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Students who drop out of high school typically do so at the end of a long 

period of disengagement from the educational process, often associated with 

frequent mobility, truancy, learning challenges, grade retention, and nega-

tive school experiences. A Gates Foundation study (The Silent Epidemic) showed that 

students drop out of high school, in part, because they “feel disengaged” from the 

learning process, “and no one cares if I am in school.” Knowing who is at risk and 

what their needs are can intercept the dropout or failure trajectory for many at-risk 

students. Much of the expense of individualized services or placement can be avoided  

if the school puts into place a system that includes early identification of at-risk  

students, positively-based responses to student behavior, and evidence-based  

nterventions that are matched to student need. 

Intercepting the Dropout Trajectory
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School-wide Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports, 
or SW-PBIS, offers just such 

a framework or system, enabling 
educators to increase their capacity to 
adopt, use, and sustain effective be-
havioral practices and processes for all 
students. The PBIS model is based on 
a three-tiered continuum of supports 
that is tailored to student need, includ-
ing: (1) the development of a positive, 
consistent, and preventive discipline 
system for all students (the universal 
level of supports); (2) the development 
of a targeted detection, screening, 
and set of intervention mechanisms 
in order to support students with 
challenging behaviors (the secondary 
level of supports); and (3) an intensive 
set of supports that includes student-
centered planning, individualized 
team supports, and case management 
for children and youth who display 
significant emotional and behavioral 
challenges. 

Given that one of the major goals 
of positive behavioral supports is to 
create a predictable environment that 
establishes and maintains positive 
relationships between the adults and 
students through consistent teach-
ing, reinforcement, and recognition 
of pro-social behaviors, it is logical to 
conclude that the development and 

implementation of PBIS will result in 
better engagement of students in the 
educational process and increase high 
school completion rates of students 
who may otherwise “fall through the 
cracks,” including students with emo-
tional and behavioral disorders. Stu-
dent participation, performance, and 
graduation rates should increase in 
high schools that intentionally engage 
students, connect at-risk students to 
caring adults, and provide individual-
ized, functional supports to students 
with the most significant behavioral 
and emotional challenges. 

A dropout prevention initiative 
in New Hampshire uses PBIS and 
its evidence-based theories of hu-
man behavior and learning, shared 
leadership, collaborative teaming, 
and data-based decision making to 
support schools in a positive preven-
tative approach to school discipline. 
PBIS offers the schools a roadmap for 
making the shift from a punishment-
only response to a more balanced 
approach that fosters encouragement 
for every child, even the children 
who are difficult to engage. Schools 
that have adopted PBIS have fewer 
behavior problems, suspensions and 
expulsions, more consistent disci-
pline systems, and increased time for 
teaching and learning. 

While a majority of the PBIS 
implementation nationally has been 
in elementary and middle schools, 
New Hampshire’s APEX I and II 
projects (Achievement in Prevention 
and Excellence), and several projects 
in Illinois and Oregon have been 
working with PBIS in high schools and 
measuring the impact on behavioral 
and educational outcomes of stu-
dents. The initial outcomes, while not 
scientific, indicate that high schools 
experienced a marked improvement 
in school climate, culture, and school 
completion rates. 

This newsletter describes the work 
of the APEX II project, which has been 
funded by the U.S. Department of 
Education as part of its NCLB Dropout 
Prevention Initiative. We have included 
the stories from two high schools, 
which are part of the APEX II project in 
New Hampshire—Somersworth High 
School and Berlin High School. Overall, 
the seven APEX II project schools that 
have incorporated PBIS have reduced 
their dropout rates by an average 
of 48%. The newsletter also shares 
information about publications and 
other resources that can be explored to 
learn more about Positive Behaviorial 
Interventions and Supports.

—JoAnne Malloy, Guest Editor
jmmalloy@aol.com
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success, and to improve overall school 
climate.  The second grant, APEX II, 
was begun in 2005 (this project will 
end in September 2009), and has 
been implemented in 10 high schools 
with higher-than-average annual drop-
out rates in New Hampshire.  Collec-
tively, the schools have reduced their 
dropout rates by 38%.

