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Abstract: The PAX Good Behavior Game (PAX-GBG) is an evidence-based universal preventive intervention program for classroom
use. Our aim was to explore teachers’ perceptions of PAX-GBG and their work with it, and whether this changed during the
implementation of the intervention. In addition, we explored teachers’ perceptions, and changes in perceptions, regarding how they
perceived their workload when learning and using PAX, how it influenced relationships in the classroom and students with special
needs. Semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with six female teachers at three time-points during a school year.
Based on thematic analysis, four themes illustrating teachers’ experiences and the perceived effects of PAX-GBG on classroom
relationships were identified: (1) Working with PAX-GBG, (2) The Game, (3) Focus on Behaviour, and (4) Relationships. A notable
finding was that most teachers, at the outset, had concerns regarding the PAX Game and that these concerns mostly disappeared
after they had experienced working with it. Based on improved student behaviours and overall enhanced relationships in the
classroom, our results show that PAX-GBG is a suitable intervention for all students. Students with special needs may especially
benefit due to a focus on clear expectations, positive reinforcement, and a more inclusive classroom climate. Some remaining
concerns regarding the universal suitability of the game need to be explored further in future studies. Based on the results in this
study, PAX-GBG seems to have high social validity in a Swedish context.
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Introduction

Young peoples’ mental health has become a pressing issue both globally (Merikangas et al.,, 2009) and in Sweden
(Socialstyrelsen, 2013). The classroom is one arena for countering this, giving teachers many opportunities to create a
nurturing environment (Biglan, 2015). To that end, the PAX Good Behaviour Game (PAX-GBG) is an internationally well-
researched universal prevention program (Johansson et al, 2020) and from a national perspective, the cultural
adaptation for PAX-GBG in Sweden shows promising results (Ghaderi et al., 2017).

Description of PAG-GBG

PAX-GBG, a school-based universal prevention program builds on the Good Behaviour Game (Barrish et al., 1969; Embry,
2002) combined with nine evidence-based teaching modules called kernelst (Embry, 2002; Embry & Biglan, 2008). In
Sweden, PAX-GBG is mainly used with children aged 7-9 and blends activities, using kernels such as PAX Tootles notes#
and the PAX Games$, together with the regular curriculum. The programme is usually implemented during a 12-week
introduction period where kernels are introduced one at a time coming together in the end as the PAX game.

Initially, teachers and students work together creating a shared vision of what behaviours and experiences they want to
see, hear, do, and feel in the classroom (the PAX Vision). In the PAX Game some of the behaviours from the PAX Vision
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are chosen to create a mini-vision indicating what behaviours to focus on. Behaviours that support the vision are called
PAX and behaviours that disrupt the vision are called Spleems™. In practice the word PAX thus becomes both a term for
the program as a whole and a noun for a prosocial action, as in doing ‘PAX’. Further kernels work to support the vision
and create a culture of collaboration. Examples of kernels in PAX-GBG include PAX Quiet (a cue for attention), PAX Voices
(a cue for expected voice levels), Granny’s Wacky Prizes (motivators to increase wanted behaviours), and PAX Tootles
notes (written peer praise) (Streimann et al.,, 2017).

When the kernels have been learned the PAX Game is introduced. The class is divided into teams with each team working
cooperatively aiming to commit less than four infractions to agreed-upon rules during a predefined time period. In the
beginning, this time period lasts only a few minutes, and as the students improve the time is extended. Teams that succeed
in withholding disruptive behaviour during the allotted time are rewarded by taking partin a short activity from Granny’s
wacky prizes. Teams in PAX-GBG are periodically rearranged to decrease the risk of potentially destructive aspects of
team-competition while at the same time giving the children opportunities to have prosocial interactions.

Playing the PAX Game potentially increases student capacity for self-regulation and psychological flexibility by
encouraging activity and inhibition of impulses (Johansson et al., 2020). In a cluster randomized study using PAX-GBG
O’Keeffe et al. (2021) could show increased self-regulation among the participants. Importantly, the ability to self-
regulate constitutes a base for many other basic abilities, including making friends, working toward goals, or making
better choices.

As success is dependent on the whole group, students participate in interdependent group contingency, promoting
prosocial behaviour and cooperation (Gresham & Gresham, 1982; Groves & Austin, 2019). Furthermore, it has been
shown that students’ motivations to help each other succeed is elevated by positive reinforcement as well as increased
self- and peer-monitoring (Weis et al., 2015). Weis and colleagues also found a correlation with increased academic
achievement and overall engagement in instruction.

Literature Review
Workload and PAX-GBG

Much of previous research regarding teachers’ experiences have been focused on understanding the link between teacher
workload and PAX-GBG't. Indeed, workload is a pressing issue in Sweden, where 43% of teachers have work-related
distress and 75% consider the workload to be heavy (Arbetsmiljoverket, 2018). In a randomized control study with 147
participants in 15 special education schools, the implementation of PAX-GBG increased teachers’ self-efficacy and
reduced emotional exhaustion (Hopman et al., 2018). In another study by Berg et al. (2017), PAX-GBG showed positive
overall effects on teachers’ perceptions of self-efficacy but concluded that teachers with high implementation fidelity
might have an increased risk for burnout due to an increased temporary workload. Berg et al. (2017) also speculated that
higher levels of reported stress in this group could be due to increased emotional awareness resulting from engaging
with the intervention and one’s own emotional responses. There has also been a pilot study in a Swedish context where
PAX-GBG lowered the perceived level of work-related stress, as measured by a self-reported questionnaire before and
after the intervention (Ghaderi et al.,, 2017).

