in press). Increasing disciplinary equity by teaching 

neutralizing routines to teachers and students. In N. Yoder & A. Skoog-Hoffman (Eds.), 

Motivating the SEL field forward through equity (Advances in motivation and 

achievement, vol. 21). Emerald. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022440521000133  

 

SAS Institute. (2016). SAS/STAT. 14.2 User's Guide (SAS Institute, Ed.)  Product 

Documentation. http://support.sas.com/documentation/index.html  

 

Scott, T. M., Gage, N., Hirn, R., & Han, H. (2019). Teacher and student race as a predictor for 

negative feedback during instruction. School Psychology, 34, 22-31. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000251  

 

Singleton, G. E. (2015). Courageous conversations about race: A field guide for achieving 

equity in schools. Corwin Press.  

 

Skiba, R. J., Chung, C.-G., Trachok, M., Baker, T. L., Sheya, A., & Hughes, R. L. (2014, August 

1, 2014). Parsing disciplinary disproportionality: Contributions of infraction, student, and 

school characteristics to out-of-school suspension and expulsion. American Educational 

Research Journal, 51, 640-670. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831214541670  

 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022440521000133
http://support.sas.com/documentation/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000251
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831214541670


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 36 

Smolkowski, K., Girvan, E. J., McIntosh, K., Nese, R. N. T., & Horner, R. H. (2016). Vulnerable 

decision points in school discipline:  Comparison of discipline for African American 

compared to White students in elementary schools. Behavioral Disorders, 41, 178-195.  

 

Starck, J. G., Riddle, T., Sinclair, S., & Warikoo, N. (2020). Teachers are people too: Examining 

the racial bias of teachers compared to other American adults. Educational Researcher, 

49(4), 273-284. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x20912758  

 

Sugai, G., Sprague, J. R., Horner, R. H., & Walker, H. M. (2000). Preventing school violence: 

The use of office discipline referrals to assess and monitor school-wide discipline 

interventions. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 8, 94-101. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/106342660000800205  

 

Tobin, T. J., & Vincent, C. G. (2011). Strategies for preventing disproportionate exclusions of 

African American students. Preventing School Failure, 55, 192-201. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1045988X.2010.532520  

 

U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2018). Discipline disparities for black students, boys, 

and students with disabilities. Report to congressional requesters, U.S. House (Report 

GAO-18-258). Author.  

 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x20912758
https://doi.org/10.1177/106342660000800205
https://doi.org/10.1080/1045988X.2010.532520


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 37 

Vincent, C. G., Swain-Bradway, J., Tobin, T. J., & May, S. (2011). Disciplinary referrals for 

culturally and linguistically diverse students with and without disabilities: Patterns 

resulting from school-wide positive behavior support. Exceptionality, 19, 175-190.  

 

Wagenmakers, E.-J., & Farrell, S. (2004). AIC model selection using Akaike weights. 

Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 11, 192-196.  

 

What Works Clearinghouse. (2020). Procedures handbook (Version 4.1). National Center for 

Education Evaluation. https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ 

 

Yeager, D. S., Purdie-Vaughns, V., Garcia, J., Apfel, N., Brzustoski, P., Master, A., Hessert, W., 

Williams, M. E., & Cohen, G. L. (2014). Breaking the cycle of mistrust: Wise 

interventions to provide critical feedback across the racial divide. Journal of 

Experimental Psychology: General, 143, 804-824.  

 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/


EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS APPROACH REDUCES RACIAL INEQUITIES 38 

 

 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics (and ranges) for Schools by Condition 

 
Treatment Schools 

(n = 4) 

Control Schools 

(n = 4) 

School Characteristics   

Enrollment 511 (420 - 603)  448 (260 - 634) 

% Black 28% (12 - 48%) 31% (6 - 65%) 

% Hispanic/Latinx 44.5% (16 - 57%) 24% (20 - 55%) 

% Economically Disadvantaged 65% (56 - 69%) 55.3% (44 - 71%) 

% Students w/ Disabilities 

% English Language Learners 

11.5% (7 - 19%) 

37.5% (17 - 49%) 

11.5% (9 - 14%) 

20.3% (14 - 29%) 

% PBIS Fidelity of Implementation 80.8% (73 - 90%) 85.8% (67 - 100%) 

Office Discipline Referral Data   

Pre-intervention Year (2018-19)   

ODRs/100 Students/School Day 0.22 (0.09 - 0.36) 0.24 (0.04 - 0.34) 