PBIS MODEL

The APEX II model incorporates 
PBIS in order to effect school-wide 
changes in discipline and culture. PBIS 
is a systemic, data-driven, behavioral 
support and improvement process 
that consists of three elements, each 
specifically designed to address a 
specific population of students with 
different needs: 

 Schoolwide Level: A school-wide 
leadership team called a Univer-
sal Team is formed in each APEX 
school. The Universal Team consists 
of approximately 10-12 teachers, 
administrators, special educators, 
and students. An APEX staff member 
guides the Universal Team in its work 
which is to evaluate and redesign 
their discipline systems using the PBIS 
model; to assess the school’s cur-
rent behavior profile, to redesign the 
school’s behavioral expectations, to 
sharpen the school’s data collection 
and retrieval systems, and to design 
and implement schoolwide interven-
tions that will benefit all students in 
the school. Universal Team initiatives 
and efforts are designed to success-
fully address the needs of the majority 
of the student body who have the 
fewest social, behavioral, or academic 
problems.
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The NH APEX Dropout Prevention Model

The New Hampshire APEX 
dropout prevention model was 
developed in 2002 in response 

to the research and based on the 
philosophy that school organizational 
and cultural factors can contribute to 
lowering dropout rates, and that all 
students should have the individual-
ized supports necessary to succeed. 
The New Hampshire Department 
of Education was awarded the first 
dropout prevention grant in 2002 
from the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, called APEX (Achievement in 
Dropout Prevention and Excellence). 
This project was implemented in two 
low-performing high schools and 
demonstrated the promise of strategi-
cally combining three powerful school 
improvement components to reduce 
dropouts, improve individual student 

Targeted Level: A Targeted Team of 
specialists and administrators focus 
on those students who exhibit chal-
lenging behaviors and who are at risk 
for school failure due to academic, 
social, or behavioral issues. The goal 
of this team is to design interven-
tions for the student or group of 
students based on a functional and 
contextual assessment or Functional 
Behavioral Analysis (FBA). These 
“function-based” interventions have 
been proven highly effective in the re-
duction of problem behaviors and the 
associated negative consequences. 

Individual Level: A trained facili-
tator identifies individual students 
who are struggling to complete 
their program or who have already 
dropped out of school. An Adult Team 
is formed for each student and they 
are trained to develop individualized, 
student-directed school-to-career 
plans using the RENEW model (see 
page 7), to help students earn credit 
toward graduation through appropri-
ate alternative means.

PBIS is not a program. It is ef-
fective as a systems change model 
because it is a comprehensive frame-
work and organizational model that 
allows school staff to work smarter. 
PBIS includes three components, each 
with its own features. 

The first component requires that 
the schools engage in systems de-
velopment work, including that staff 
work in teams using a democratic, 
data-based decision-making frame-
work. The systems work may result in 
schedule changes and comprehensive 
professional development activities. 

Second, the data component 
requires the schools teams and ad-
ministrators to put into place relevant, 
efficient, and comprehensive data col-
lection and analysis processes so that 
the teams can have the information 
they need to effectively identify and 
respond to students’ needs. 

Finally, the schools are challenged 
to put into place practices that have 
been proven effective in research and 
experiences, to eliminate practices and 
programs that are not effective, and to 
match interventions to student need.
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Spotlight on Our Authors
	 This mailing includes our latest 
publication from the Effective Strate-
gies for School Improvement series, 
Improving Reading for Academic  
Success: Strategies for Enhancing  
Adolescent Literacy by Pat O’Connor, 
Bill Bintz, and Renee Murray.

Dr. O’Connor 
coordinates the 
teacher educa-
tion programs in 
Career-Technical 
Education at Kent 
State University, 
Kent, OH. 

Dr. Bintz is an  
Associate Profes-
sor in the Depart-
ment of Teaching, 
Leadership, and 
Curriculum Stud-
ies at Kent State 
University. 

Ms. Murray is a 
School Improve-
ment Consultant 
specializing 
in adolescent 
literacy with the 
Southern Regional 
Education Board.

The three authors will be present-
ing a pre-conference workshop on 
Sunday, February 14, at the 2010 An-
nual At-risk Youth National FORUM.

Model Programs Database
	 One of the most popular web 
pages at www.dropoutprevention.org 
is the new Model Programs Database. 
As you search for ways to incorporate 
the 15 effective strategies to increase 
your graduation rate, the first stop 
should be this new resource. There 
are more than 200 model programs in 
this searchable database.