Teacher Concerns

PAX-GBG trainers in Sweden report that teachers prior to implementation have both general and specific concerns about
the intervention. Some of these have to do with fears of increased workload, and as many teachers already are under
substantial work-related stress (Arbetsmiljoverket, 2018) this should be taken seriously. Other concerns are both related
to fears that students would be excluded social or punished for loosing, and the appropriateness of competition in the
classroom (Groves & Austin, 2019). School competitions and competing with classmates has traditionally been
downplayed in the Swedish curriculum as exemplified by Annerstedt (2008) who studied physical education in the
Scandinavian countries and found cooperation, socialization, and efforts to be more emphasized than physical strength,
competitions, and achievement. Implementation results of PAX-GBG is largely based on quantitative studies (Tingstrom
etal, 2006), with exceptions of for example Wu et al., 2019, who found a positive sentiment amongst school staff for PAX-
GBG, leaving questions about the social validity of PAX-GBG.

Teacher-Student Relationships

It is well known that good teacher-student relationships predict positive outcomes for student engagement (i.e.,
psychological engagement, academic grades, school attendance, disruptive behaviours, suspension, and dropout) (Quin,
2017). Interestingly, in an intervention study with 570 children followed from second to third grade in elementary school
Leflot et al. (2010) found that GBG reduced negative remarks from teachers. Leflot et al. (2010) pointed to an increase in
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on-task behaviour and a reduction in students talking out of turn. A reduced number of negative remarks was also found
in a withdrawal-design study (Lannie & McCurdy, 2007) looking at a classroom with 22 students in which researchers
concluded that the decrease in disruptive behaviour resulted in fewer negative remarks from the teacher.

Student-Student Relationships

Although current research suggests otherwise, a common concern with implementing an interdependent group
contingency such as PAX-GBG is that it could invoke negative peer pressure or negatively affect student-student
relationships (Groves & Austin, 2019). Contrary to this, a randomized controlled intervention study using GBG as the
intervention Witvliet et al. (2009) found that the intervention increased positive interactions between students and
concluded that this, in turn, mediated the reduction in externalized and internalized problems. A similar conclusion was
drawn by Vuijk et al. (2007) after a randomized intervention trial showed that GBG reduced victimisation, leading to a
reduction in anxiety and depression in follow-up measurements (the intervention was implemented at age seven, follow-
up measurement for victimisation occurred at age ten, and follow-up measurement for anxiety and depression were
taken at age thirteen). Interestingly, victimisation had gender-specific expressions, with girls reporting less relational
victimisation and boys reporting a reduction in physical victimisation (Vuijk et al., 2007). A similar discovery was made
by Newcomer et al. (2016) who looked at the association of GBG with suicide rates in adulthood and correlated these
with a measurement of social adaptation in first and second grade. Results indicate that peer social preference partially
mediated the relationship between GBG and suicide rates in adulthood, the biggest effect being found in children deemed
highly aggressive or disruptive by their teachers (Newcomer et al., 2016). Addressing the risk of negative peer pressure,
Groves and Austin (2019) used a withdrawal study to research the effect of GBG in two different classrooms. Results
showed that the intervention decreased disruptive behaviour, reduced negative interactions, and increased positive
interactions. They also used a social validity measurement which indicated that students thought that the interdependent
group contingency was fair (Groves & Austin, 2019).

Students With Special Needs

Weis et al. (2015) examined standardised reading and mathematics scores for 949 students enrolled in classrooms with
or without a PAX-GBG intervention and found that there was a small but significant improvement for the PAX-GBG
condition. The effect was strongest for boys, children with lower achievement scores at baseline, and students from more
economically disadvantaged school districts. Vargo and Brown (2020) found in a reversal design study, where the
interventions are repeatedly applied and withdrawn, that GBG decreased disruptive behaviour in students with autism
and Petras et al. (2008) found in a large study (N = 2311) that male students with high scores on aggression and
disruptive behaviour had the biggest effects, reducing their risk of antisocial personality disorder and violent/criminal
behaviours in adulthood. Leflot et al. (2013) showed in a randomized control study implementing GBG (N = 530) that
children with low scores on on-task behaviours at baseline had the largest reductions in aggression. The reduction was
mediated by reduced peer rejection in the GBG condition, as students who played the game were more inclusive and this,
in turn, reduced aggression in children who were having trouble staying on task. This is not to say that effects are always
greater in students who struggle: van Lier et al. (2004) discovered in a randomized intervention trial, that GBG seemed
to have the largest effect on children with intermediate levels of disruptive behaviour, with a positive impact on
disruptive behaviour problems, while having an effect only on conduct problems for children who scored high on levels
of disruptive behaviour. Issues with oppositional defiance or attention deficit/hyperactivity seemed to stay intact for the
group with the highest scores on disruptive behaviour in the GBG condition compared to the control group (van Lier et
al.,, 2004).

The Present Study

In Sweden, children start school at the age of six by attending a pre-school class. At the age of seven children begin
comprehensive school (primary and lower secondary school) consisting of nine academic years. Access to equivalent
education for all individuals is a fundamental principle guiding the Swedish school system from preschool to adult
education. Accordingly, children in need of special support, with or without a diagnosis, have the same rights to an
individually adapted education as other children. Pupils must according to the Educational Act, to the greatest extent
possible, be taught in their regular class, that is, teaching must be inclusive. This often requires extensive adaptation of
the learning environment and for researchers represent a unique opportunity to evaluate interventions in whole class
settings including children with special needs.

