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Given the national and international concerns about the increase in learner challenging behaviours 
within schools, there is a need for comprehensive behaviour support initiatives that can assist 
school administrators and teachers in managing behaviour in the classrooms. In addition, given 
that ecological and systemic factors impact and affect learner behaviour and learner behaviour 
management, this study considered it imperative to view the understanding of behaviour and 
behaviour support from an ecosystemic perspective (Bronfenbrenner 1977, 1979, 1986, 1992; 
Bronfenbrenner & Ceci 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris 1998). 

Scientific value
In investigating various behaviour support strategies that build inclusive classroom practices, 
researchers within the South African context have begun to cite the positive behaviour support 
(PBS) model as useful for the management of challenging behaviours in learners (Pienaar & 
Raymond 2013; Western Cape Department of Education 2007). As part of a 4-year Bachelor of 
Education (BEd) degree at a South African university, an inclusive education (IE) module with a 
focus on PBS was introduced in the fourth year of the degree to in-service Limpopo teachers. The 
PBS model was considered to be relevant to the context of the South African classroom. The tiered 
approach of PBS makes it a good fit with the tiered South African Screening, Identification and 
Assessment (SIAS) (Department of Basic Education 2014) policy that the education department 
requires teachers to use in their support of learners for IE. Positive Behaviour Support takes into 
account the ecology of the learner, the problem behaviour and the context of the system in which 
behaviour support is provided (McIntosh et al. 2010).

Background: The positive behaviour support (PBS) model is a model of response to address 
challenging behaviours of learners in schools that has proven to be effective in developed 
countries. Given its human rights and functional contextualism lens, the PBS model is 
particularly relevant to and of value within the South African context.

Aim: Since learner challenging behaviours are a key contributory factor to learner exclusion in 
schools, an inclusive education module on the PBS model was developed and evaluated for its 
effectiveness in the South African context.

Setting: The study is set within an interpretivist paradigm and utilises a generic qualitative 
research design.

Methods: Qualitative data were collected through module evaluations – 11 focus group 
interviews with 144 candidates (4th-year in-service Limpopo teachers) followed by four 
classroom observations and interviews with the teachers from the classroom observations.

Results: The thematic analysis revealed that participants had developed new insights about 
ecosystemic challenges that impact behaviour and were critically reflexive about their changed 
practices resulting from their participation in the inclusive education PBS model. Participants 
valued PBS strategies as good and useful for excellence in teaching. This evidences a pocket of 
success in relation to the value of the PBS model.

Conclusion: The professional development of pre-service teachers with the skills and 
knowledge of the PBS model for classroom practice is advocated for. Recommendations are 
made for further research.

Keywords: inclusion; bioecological; teacher education; positive behaviour support model; 
PBS; foundation phase teacher.
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Conceptual framework
The conceptual framework for the ecological systems theory 
described in this research is based on the works of 
Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1979, 1986, 1992), Bronfenbrenner and 
Ceci (1994) and Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998, 2006). The 
ecological theory views that human behaviour is developed 
and maintained through interactional processes. There is 
little argument that early childhood experiences are 
influential in shaping a child’s development (Bronfenbrenner 
1986). Corroborating Bronfenbrenner’s theory, Perkins and 
Mclaughlin (2015) identified predictive risk factors, firstly, 
within the family, which include poor parenting skills, 
parental substance abuse and poor mental health, a negative 
or unsupportive parent–child relationship, single-parent 
homes, teenage pregnancies and child abuse and neglect. 
Secondly, the quality of environmental interactions of a 
child with his or her parent, teachers, peers and friends can 
create a potential risk or protective factors. Finally, the global 
environment (such as poverty, neighbourhood characteristics 
and home–school relationship) has an undeniable bearing. It 
is evident that behavioural challenges not only impact and 
affect the learner who is non-compliant but also impact the 
teacher and peers alike (Perkins & McLaughlin 2015). Several 
of the predictive risk factors indicated here are prevalent in 
Limpopo. An understanding of behaviour and behavioural 
challenges, from an ecosystemic perspective within Limpopo 
Foundation Phase (FP) classrooms, was considered essential 
for this study.

The ecosystemic focus of positive behaviour support
The theoretical description of PBS that takes into account 
its ecological focus is ‘functional contextualism’, which 
highlights the importance of the ecology of both the specific 
problem behaviour as well as the environments within 
which behavioural support is provided (McIntosh et al. 
2010). In view of this, PBS focuses on the construction of 
ecosystems that promote desired behaviours and minimises 
the development of challenging behaviours (Dunlap et al. 
2009). It is therefore significantly different from previous 
models of behaviour modification, which relied heavily 
on the use of specific, sometimes aversive, intervention 
techniques without a clear or detailed understanding of the 
contextual factors underpinning the individual’s behaviour 
(Gore et al. 2013). Within PBS practices, there is an outright 
rejection of methods that may involve the deliberate or 
conscious infliction of pain, limitation of freedom or any 
unnecessary constraints and restrictions on learners who 
present with challenging behaviours (Singer & Wang 2009).