Our Guest Editor
	 JoAnne M. 
Malloy received a 
master’s degree 
in Social Work 
Administration 
and Planning from 
the University of 
Tennessee in 1981. 
She joined the staff 
of the University 
of New Hampshire’s Institute on 
Disability (NH’s University Center 
for Excellence in Disability) in 1991 
where she has directed several state 
and federally-funded employment 
and dropout prevention projects. 
	 Ms. Malloy is currently direct-
ing the second of two major dropout 
prevention projects funded by the 
U.S. Department of Education, using a 
school-to-career and Positive Behavior-
al Interventions and Supports model to 
reduce dropout rates in New Hamp-
shire high schools. Ms. Malloy has 
published numerous articles and book 
chapters on employment for youth 
with emotional disorders and adults 
with mental illnesses, and is currently 
working on her dissertation for her 
doctorate degree in Education at UNH.

New Editors
	 The International Journal on School 
Disaffection will begin its seventh year 
with new leadership. Our founding 
editor, Reva Klein, will be retiring 
from this role and has passed the 
torch to two educators from Scotland, 
Dr. Gwynedd Lloyd and Dr. Gillean 
McCluskey of the University of  
Edinburgh, both of whom work in  
the areas of disaffection, disruption, 
and general issues of marginalization. 
This journal has a strong following, 
and its eclectic presentation of stories 
and research related to dropout 
prevention and disaffected youth is 
providing a very usable forum for 
educators from all over the world 
to share solutions to our common 
problems. We are grateful to Reva for 
providing the leadership and direc-
tion over these first six years, even as 
we anticipate the future with our new 
co-editors.

Network Notes
Solutions Begins a New Year
	 The highly successful Solutions 
to the Dropout Crisis monthly radio 
webcast is entering its third year of 
production, with a growing archive of 
professional development resources 
accessible on our Web site. Sponsored 
by Penn Foster, the new programs 
this fall include Graduation Coaches, 
Adolescent Literacy, Relationship 
Building, and Advanced technological 
education. Each month, listeners are 
gathering staff to tune into the pro-
gram, while others find it accessible 
in the office setting. Schools are using 
these programs for in-service days, 
and the hour length is conducive to a 
workshop style setting.

 

Share your thoughts! If you have 
any ideas for future programs, write 
to us at ndpc@clemson.edu.

Come to the FORUM
	 Mark your calendar for the 22nd 
Annual At-Risk Youth National  
FORUM, to be held in Myrtle Beach, 
SC, February 14-17, 2010. The theme 
this year is Empowering Students to 
Communicate, Accelerate, Participate, 
and Graduate. The FORUM is inviting 
innovative, skilled presenters who 
have excellent ideas, proven pro-
grams, and research to share in the 
areas of (1) workforce preparation, 
(2) literacy (helping struggling read-
ers), (3) attendance/truancy, (4) teen 
pregnancy prevention, (5) afterschool 
programs, (6) students with disabili-
ties, (7) resiliency, (8) service-learning, 
and (9) urban education. The Call  
for Proposals/
Registration 
flier is included 
in this mailing, 
and you can 
also submit 
proposals and 
register online.
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out. This has resulted in improved 
school culture and climate, improved 
graduation rates, and an improvement 
in many of the school’s academic indi-
cators. All this has been accomplished 
without adding positions to the exist-
ing administration and faculty.

There are two aspects of Somer-
sworth’s experiences that have dem-
onstrated that the needs of students 
with the most significant emotional 
and behavioral disorders can be 
addressed in the typical high school 
system and without the creation of 
separate learning environments. First, 
the Targeted (Tier 2) Team worked 
with students and teachers to develop 
Functional Behavioral Assessments 
and support plans for 30 students 
who had been referred for behavioral 
problems during the 2008-09 school 
year. The team used data to design the 
interventions and conducted progress 
monitoring to measure the level of 

How PBIS Can Lead to 
School Improvement
by Julie King and JoAnne Malloy

Of the 10 high schools enrolled in the APEX II project, seven schools created Universal PBIS Teams, six schools 
implemented the RENEW intensive model, and six schools put into place student leadership teams. Three schools 
were not able to participate because of teacher or school district issues (contract disputes, competing initiatives, 

among others). The seven schools that did implement features of PBIS showed a collective average 52% reduction in their 
annual dropout rates over the grant period and substantial reductions in behavioral problems. The experiences of two 
schools that have implemented the features of PBIS are highlighted in this article.