From both an international and a national Swedish context most studies on PAX-GBG are quantitative. With a qualitative
longitudinal research design, the aim of the present study is therefore to explore changes in teachers’ experiences and
views of PAX-GBG during implementation and use both in general and more specifically regarding key aspects of the
game, teachers perceived burden when learning and using PAX, potential changes in relationships in the classroom, and
any concerns regarding students with special needs. Furthermore, based on that the current curriculum for compulsory
schooling (Grades 1-9) in Sweden endorses the view that most students are to attend regular classes (Ohman & Schad,
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2017) this study also provides an opportunity to explore how teachers perceive working with PAX-GBG in inclusive
classrooms.

Specifically, the aims are:

1) To explore how teachers perceive the PAX-GBG at onset and if this changes during the study time.

2) To explore how teachers perceive working with the PAX-GBG at onset and if this changes during the study
time.

3) To explore how teachers perceive any changes, during the study time, in the relationships in the classroom,
including: a) Relationships between teacher-student, and b) student-student.

Methodology

Research Design and Procedure

A longitudinal qualitative study design was chosen to study the PAX-GBG intervention using semi-structured interviews
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Teachers were interviewed three times during the implementation. A total of 18 semi-
structured interviews were performed during the teachers’ work hours. All interviews were recorded and done over
telephone between early November 2020 and late March 2021, ranging in length from 24 to 44 minutes (M = 33.5, SD =
4.7). First interviews were conducted before the introduction of the game; the second interviews were conducted soon
after the teachers had started playing the game; and the third interviews were conducted when the teachers had played
the game for three months. The material was anonymised assigning pseudonyms using the six most used female names
in Sweden.

Participants and Study Setting

Participants were recruited through two licensed school psychologists#* training teachers in PAX-GBG. Contact with the
school psychologists was initiated during the training program for instructors. In their first cohort, instructors were
advised to train teachers who had good conditions for successful implementation, which in turn affected our recruitment.
Six teachers working with the second year of primary school were asked by the school psychologists to participate and
all agreed. As the intervention was new for the school district, the sample includes all teachers working with PAX-GBG in
that district. There was no reward for participation. The participants self-identified as women and were 33 to 51 years
old (M = 38.8, SD = 6.1). Years working as a teacher ranged from 3.5 to 20 (M = 10, SD = 4.94). The study population was
from three different schools located in a suburban municipality (population around 65,000) in western Sweden. Schools
size ranged from 300-900 students while class size ranged from 16 to 23 students (M = 20.1, SD = 2.4) attending second
year of primary school. Teachers were trained in PAX-GBG during a 2-day course and received monthly coaching from
school psychologists during the implementation.

Data Collection

Three semi-structured interviews were undertaken to get a broad picture experiences of PAX and capture changes in
each teacher’s experience individually (illustrated in Figure 1). All interviews were performed by the first author. The
same interview guide was used at all three time points, with adjustments from a prospective and retrospective stance.
The interview template contained two sections: 1) experience working with PAX-GBG in general, and 2) how PAX-GBG
affected relationships in the classroom. The first section included questions about general impressions of PAX-GBG,
teachers’ values and how PAX-GBG related to these values; teachers’ challenges in the classroom; pros and cons for the
teacher using PAX-GBG; and pros and cons for the students playing PAX-GBG. The second section included questions
about how PAX-GBG affected relationships between teacher-student, student-student, teacher-student with special
needs, and student-student with special needs (e.g., How do you think PAX-GBG has influenced the relationships between
students and students with special needs?). In the second and third interviews questions regarding the effect of the game
on relationships was added for each of the different kinds of relationships in the classroom.

#* Master of science
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Figure 1. Flow Chart of Data Collection and PAX Implementation

Data Analysis and Interpretation

We have a critical realist position (Willig, 2013), in which an objective reality is assumed and can be described, while
acknowledging that the perception of the teachers and researchers will affect what is being said. Data was analysed with
thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). Audio recordings were transcribed, and we familiarised
ourselves with the material by reading and rereading the interview transcripts. The transcripts were then coded into
categories by interview questions utilising Nvivo (2020 release). After a theme was created, special consideration was
made to identify changes in experiences over time by comparing themes in the first, second, and third interviews.
Citations were chosen to be representative for each theme and have been translated by the researchers. Themes were
then discussed, reviewed, and renamed in collaboration.

Ethical Considerations

The study protocol was reviewed by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (application number 2020-04992).
Participants’ personal information was handled in accordance with the EU General Data Protection Regulation law. As
the study does not implicate any kind of treatment nor handle sensitive topics, the risk of teachers experiencing
psychological stress due to participation was considered low. Participants received written and oral information in
advance and signed consent forms before being interviewed. The form stated the aim of the study, methods of data
collection and handling, affirmed that participation was anonymous, and that participants could withdraw their consent
at any time.