Black-Other ODR Risk Ratio 3.74 (2.96 - 5.11) 3.19 (1.67 - 5.33) 

Black-Other ODR Risk Difference 0.23 (0.09 - 0.37) 0.16 (0.1 - 0.23) 

ODR Rates per Black Student 0.79 (0.3 - 1.06) 0.72 (0.43 - 1.01) 

   

Intervention Year (2019-20)   

ODRs/100 Students/School Day 0.11 (0.05 - 0.16) 0.24 (0.05 - 0.42) 

Black-Other ODR Risk Ratio 2.30 (1 - 3.67) 3.38 (1.91 - 6) 
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Black-Other ODR Risk Difference 0.09 (0 - 0.16) 0.17 (0.04 - 0.34) 

ODR Rates per Black Student 0.26 (0.05 - 0.36) 0.69 (0.1 - 1.42) 

   

Note. PBIS Fidelity of Implementation measured by the SWPBIS Tiered Fidelity Inventory (TFI) 
Tier 1 scale. 
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Table 2 

Professional Development Scope and Sequence 

Session Month Participants Length Content 
1  June • School 

Teams 
• Full day 

(6 hrs.) 
• District administrator introduction 

indicating district leadership commitment 
• Implicit bias and vulnerable decision points 

(VDPs)   
• Analysis of data on racial equity in school 

discipline and equity goal setting 
• Identification of school-level VDPs 
• Selection of culturally responsive strategies 

 
2  July • School 

Faculty 
and Staff 

• Full day 
(6 hrs.) 

• School administrator introduction 
indicating school leadership commitment 

• Implicit bias and VDPs 
• Presentation of data on racial equity in 

school discipline by school team 
• Identification of school-level VDPs  
• Overview of culturally responsive school-

wide and classroom strategies   
• Initial culturally responsive strategies 

training   
 

3  September • School 
Faculty 
and Staff 

• Half day 
(2.5 hrs.) 

• Review of data on racial equity in school 
discipline 

• Strategy reflection and peer testimonials 
• Introduction to Personal Matrix strategy 

(self-completion) 
 

4  October • School 
Faculty 
and Staff 

• Half day 
(2.5 hrs.) 

• Review of data on racial equity in school 
discipline 

• Strategy reflection and peer testimonials 
• Review of student Personal Matrix results 

 
5 January • School 

Faculty 
and Staff 

• Full day 
(6 hrs.) 

• Review of data on racial equity in school 
discipline 

• Strategy reflection and peer testimonials 
• Strategies for increasing positive student-

teacher interactions and building 
relationships 
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6 March • School 
Faculty 
and Staff 

• Half day 
(2.5 hrs.) 

• Review of data on racial equity in school 
discipline 

• Strategy reflection, testimonials, and 
fidelity follow-up 

• Strategies for responding instructionally to 
unwanted behaviors 

• Strategy maintenance planning 
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Table 3 

ReACT Intervention Plan Development for One Treatment School 

Step Guiding 
Question 

Outcome 

1. Problem 
Identification 

• “Is there an 
equity 
problem?” 

Group of Concern 
• In 2018-19, Black students were the group most 

at risk for ODRs (Black-Other ODR Risk 
Difference = 0.26). 
 

2. Problem 
Analysis 

• “Why is it 
happening?” 

School-level Vulnerable Decision Point 
• Black students were most likely to receive ODRs 

for Physical Aggression in Classrooms during 
Early Afternoon in 5th Grade. 
 

3. Plan 
Implementation 

• “What 
should be 
done?” 

Intervention Strategy Package 
• Prevention Strategies 

o Increase positive interactions through: (a) 
positive greetings at the door, (b) positive 
family contacts, (c) praise preference 
assessments 

o Environmental redesign through: (a) 
changing routine for return to classroom 
after lunch, (b) active supervision in 
hallways at end of lunch 

• Teaching Strategies 
o Adapt classroom systems through the 

Personal Matrix activity 
o Teach, practice, and reinforce a school-wide 

neutralizing routine (“Take 5”) for students 
to use when upset  

• Responding Strategies 
o Use neutralizing routine (“Take 5”) when 

responding to student unwanted behavior  
 

4. Plan Evaluation • “Is the plan 
working?” 

Progress Monitoring 
• In 2019-20, the Black-Other ODR Risk 

Difference decreased from 0.26 to 0.12 
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Figure 1. Change in Black-Other Office Discipline Referral Risk Difference by Condition 
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