Somersworth 
High School	

Somersworth 
High School showed 
the greatest level of 
implementation of PBIS 
of any of the APEX II 
participating schools, 
as defined by the PBIS 
Fidelity of Implementa-
tion scale. A medium-
sized school with an en-
rollment that fluctuates 
between 670-700 stu-
dents, Somersworth’s 
dropout rate was 8.2% 
in 2004-05, and has 
been reduced to 2.8% 
in 2007-08 (the most 
recent year for which 
we have data). The 
Somersworth community is rapidly 
changing, with an increased number 
of families from diverse backgrounds, 
and a durable, if small, number of 
poor families. By implementing the 
comprehensive PBIS/APEX model at 
all three tiers, the school has been 
able to (1) create a more consistent 
and effective discipline system, 
resulting in reductions in behaviors 
such as disrespect in the classroom or 
skipping classes; (2) put into place a 
behavioral data reporting and analysis 
system that allows staff to look at 
“real time” data and assess the ef-
fectiveness of their interventions; (3) 
put into place a system of behavioral 
support plans that allows teachers 
to keep students with behavioral 
problems engaged; and, (4) create the 
capacity within their school to provide 
the RENEW individualized intervention 
model to the most at-risk students and 
to those who have already dropped 

student response. 
As a result, most 
students increased 
their participation, 
passed their classes, 
and reduced their be-
havioral infractions. 
All of these results 
happened without 
the need for alterna-
tive programming. 

Additionally, five 
teachers acted as 
RENEW intensive 
service mentors for 
six youth with most 
significant behav-
ior problems and 
students who were 
significantly behind 
in credits toward 

graduation. The teachers met weekly 
with the students and helped them 
to develop personal future plans, set 
up school-based support systems, 
and develop pathways to graduation. 
A majority of the students increased 
the number of credits earned, and 
two graduated on time with plans to 
attend a community college. All of 
these results occurred without ad-
ditional staff members and through 
the redirection of staff time and 
other school resources. In addition to 
improved graduation rates and school 
climate, Somersworth High School 
experienced an increase in the num-
bers of students passing their courses, 
indicating that more students will 
remain “on track” for graduation.

For more information about  
Somersworth High School, contact 
Sharon Lampros, Principal, at 
slampros@sau56.org.

PBIS Model
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Berlin High school juniors and staff members enjoy a special breakfast 
to kick off NECAP testing week. Juniors were seated with their small test 
groups and two faculty proctors to allow time for relationship building.

Berlin High School students display posters during a schoolwide assembly 
to announce state test results. The posters show the percentage increase 
(over last year) of juniors scoring in the proficient and above ranges at BHS 
vs. the state of NH as a whole.

How PBIS Can Lead to School Improvement (Continued)

Berlin High School
Located in northern New 

Hampshire, Berlin High School 
(BHS) became part of the 
APEX II project in 2006, and, 
during the 2007-2008 school 
year, began to implement 
Positive Behavioral Interven-
tions & Supports (PBIS) with 
the goal of creating a posi-
tive climate. Since joining the 
APEX II project, BHS has 
reduced its dropout rate by 
over 3%, and the number of 
discipline problems has been 
substantially reduced. 

Berlin High School had 
been identified as a School In 
Need of Improvement (SINI) 
for the previous three years, and so 
the BHS administration and faculty 
decided to use a “PBIS” approach 
during the 2008-09 school year 
towards improving school test-taking 
participation and results, by teaching 
students about test taking, reinforc-
ing good test-taking behavior, and 
monitoring the results. Given that 
New Hampshire’s standardized tests 
are not mandatory, students often 
skipped school on test days, and the 
faculty believed that the test scores 
did not accurately assess the students’ 
level of knowledge, discounting the 
importance of the testing as a result. 
The goal was to raise per-
formance levels and to also 
increase the reliability of 
test data used by teachers 
for curriculum adjustments.