Reflexivity

As a part of the qualitative research process, time has been dedicated to reflect on the researchers’ position and
perspective. The first author was, at the time of the study, a master’s student in clinical psychology with experience
working with young autistic people but with few insights into the daily workings of elementary school classrooms. Having
spent limited time in classrooms could be seen as a naive strength due to a lack of preconceptions, but it could also be a
limitation when trying to understand the interviewees and their context. While planning the study, the first author
attended a training program to become a PAX-GBG trainer. The remaining authors are in the author order: a licenced
clinical and educational psychologist experienced in qualitative methods, a PhD Student working on a dissertation on a
randomized trial of PAX-GBG in Sweden, and a licenced clinical psychologist and professor in clinical psychology who is
also the primary investigator of arandomized trial evaluating PAX-GBG but have no previous experience with the method.

Findings

Four themes illustrating teachers’ experiences and the perceived effects of PAX-GBG on classroom relationships were
identified: (1) Working with PAX-GBG, (2) The Game, (3) Focus on Behaviour, and (4) Relationships (Table 1). Each theme
is represented by subthemes illustrating changes between the first, second, and third interviews.
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Table 1. Themes and Subthemes, With Sample Quotes

Theme 1: Working with PAX-GBG

Subthemes

Sample quotes

Teacher effort

PAX, Spleem and democracy

Managing attention

PAX reliance

Not a silver bullet

Theme 2: The PAX Game
Subthemes

“You really need to keep two tracks, parallel in fact, because partly
you have PAX which is the social [aspect] and then you have the actual
education.” —Kristina (Interview 2)

“Of course, my values reflect...are reflected in what PAX behaviours
we decide [to use] in the classroom.”

—Margareta (interview 2)

“PAX has...The whole purpose is to clarify and to be attentive to
everyone in the classroom. So that no one will just sit out the time or
disappear behind something and not really attend, with this you take
note of everyone all the time.” —Maria (Interview 1)

“Right now, we can't manage without the harmonica because that's
the only signal they listen to.” —Anna (Interview 1)

“They haven't taken to PAX but instead been like ‘I don’t give a damn
about PAX, I'm not going to do it’ or ‘I don't want to get PAX, I just

rn

want to get Spleem’.” —Kristina (Interview 3)

Losing is alright

Everybody’s responsibility

Running the game

Theme 3: Focus on behaviour
Subthemes

“Then it’s like, ‘aha, okay, what should we think about next time’. I've
had the opposite effect, they have been more engaged. Like ‘this time
we are going to make it’.” —Eva (Interview 3)

“I feel like I have been able to talk to a lot of students who last year
couldn't stand making a mistake. But now they manage, “Yes, let’s
practise that’.” —Anna (Interview 3)

“After I explained it to him, he gets it one more time from his friends.
So that’s been great, and it hasn't come to that the group lost because
of him. It hasn't happened.” —Eva (Interview 2)

“So, when I run the game, I have to be one hundred percent ready and
on my toes for it to succeed in the classroom.” —Elisabeth (Interview
1)

“You have to adjust it. To know which subjects are the most suitable
for playing the game.” —Eva (Interview 3)

From identity to behaviour

Clear expectations

Theme 4: Relationships
Subthemes

“Earlier it has been close at hand to say ‘yeah, but it is only me who is
being blamed’, or ‘I'm the only one in

here who can’t do this’, but now it is just a Spleem. It isn't worse than
that.” —Maria (Interview 2)

“It’s an advantage that I don’t assume that they know what to do,
instead I explain it.” —Anna (Interview 3)

Paying attention to the positive

Part of the group

New friends

“I have learned thatyou can call PAX and encourage even the smallest
things.” —Kristina (Interview 2)

“So, if I note a Spleem I note PAX five times so that the child feels that
‘I can succeed’.” —Eva (Interview 1)

“It’s fun to work together and fun when you get to draw Whacky
Granny’s Prizes because you are...You are in on the surprise too. You
participate and do it with the students.” —Anna (Interview 1)

“Yeah, she got to be part of the group when they were going to play
the game. They wanted her in their team. It was amazing.” —Maria
(Interview 2)

Theme One: Working With PAX-GBG

This theme explores the experience of teachers working with and implementing PAX-GBG. Subthemes that came up in
the analysis were Teacher effort, PAX, Spleem and democracy, Managing attention, PAX reliance, and Not a silver bullet.
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Teacher Effort. Early in the process most teachers recognized that working with PAX-GBG meant an increase in both
work tasks and cognitive load. Besides learning the kernels, it also took time to write the PAX Mini-vision and to write
the tootles. It was experienced as strenuous to keep both the teaching material and PAX-GBG in memory at the same time.
The workload was described as highest in the first interview. In the second and third interviews teachers described that
PAX-GBG had saved them tedious work of correcting students. The tools in PAX-GBG also felt natural. However, also in
the second and third interviews they expressed that they had to stay active to keep both the PAX-GBG material and the
teaching material in memory at the same time.

It's a big difference between now and the first months when it took quite a bit of time. You felt, now I
have to write a mini-vision again, now I have to do this again, now [ have to do that again. It was a lot
and now it’s just like okay, let’s do a mini-vision for this. —Anna (Interview 2)

It has been tedious and then you always must be on your toes when working with PAX, especially when
you are implementing it because if you're not on your toes it’s going to go wrong. But the advantages
are that if you invest time and manage to take it all the way there are big upsides. So yeah, you get peace
and quiet and you have less bickering in the classroom. There is a lot to gain but you need to get the
right conditions and time for it. —Eva (Interview 3)

PAX, Spleem, and Democracy. When asked if and how PAX-GBG is in line with their values, most of the teachers responded
early on that they liked the focus on good behaviour in PAX-GBG. Furthermore, they felt that PAX-GBG came with few
inherent values, but rather functioned as a tool for the students and their teacher to add their own content in respect to
what they want to achieve, both regarding what behaviours they want to see but also how they want to feel in the
classroom. Some teachers considered the word ‘Spleem’ to be unnatural or silly when correcting student behaviour, and
instead felt that they needed to use one of their regular words to clearly point out transgressions. Some teachers stressed
the importance of learning that losing isn’t dangerous. This was consistent through all three sets of interviews.