The positive behaviour support model 
for inclusive classrooms
There is a persistent need for strategies and practices that 
extend beyond punitive measures, which aid the development 
of school customs and mores that are based on non-violence 
and that promote positive self-discipline. The PBS model is 
one such approach and has been characterised by Sherrod, 

Getch and Ziomek-Daigle (2009) as a proactive and preventive 
method to reduce challenging behaviour in schools. Positive 
behaviour support is based on the scientific assumption that 
human behaviour, while affected by a complex mix of 
biological, societal and learning factors, can change as a 
result of the actions of others in a supportive, caregiving 
role and is for people from all cultures, ages and levels of 
competence (Dunlap et al. 2009:4).

The ecological systems focus within PBS considers the 
school as a microsystem within the broader system of the 
family, community and society. The school is a locus of 
proximal relationships that impact and influence how the 
collective actions within the school contribute to how the 
school is characterised (OSEP 2004). From this perspective, 
the individual learners, teachers and parents are considered 
the primary context for systems change. While individuals 
within schools engage in behaviours, and organisations 
such as schools consist of a group of individuals, systems 
are what is needed to support the collective use of best 
practices by individuals within the school system (Sugai & 
Horner 2009). Positive behaviour support, therefore, gives 
priority to the development of systems that assist in the 
adoption of processes and practices that fit in with and 
supplement the continuous efforts of school reform and 
development practices.

In its approach to behavioural support, the PBS model 
places an emphasis on values of respect for the learner, 
relevant and meaningful learner outcomes, dignity and self-
respect, normalisation as opposed to stigmatisation, as well 
as inclusion, person-centred planning and collaborative 
stakeholder participation (Johnston et al. 2006). Given this 
emphasis, the application of the PBS model is considered to 
be a valuable and successful alternative to the reactive and 
punishment-oriented approaches historically used by many 
schools. The use of the model also results in increased 
opportunities for teachers to devote more time to their 
teaching as opposed to managing learners’ behaviour 
(Warren et al. 2006). McIntosh et al. (2010:10) report that 
the use of extensive research has been key to the success of 
PBS systems in reducing discipline-related problems and 
promoting a positive school climate with existing school 
resources. With increased exposure and familiarity, it can be 
argued that more schools will experience the benefits of 
using PBS strategies and become increasingly proactive in 
establishing school environments that are more conducive 
to learning (Warren et al. 2006).

Sugai and Simonsen (2012) identified the following 
fundamental features of PBS:

• Learner-centred outcomes that serve as the basis for 
selection, data collection and intervention evaluations. 
These outcomes are (1) academic and social, (2) individual 
and small group related and (3) are judged on the basis of 
their educational and social value and importance.

• A departure from packaged or manualised interventions 
towards practices that are organised to support learners 
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across the school (1) school-wide, (2) within classroom 
and non-classroom settings and (3) with individual 
learner support.

• The establishment of a continuum of behaviour support 
practices and systems. This includes screening of the 
contexts within which challenging behaviours occur, 
ongoing monitoring of progress, team-based decision-
making that involves all the relevant stakeholders 
including caregivers and professional staff, explicit 
monitoring of the reliability of supports that have been 
implemented.

• Continuous professional development for school staff, 
monitoring of the various phases of implementation and 
system-based supports (such as policies, leadership 
support and funding support).

• The effective, efficient and relevant use of data or 
information to guide decision-making. The data are used 
to (1) clarify the need and level of priority, (2) match 
the need with appropriate interventions and supports, 
(3) evaluate the research base in the selection of 
the appropriate intervention, (4) determine learner 
responsiveness and the outcome of the impact, 
(5) determine the fidelity of the intervention, (6) determine 
the social and ecological validity and (7) implement and 
adjust the intervention and support for efficiency, 
effectiveness and relevance. (pp. 2–3).

Aims and objectives
This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of using the 
PBS model in FP classrooms in the Limpopo province. To 
achieve this, the study sought to determine how effective 
and appropriate teachers found PBS in the identification 
and support of learners with behavioural difficulties within 
a selection of FP classrooms in Limpopo.

Research methods and design
This research used qualitative methods of investigation. 
Empirical data were gathered through course module 
evaluations, focus group interviews, classroom observations 
and interviews with teachers from the classroom observations. 
Data were analysed using Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 
interactive model of thematic content analysis.

The setting of the study
The purposefully selected research participants for this 
study included 144 fourth-year BEd FP Limpopo in-service 
teachers. These teachers had undertaken the 4-year BEd 
degree at a South African university as part of the Department 
of Education’s (DoE) improvement plan for its teachers.