Since motivation is a 
behavior, the PBIS model 
was applicable to: 

1.	 Define behavioral  
expectations 

2.	 Teach the behaviors 
3. 	Positively reinforce  

appropriate behaviors 

The expectations were that every 
student would attend the testing, 
arrive on time, and put forth a 
maximum effort. The Universal team 
taught the reasons for state assess-
ments, the importance of student 
effort, how results are used and pos-
sible implications for poor perfor-
mance. Time was also dedicated for 
teaching test-taking strategies. 

Test week included scheduling 
changes in order to emphasize the 
importance of testing and to allow all 
staff members to proctor tests. Only 
juniors were in the building for the 
first two hours of the test day. Test 

groups were hand-chosen 
with six to eight juniors 
placed with two teachers, at 
least one that had served as 
the student’s teacher previ-
ously. Test week began with 
a breakfast where the groups 
sat together and were served 
by their proctors. All punctual 
students were entered into 
a daily raffle for gift cards. 
Those with perfect attendance 
all week were eligible to win 
the $100 cash raffle prize. 

To celebrate meeting the 
goal of increasing the percent-
age of students scoring in the 
proficient ranges for each of 
the test areas, juniors were 

treated to a barbeque/field day with 
early release. 

The results were significant. 
Berlin High School scores reported in 
January 2009 showed an increase in 
percentage of BHS students scoring 
proficient or above when compared 
to the increase in percentage made 
by all state testers. In math, BHS had 
a 21% increase in the number of 
students scoring proficient or above 
(level 3 & 4) over the previous year. In 
reading, BHS increased the number of 
students scoring proficient or above 
by 26% (state-wide, there was only a 
5% increase). It is important to note 
that all of these improvements were 

made with no changes in 
instruction or curriculum!

The school can now 
build on this by adding 
focus to curriculum changes 
that will provide further 
improvements in academic 
performance.

For more information 
about Berlin High School, 
contact Gary Bisson,  
Principal, at gbisson@sau3.
org,   or Julie King at 
jking@sau3.org.
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Book Review 
Handbook of Positive Behavior Support, 2009. Wayne 
Sailor, Glen Dunlap, George Sugai, and Rob Horner (Eds.). 
Springer, New York.  [ISBN 978-0-387-09631-5]

Resources
Association of Positive Behavioral Support 
The Association for Positive Behavior Support (APBS) is an international organi-
zation dedicated to promoting research-based strategies that combine applied 
behavior analysis and biomedical science with person-centered values and 
systems change to increase quality of life and decrease problem behaviors. 
www.apbs.org

Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports (PBIS) 
The TA Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports has been  
established by the Office of Special Education Programs, U.S. Department of  
Education, to give schools capacity-building information and technical  
assistance for identifying, adapting, and sustaining effective school-wide  
disciplinary practices.
www.pbis.org

The Handbook of Positive Behavior Support is a comprehensive primer on 
the theory and application of positive behavior support (PBS), including its 
context and history as it emerged in the early 1980s as an important ap-

proach for working with students with significant behavior problems. The book 
is organized into four sections: (a) the underpinnings of PBS; (b) early childhood, 
family, and community supports; (c) three-tiered approach to intervention; and 
(d) future directions. The chapters were developed by practitioners and leading 
researchers in the field of PBS. 
	 The editors define PBS as, “an applied science of human behavior” which  
includes the analysis of the purpose of the student’s behavior, person-centered 
values, and an emphasis on teaching of replacement skills (rather than sup-
pressing behaviors). The reader will have an increased understanding of PBS’s 
theory and benefits for students at risk of failure—from the entire school to the 
individual student. This book does not, however, provide a set of predefined 
interventions or specifics on how to implement the model. What this book does 
provide is a discussion of the systems components (e.g., leadership team devel-
opment) of PBS that are necessary for effective implementation and sustainabili-
ty. There is one chapter that focuses on high school PBS and, while not specifi-
cally devoted to dropout prevention, the concepts of preventative intervention 
described have been substantiated through ongoing research. The reader will 
find some useful applications for high schools. 
	 The handbook provides access to a broad range of information to guide the 
adoption and application of PBS. Practitioners and researchers alike will find a 
wealth of information about theory and practice and some practical case stud-
ies. Without additional training and coaching support, however, this text does not 
provide enough information to guide implementation. With these limitations in 
mind, the Handbook of Positive Behavior Support provides a wonderful resource for 
anyone interested in adopting PBS as a framework for intervention. The publisher 
also allows the option to purchase individual chapters.