[ had a hard time saying it because it's a made-up word, and it’s not like I would say Spleem to my three
kids in the grocery store if they don’t behave. People would look at me like I'm crazy. So, I've had a hard
time adopting it one hundred percent. [ do think kids should be able to hear a ‘no’ or ‘that’s not okay’. I
stand by that. —Elisabeth (Interview 3)

Enhancing the positive, it isn’t always you are able to do that, but with PAX it has been easier to lift the
good parts, instead of complaining about the stuff that doesn’t work. —Kristina (Interview 2)

Managing Attention. All teachers reported that it was a challenge to obtain and hold the attention of the whole class. Early
on, the teachers felt that PAX-GBG was helpful but insufficient for meeting this challenge. There was also a worry that
students who performed well would be held back by other students when they trained some of the tools in PAX-GBG
designed for managing attention. As perceived by the teachers, there was also a tendency that students who performed
well then became restless and at times annoyed. In the second and third interviews teachers experienced that a lot of
minor disruptive behaviours had disappeared. This created more time to be attentive to everyone in the classroom. An
additional supporting factor was that the classroom atmosphere became much calmer over time, which reduced stress
for both teachers and students.

It felt like “do I have to do this extra thing now”, but as time goes by, you save time. —Maria (Interview
3)

PAX Reliance. Most of the teachers reported that they started to rely on the PAX-tools during their work day. For example,
an inability to get the attention of students without using the harmonica in ‘PAX Quiet’. Teachers also had difficulties
communicating with non-PAX-GBG teachers about working with students. Some teachers reported difficulties in having
substitute teachers who were unfamiliar with PAX-GBG, as this caused confusion for the students. They also reported the
experience of needing to use PAX-GBG most of or all the time, or students quickly returned to off-task behaviours. This
theme was voiced in the first interview and remained relevant at the end of the study. In the third interview some
teachers described a shift in communication with other teachers, due to the school becoming more accustomed to classes
using PAX-GBG. Some teachers expressed a wish that the whole school, including extracurricular and substitute teachers,
were involved with PAX-GBG to ease transitions.

I must do it all out or else it won’t work. I noticed very clearly that the disruptions came back and some
other stuff too. So, we do it all out. —Eva (Interview 3)

Not a Silver Bullet. There were some students who initially didn’tlike PAX-GBG. A portion of those students changed their
opinion during the implementation of PAX-GBG, but at the end of the study there were still a few students who didn’t like
it. There was a tendency in the interviews to attribute successfully including students to the method, and failure to do so,
to the students. Teachers felt that for some students PAX-GBG was not enough, they needed smaller groups or more
resources. There were also shorter periods where students defied PAX-GBG by acting oppositionally. They, for instance,
wilfully collected Spleems or lost the PAX Game. Taking a slightly longer perspective, teachers don’t think PAX-GBG in
and of itself has been an obstacle for these students, but they have needed some additional support.
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I've talked about it with my PAX supervisor; that it doesn’t always work. That maybe it isn’t possible to
include everyone in PAX, that the point is to work more with the big picture and that there will always
be exceptions. Maybe I would need more support or extra staff to make it work. —Kristina (Interview
2)

Theme Two: The Game

For teachers, the PAX Game emerged as the most controversial part of PAX-GBG. In this theme we look at what the
teachers thought about the game and how it changed over time. Subthemes emerging from this category were Losing is
alright, everybody’s responsibility, and Running the game.

Losing is Alright. Early on, most of the teachers predicted that students would be demoralized if they lost a game and that
it would be hard on them to participate without the Granny’s Whacky Prize. One of the first discoveries teachers made
when playing the game was that students rarely lost. Most teachers experienced students as motivated to do well during
the game. There were exceptions, such as students losing on purpose, or those who didn’t care, but over time most
students stayed motivated. The teachers also discovered that when the students lost, they rarely became demoralized.
They did become disappointed, but they weren’t as bothered by losing as the teachers had assumed they would be. Losing
the PAX Game did not seem to be seen as very different from losing in the many other games taking place in school, at
break time or in gym class. This theme was voiced in the first interview and stayed relevant in the second and third
interviews. A development in the second and third interviews was a clear tendency toward adopting an attitude that
shortcomings were due to a lack of training. Teachers and students were more attentive towards what they needed to
work on than they were afraid to lose.

It hasn’t turned out the same way because it hasn’t been like a big serious competition, but more like
any game where you can be ‘out’. Like in other games, such as in gym class, or on break. So, it hasn’t been
a big a deal for the kids as adults maybe think it is. —Kristina (Interview 3)

Everybody’s Responsibility. In the first interview, the teachers worried that students who didn’t perform well in the game
would in some way be punished or excluded by other students. In the second and third interviews, most teachers
experienced that students helped each other to succeed. There were some exceptions, like situations where students had
not been included by other students, and sometimes students had been given other tasks, by the teacher, outside the
game, but in general the game was considered to increase group cohesion. Several teachers reasoned that this was due
to collective goals. Outside the PAX Game, success is individual, but in the PAX Game you need to make sure that your
classmates do their part for you to succeed. There were also experiences of peer pressure between classmates, noticed
mainly through disappointment from classmates, sometimes directed to individual students, when they lost a game.

And when we talked about it afterwards, “how did it go and what do you need to think about not
Spleem”, then they come up with stuff like “you have to do your best and you shouldn’t Spleem on
purpose”. They’ve given some tips and tricks.” —Margareta (Interview 3)

Running the Game. Most of the teachers assumed that it would be difficult to run the game, specifically in observing the
whole classroom. During the second and third interviews most teachers reflected that it had been easier than expected.
As with other tools in PAX-GBG, running the PAX Game had become easier after having done it a few times. Some teachers
experienced that the game was now a resource that could be used when the classroom was disorderly.

If they are chatty, I can say that we are going to play the game, “okay”, They don’t really connect the two
but they like playing it. —Anna (Interview 3)

Theme Three: Focus on Behaviour

The third theme explores how PAX-GBG influences social and power dynamics in the classroom through attention to
behaviour. Subthemes that emerged were From identity to behaviour and Clear expectations.

From Identity to Behaviour. In the first interview there was a worry among teachers that some of the students with
special needs would be ‘Spleemed’ more often than others. The concern was that the PAX-GBG would reinforce the
tendency to place most of the blame on certain students in the classroom. During implementation teachers experienced
that the way behaviours are expressed, concretely, led them to find PAX-behaviours in students with special needs and,
to the teachers’ surprise, Spleem-behaviours in high-performing students. When behaviours were specified, teachers
relied less on students’ identity or personality to orient their attention in the classroom. It is also worth noting that
teachers reported being more attentive to PAX-behaviours in students with special needs to encourage them. Over time
teachers experienced conflicts related to students feeling that they were always targeted for criticism faded. Teachers
also avoided singling students out by name and just saying that they noted a Spleem. This happened both during the PAX
Game and more generally, as well. In doing this, the perception shifted from who was doing what, to what was being
done.
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Now it isn’t dangerous to do a Spleem. In the beginning when you hadn’t used it very much, then it was
very awkward, like ‘ooh, a Spleem, lethal’. But it’s not like that anymore. —Anna (Interview 3)

Then it isn’t that they feel that everything they do is wrong. It’s just this small, small, behaviour that’s a
Spleem, and that moves the problem from the person to the action. I think that’s positive. —Maria
(Interview 3)

Clear Expectations. Throughout all interviews, teachers expressed that making context-appropriate behaviours explicit
was helpful for both students and teachers. Communicating classroom expectations was eased by PAX Vision, in which
both teacher and students can check up on what they strive for as a group. Teachers also reflected on the advantage of
being explicit with unspoken expectations by operationalizing them as behaviours. These include things like how to move
your hands and feet in the classroom, what volume of voice is appropriate for different tasks, and how to treat classmates.
The transparency of expected behaviour has been especially helpful for students with special needs and students that
struggle to read social cues. The teachers also thought that clear expectations in the classroom helped students trust each
other, and feel safe in the environment, creating a calmer classroom.

There can’t be anything negative with being provided very clear...That you get to know “what is it that
is being expected of me right now”, because kids want to succeed. —Maria (Interview 1)

Theme Four: Relationships

The fourth theme concerns relationships in the classroom, both between teacher and student and between the students
themselves. Subthemes that emerged were: Paying attention to the positive, Part of the group, and New friends.

Paying Attention to the Positive. In the first interview there was an expectation that the teacher-student relationship
would improve through increasing positive interactions by being attentive to PAX-behaviours in students. This
assumption held true, as teachers in the second and third interviews reported that relationships indeed improved. It was
considered especially helpful for the relationships with students with special needs. Over time teachers lowered their
threshold for when they called PAX. They discovered that they could call PAX even for seemingly basic prosocial
behaviours. Being encouraged in front of other students also seemed to have a positive effect on that student’s social
status. The teachers discussed tootles having a large effect on the teacher-student relationship, but especially on the
relationships between students. Since you must write a tootle to every other student before you can write one to the
same person again, everyone gets to be acknowledged for their prosocial behaviour. This seemed, to the teachers, to
reinforce prosocial behaviour and to broaden the identity of students with negative self-image.

It's so much easier in a stressed situation that you jab at what doesn’t work instead of praising what
does work. And I think, in that way, that this opened my eyes to really focus on what does work. —
Margareta (Interview 2)

It’s also a way for me to recognise these students when they do PAX and do something good. So, they are
praised in front of their classmates. And then you think that the classmates see students with special
support or special needs with more positive eyes. —Margareta (Interview 1)

That makes it so that everyone gets these tootles and I think that we have seen when they write to
students that usually wouldn'’t get a tootle. They find stuff with those kids that are good and then that
behaviour is reinforced, “you are always so funny”. Then this person becomes ‘the fun person’ instead
of being someone who always fights and curses. —Maria (Interview 3)

Part of the Group. The teachers also discussed that the teacher-student relationship had improved due to the integration
into the group through PAX-GBG. One part of this was how they applied the vision to themselves. When they did
something that was a Spleem they called it out on themselves. This also enhanced the perception of the rules in the
classroom being clear and fair for everyone. They also discussed participation in Granny’s Whacky Prizes. The activities
had both been fun and an opportunity to show that the teacher could be not only a serious classroom leader but also a
playful person.