—Hank bohanon, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Education

Loyola University of Chicago
Hbohano@luc.edu

Events
Feb. 14-17, 2010 	 Myrtle Beach, SC
22nd Annual At-Risk Youth National 
FORUM—Empowering Students to 
Communicate, Accelerate, Participate, 
and Graduate
www.dropoutprevention.org

March 24-27, 2010	 San Jose, CA
21st Annual National Service-
Learning Conference, National 
Youth Leadership Council—Inspire. 
Imagine. Innovate!
www.nylc.org

April 18-21, 2010 	 Phoenix, AZ
2nd Annual National Forum on 
Dropout Prevention Strategies for 
Native and Tribal Communities
www.dropoutprevention.org

Institute on Disability (IOD)
The IOD, a University Center for Ex-
cellence on Disability (UCED), works 
with students and faculty, conducts 
statewide training, participates in 
grant-funded model demonstration 
projects, conducts research, and 
engages in collaborative partnerships 
with other statewide organizations 
that are committed to improving the 
lives of persons with disabilities and 
their families. 
www.iod.unh.edu

NH-Center for Effective Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports
The New Hampshire Center for  
Effective Behavioral Interventions  
and Supports (NH CEBIS) is a profes-
sional development, research, and 
resource center for educators and 
families. 
www.nhcebis.seresc.net 

Main Street Academix
Main Street Academix is an innovative 
educational consulting firm special-
izing in school climate improvement 
and respectful schools research and 
evaluation. They help schools evaluate 
and improve school safety, prevent 
bullying, reduce dropouts, and pro-
mote student engagement in leader-
ship and learning.
www.msanh.com/
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Many of the same people at 
the Institute on Disability 
(IOD) at UNH who developed 

the APEX II project were involved in 
the development of an individualized, 
student-driven intervention called 
RENEW (Rehabilitation and Empower-
ment for Natural Supports, Education 
and Work) in 1996. Developed as 
part of a research and demonstration 
project, RENEW has a history of posi-
tive outcomes for youth with serious 
emotional and behavioral challenges.

Six of the APEX II high schools 
have embraced the RENEW model as 
an intervention for the students with 
emotional and behavioral disorders 
who are far behind in credits towards 
graduation. The RENEW model is 
developed on a foundation of five 
principles, and is based upon the 
philosophy that all youth can succeed 
with the proper supports, treatments, 
and services. The RENEW principles 
to guide the practice are:

1.	 Self-determination. Self-determined 
behavior includes choice making, 
decision making, problem solving, 
self-management, and self- 
advocacy—the skills to state  
one’s preferences and hopes, 
knowing one’s limitations and  
support needs, and defining the 

RENEW: An Individualized Intervention

best pathway toward reaching 
one’s goals. This becomes an inte-
gral part of the RENEW process.

2.	 Community Inclusion is steeped in 
the belief that the best and most 
reliable services and supports are 
those that are provided naturally 
in one’s own chosen community. 
The RENEW facilitator works 
toward building, supporting, and 
filling in gaps in order for those 
natural supports to be effective.

 
3.	 Unconditional Care means that 

no specific behavioral criteria are 
required of the young person in 
order to qualify for and receive  
RENEW services. Students learn 
that people will stay connected 
with them regardless of their ac-
tions and behaviors, and that they 
will receive support during the  
RENEW process to take responsi-
bility for their actions. 

4.	 Strengths-based planning and ser-
vice provision allows for a focus on 
what the young person can do, as 
opposed to a focus on what he or 
she fails to do well. The work cen-
ters on skills, preferences, likes, 
dislikes, and gaps, in order to build 
efficacy and a positive concept of 
self. “Success breeds success.”

5.	 Flexible Resource planning and 
development means that the 
RENEW facilitator helps the young 
person identify exactly what he or 
she needs for supports; how to ask 
for help; and requires an extensive 
knowledge of natural community, 
agency, and community resource 
rules and regulations. The agencies 
are asked to provide support in a 
way that suits the young person’s 
needs, as opposed to an emphasis 
on the young person meeting the 
criteria of the agency to obtain 
supports.