Then it’s the Whacky Prizes, they love them. They love shooting rubber bands at me, or we have done
the thing with the basket-hoop and stuff like that. Yeah, but it's like since I am with them in that joshing
it creates a sort of we-feeling. I'm with them and playing around. —Eva (Interview 1)

New Friends. In the second and third interviews some teachers noted that students had formed new relationships that
crossed previous social boundaries in the classroom. Teachers expressed that students were more forgiving and
encouraging toward each other in general but especially in the context of the game. They observed that students who had
been marked as a liability for losing the game were over time explicitly and increasingly welcomed into the group.
Students were more helpful to each other and especially helpful toward students who struggled with a task. Class
cohesion was thus perceived to be higher, and students tended to play more with everyone in the class and not just a
select few.
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They all play together now. Before there were some different groupings, the football-gang, that other gang there,
now they all play with everyone. Today it was like ‘what, do they play together? What’s happening?’ and it’s really
great to see.

—Elisabeth (Interview 3)

Discussion

The four main themes are discussed utilizing the demand-control-support model (Asif et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2021). In
addition, we use the growth mindset theory (Dweck & Yeager, 2019), behavioural contracts (Bowman-Perrott et al.,
2015), and positive reinforcement (Embry & Biglan, 2008; Hardy & McLeod, 2020) in our discussion.

Working with PAX-GBG

The respondents reported working with PAX-GBG as strenuous since it entailed many new tasks and an increase in
cognitive load. Although the demands of using PAX-GBG were highest at the onset, efforts surrounding its use were
required throughout the entirety of the study indicating a continued, somewhat increased, cognitive load for the teachers.
From the perspective of demand-control-support model for work-related stress and anxiety (Asif et al.,, 2018; Kim et al.,
2021), demands and low levels of control are positively correlated with stress and anxiety, while control and support are
negatively correlated with stress and anxiety. According to the participants adding PAX-GBG to their workload increased
demand; or as the teachers expressed it, they had to both spend some time on doing some PAX-activities (like making
mini-Visions) and keep the principles of PAX in their head at the same time as the regular curriculum. Over time, the
specific PAX-activities become more automatic and less demanding, but still required some cognitive load to follow the
PAX-principles. However, they also experienced increased control over their work in the classroom, as was the case with
PAX Quiet in managing attention or using the PAX Game to calm the classroom down. According to the demand-support-
control model, the overall effect on stress and anxiety would depend on the relative strength of those two opposing
phenomena. Several teachers also reported having good support from the supervisors in helping them implement PAX-
GBG. Although this support was not given in the immediate situation, it was helpful for understanding and managing
disruptive behaviour as well as in managing their own expectations of themselves.

The participants reported feeling less stressed during the time they worked with PAX-GBG due to having to deal with less
disruptive behaviour, both saving time and experiencing less emotional/social stress. This is in line with the results from
a pilot study for PAX-GBG in Sweden by Ghaderi et al. (2017) who found that teachers had lower work-related stress
after its implementation. Together, this indicates that PAX ability to increase control and support could outweigh the
extra demands also in inclusive classrooms.

The PAX Game

There were several hesitations expressed by the teachers early on, with the strongest and most common being concerns
around the PAX Game itself. Concerns ranged from worries executing the PAX Game, to particularly students with special
needs suffering peer rejection. After playing, all teachers supported the PAX Game. Based on previous research, this
outcome could have been expected as the PAX Game seems to promote prosocial behaviour (Groves & Austin, 2019;
Witvliet et al., 2009). We can also see that interdependent group contingency (Gresham & Gresham, 1982) is at play since
students treat outcomes as a collective responsibility, and as a means of reaching their goals, thus helping each other.

Contrary to initial fear, some teachers noted that students did not worry about losing the PAX Game. Nor did they seem
to worry about peer rejection when they did lose. For the students it was, indeed, just a game, like other games being
played in gym class or on the playground. Regarding the cultural adaptation of PAX-GBG it is important to highlight that,
in a Swedish context, teachers might be aversive to competition-based games in academia, while students don’t seem to
be.

Focus on Behaviour

Most teachers reported that while using PAX-GBG they broke the habit of repeatedly giving negative remarks to the same
students; perhaps because of focusing on certain behaviours instead of letting one’s attention follow the same students,
often students with special needs, by habit. Consequently, training specific behaviours was in focus and failure was
instead seen upon as lack of practice. This relates with the concept of a growth mindset (Dweck & Yeager, 2019), meaning
that human capabilities can be developed over time, in contrast to the concept of a fixed mindset that holds that
capabilities are hard to change. A growth mindset has also been speculated to increase self-regulation (Rissanen et al,,
2021), perhaps a mediating factor in PAX-GBG. For example, supporting individual learning processes as well as
promoting mastery of orientation, persistence, and process-focused thinking (Rissanen et al,, 2021). Furthermore,
research on growth mindset share some findings with research on PAX-GBG pertaining to academic improvement in
general and with students with low baseline scores, in particular (Weis et al., 2015; Yeager et al,, 2019).
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Another recurrent aspect concerns an overall experience of coherence for the students. For example, it is easy to
understand that throwing objects in the classroom are Spleems because it disrupts their agreed upon PAX Vision, an
intervention that was especially helpful for students with special needs. This process is comparable to behavioural
contracts, a well-researched and effective clinical intervention where you clearly state what is expected, how behaviour
is rewarded, and the consequences for not meeting agreed-upon expectations (Bowman-Perrott et al, 2015).
Interestingly, this part of PAX-GBG could also explain the improved teacher-student relationships observed in this study.
In lieu of students being scolded without clear reasons, reprimanding students while referring to prior agreements could
prevent misunderstandings (Bushe, 2009).

Relationship-Building

A basic tenet of behavioural psychology is that frequency of behaviour increases when reinforced, as with the PAX Tootle
notes, praise, or by just focusing on certain behaviours (Embry & Biglan, 2008; Hardy & McLeod, 2020). In this study, the
teachers experienced that teacher-student, student-student, teacher-student with special needs and student-student
with special needs relationships improved. As discussed in previous research on PAX-GBG, this can be explained by a
feedback cycle where students’ pro-social behaviour and attention on pro-social behaviours continuously improves
(Leflot et al., 2013; Witvliet et al., 2009). The same effects were observed between students, as increased attention on
prosocial behaviours between students improved both behaviour, relationships, and group cohesion. This effect was
considered especially relevant for students with special needs. Reportedly, PAX-GBG also appears to have facilitated new
friendships in the classroom according to some respondents, both between student-student and student-student with
special needs.

Students with special needs in the PAX-GBG classroom

Since the inclusive classroom is the norm in Sweden, our result indicating that students with special needs seem to thrive
in the PAX-GBG classroom is especially interesting. Naturally, all students benefit from clear expectations; however, for
students who have a hard time reading social cues, clear expectations regarding specific behaviours, as is central in PAX-
GBG, could make an important difference and change that student’s trajectory of learning and success significantly. The
teachers’ reports regarding the benefits of the clear expectations, and their decreased focus on a student’s character
(identity) while instead reinforcing positive behaviour in students with special needs, goes well in line with this. Since
learning is a collaborative process, the reported increase in pro-social behaviours, especially in relation to the Game as
well as the absence of teachers initially feared negative consequences, likely benefit students with special needs, who are
also competing more on equal terms with their classmates due to a strong focus on positive reinforcement instead of
blame.

Conclusion

We have, longitudinally, explored teachers’ experiences and perceptions of PAX-GBG and how those changed during the
study time. We were also interested in perceived changes in views regarding key aspect of the game, teachers perceived
burden when learning and using PAX, potential changes in relationships in the classroom, and experiences regarding
students with special needs. Our results expand knowledge regarding PAX-GBG in a field dominated by quantitative
research, suggesting that teachers find PAX-GBG useful and acceptable. In line with previous research, we find that PAX-
GBG reduces disruptions in the classroom (van Lier et al., 2004) and strengthens relationship between teachers and
students and between students. Based on improved student behaviours and overall enhanced relationships in the
classroom, our results show that PAX-GBG is a suitable intervention for all students. Students with special needs may
especially benefit due to a focus on positive reinforcement of PAX behaviours and a more inclusive and collaborative
classroom climate. Our findings therefore suggest that PAX-GBG is a suitable intervention also for students with special
needs, if combined with additional support. A notable finding was that most teachers, at the outset, had concerns
regarding the PAX Game and that these concerns mostly disappeared after they had experienced working with it. Some
remaining concerns regarding universal suitability of the game need to be explored further in future studies. Based on
the results in this study PAX-GBG seems to have high social validity in a Swedish context.

Recommendations

It would be interesting to explore how to adapt PAX-GBG culturally by first identifying critical ingredients in PAX-GBG
and then explore how other parts can be modified (Hasson & von Thiele Schwarz, 2017). Furthermore, some teachers
seemed to have concerns with the use of the word ‘Bliim’ causing a slight methodological drift, it would therefore be
useful to further explore if there are core parts in PAX-GBG that are important to execute more strictly and other parts
that could be changed to fit the specific culture making PAX-GBG more accessible for teachers. Another area of interest
would be to capture the experience of children and/or adults who are or have participated in the intervention as students.
In doing this, participants could explore the themes brought up in this study, such as a growth mindset (Dweck & Yeager,
2019) or their experiences surrounding the effect PAX-GBG on relationships in the classroom.
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Our results may facilitate and guide the use of PAX-GBG. Considering the efforts necessary for successful implementation
and use of PAX-GBG, teachers should be given time, support, and resources when they are novices. Indeed, many of the
participants said that having support from PAX supervisors had been beneficial for them. Furthermore, contrary to
teachers’ initial fears and concerns, our results indicate that students enjoyed competing and appeared not to be bothered
by losing on occasion. This knowledge could be used to alleviate common and culturally engrained fears among teachers
in Sweden before introducing PAX-GBG. In addition, we found no evidence of PAX-GBG being in any way problematic to
use in inclusive classrooms or that students with special needs would be increasingly disadvantaged in classrooms using
PAX-GBG.
Limitations

Although small-scale, a strength of this study is the longitudinal approach, as teachers were interviewed early after their
training, as well as before and after using the PAX Game. This allowed us to capture a priori concerns, and then follow if
and how these altered with experience. Limitations of this study include a short time interval between interviews. Having
the first interview at the start of the first semester and the third one at the end of the second semester would have allowed
for a better measurement as to the gradual development of teachers’ experiences and relationships within the classroom.
This study also had a sample where all teachers had the same supervisors during implementation.
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