Over 90 young people have 
received RENEW services as part of 
the APEX II project. There have been 
many stories of success. For example, 

one young man we will call Pedro was 
experiencing difficulty in school—he 
was in his second year of high school, 
had obtained only 1.5 credits, was 
having conflicts with teachers, and 
had been suspended seven times 
in his first year. He was referred for 
RENEW and, in November 2008, he 
began to meet weekly with a teacher-
mentor and the APEX II staff. He 
talked about his history—his father 
had left his mom and moved to start 
another family; his brother was mur-
dered in a gang conflict in 2002; his 
father blamed Pedro for the murder; 
he began to steal cars and abused 
drugs when he was 13; he was in ju-
venile detention in 2006; he violated 
probation and has been in a group 
home for the past two years. . . .

He also described his accomplish-
ments and his likes and dislikes: He 
likes rap music, dancing, art, ka-
rate, and wants to be a barber!  His 
team began to work with him to set 
up a weekly class assignment and 
homework check-in system, and 
his mentor set up a paid internship 
for him at a local barbershop. Pedro 
earned 7.5 credits during the 2008-09 
school year and has presented at two 
statewide conferences on transition 
and the RENEW process, sharing his 
personal story and discussing how the 
self-determination focus has helped 
him create a focus in his life. 

Another young woman who 
graduated in June, 2009, with help 
from the RENEW process, stated, “I 
didn’t think anyone cared about me, 
but then all of these people were do-
ing things for me . . . Thank you for 
believing in me.”  

Although there will always be a 
need for dropout recovery and inten-
sive interventions for a small propor-
tion of youth, we know that it works 
if we give those youth mentoring and 
guidance with a focus on helping 
them to develop self-determination 
skills, develop their dreams and goals, 
and make meaningful connections to 
their communities.

—JoAnne Malloy
jmmalloy@aol.com
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The field of positive behavioral 
interventions and supports 
(PBIS) had its genesis in the 

area of special education as a practice 
to address the very real and difficult 
challenges posed by problem behav-
iors. However, in the past decade, 
the PBIS model has been discovered 
to have the conceptual and practical 
components necessary to bring about 
major school reform. Traditionally seen 
as an elementary or middle school in-
tervention strategy, there is a growing 
body of evidence that the PBIS model 
is just as effective at the high school 
level as with the lower grades.

I have observed firsthand the im-
pact and power the model has to trans-
form failing schools into schools that 
are now considered to be exemplary. 
Schools where all stakeholders feel 
empowered to help bring about a more 
positive learning environment through 
a sustainable foundation that is built 
on trust and personal responsibility. 

How do schools succeed using 
a model that is often considered to 

be cumbersome, labor-intensive, 
“messy,” and requiring a “ground-
swell” of buy-in before becoming ef-
fective? Whereas the PBIS model has 
some essential components and ac-
tivities that are absolutely essential to 
successful implementation, the flour-
ishing schools find ways to implement 
the essential components of PBIS 
using varying strategies and meth-
odologies that don’t always have the 
label of PBIS associated with them. 
For reasons not quite understood, 
particularly at the secondary level, 
the PBIS model has been associated 
with “coddling” children with negative 
behaviors and using incentives to 
basically bribe them into being good. 
Therefore, much work needs to be 
done up front through increased PBIS 
awareness and understanding before 
steps should be taken to implement 
the model. It is very important to note 
that the PBIS model, just like any  
other major school reform initiative, 
will be “dead in the water” without 
the support and enthusiasm of the 

school administrators. That buy-in 
must be secured before any PBIS 
activities are initiated. Likewise, the 
student leadership component must be 
ingrained within the decision-making 
structure of the school. Furthermore, 
all decisions must be data driven 
through a robust discovery and analy-
sis process by the faculty. 

PBIS has the capacity to transform 
the mindset of the entire faculty and 
staff at low-performing schools and to 
create conditions for reform that would 
never have been possible before its 
implementation. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, I have seen the power of PBIS 
to transform countless students who 
had otherwise given up on complet-
ing high school, to either return to 
high school after dropping out or to 
go on and complete their high school 
requirements and graduate. 

—Terry Cash, Ph.D., Assistant Director
National dropout prevention center

tcash@clemson.edu