The positive behaviour support inclusive 
education module
An IE module was developed using the principles of the PBS 
model and its applications to the school environment. The 
selection and sequencing of the content of the IE module 
were impacted by the contextual factors related to the 

number of weeks per hour available for the module within 
the university calendar. Given that teachers in Limpopo 
were attending the module in the fourth and final year of 
their BEd qualification, they had already been introduced 
to Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model, to the psychology 
of education including child development, FP classroom 
pedagogy and the principles of inclusion. The teachers were 
therefore exposed to the integration of the curriculum to 
facilitate the incorporation of a wide range of curricular 
areas, and this was considered necessary to equip teachers to 
apply the PBS model’s classroom strategies (e.g. reflective 
thinking, and classroom management). The IE PBS module 
also drew upon previously acquired knowledge and practice 
as the teachers had been involved in at least two Teaching 
Experience practicum opportunities per year over their 
previous 3 years at the university. This created opportunities 
for the teachers to experience first-hand the cultural and 
contextual differences between schools in the Gauteng and 
Limpopo provinces.

Data collection
Empirical data were gathered through course module 
evaluations, focus group interviews and classroom 
observations. Evaluation of modules taught is a routine 
expectation of the university and is undertaken by students 
voluntarily. A module evaluation form was developed and 
was used to determine whether participants found the IE 
PBS module and its applications to the school environment 
to be a useful tool for the identification and support of 
learners with behavioural difficulties. Following the module 
evaluations, focus group interviews were conducted. A total 
of 11 focus group interviews were conducted, with each 
focus group having between five and seven participants. 
The interviews were conducted for approximately 1 hour 
per focus group. This was done during the time of day that 
was convenient to the group.

Focus group interviews are not without their challenges. 
Fontana and Frey (1994) identified the challenges that may 
arise as a result of group culture and dynamics to achieve a 
balance in the group interaction. In addition, there is also 
the reality that respondents may feel pressurised to provide 
what they may consider to be socially acceptable responses. 
To overcome this challenge, I took on the roles of a moderator 
and facilitator, and less that of an interviewer (Punch 2009). 
I sought to facilitate and moderate the group interactions 
by creating opportunities for each member of the group to 
participate, thereby facilitating individual responses of all 
members within the group while exploring with the 
group the links that emerged from the topics within the 
discussions. The advantage of such discussions is that it 
provides direct evidence about similarities and differences 
in participants’ opinions and experiences (Mouton & Babbie 
2003). By following up on unanticipated issues and asking 
spontaneous questions, the group dynamics and interactions 
created a shaping and reshaping of the opinions as the 
participants reflected on, added to and shared their similar 
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and/or dissimilar experiences, while providing personal 
insights and reasons for them (Cohen et al. 2007). This 
assisted in overcoming potential power relation issues as 
each member’s participation was valued and encouraged 
within the group.

Furthermore, following the focus group interviews, 
observations were conducted in the classrooms for four 
volunteer participants within four schools in Limpopo. 
Teacher interviews following the class visits provided data 
specific to the classrooms within which the observations took 
place, thereby providing a contextual lens in relation to 
contributing factors to challenging behaviour in the Limpopo 
FP classrooms and the effectiveness of the use of PBS within 
the classroom context. Each classroom observation lasted 
for approximately 1 hour. This length of observation was 
considered sufficient for this particular data collection as the 
aim was to get a gist of the potential use of some of the PBS 
tools and strategies related to classroom behaviour support. 
Only practices that could be reasonably observed within 
an hour of observation were included in the observation 
schedule. The observation schedule was adapted from the 
observation tools that are available at pbis.org (https://
www.pbis.org/evaluation/evaluation-tools). The definition 
and operationalisation of the behaviours that count as good 
evidence of behaviour support practice within the observation 
tool were the same as those to which teachers were exposed 
as part of the IE PBS module.

What follows is a selection of the exemplars (examples of 
good practice, teacher with-it-ness exemplars) and non-
exemplars (examples of poor practice, teacher with-it-ness 
non-exemplars). The first area of observation was classroom 
climate management. An example here was: the teacher makes 
positive and affirming statements. A non-exemplar was: the 
teacher seldom smiles at learners or speaks in a personal way to 
learners. The second area of observation was lesson 
planning, which included lesson delivery/presentation, 
lesson management and time management. An exemplar 
here of lesson presentation/delivery was: the teacher uses 
effective communication skills, organises an appropriate number 
and variety of instructional activities and presentation techniques. 
Learner engagement and learner management formed the 
third observation area. Non-exemplars of learner engagement 
included: the teacher seems unaware of the large amount of wasted 
time in her classroom, during which no active instruction is 
occurring. Either learners are not engaged in any type of learner-
managed learning activity, have not been given directions to begin 
an activity, are waiting for another task or are not being supervised. 
Classroom routines, including organisational, academic and 
social routines, were the fourth observation area. An exemplar 
here was: the teacher designs, teaches and implements a variety of 
organisational routines to facilitate the movement of learners, the 
flow of paper and instructional materials and the adherence to 
schedule. The final item on the observation schedule included 
rules and rubrics used to communicate behavioural, social 
and academic expectations to learners. A non-exemplar here 
was: there are no behavioural expectations or rubrics posted in the 

classroom, and there are no posted rubrics for learner behaviour or 
work products.

Because of the fact that observation schedules have the 
tendency to decontextualise what they record, it was essential 
to also collect information about the relevant background 
(Denscombe 2010). Together with the use of the observation 
schedule, contextual factors were recorded to collect 
information about relevant background matters such as class 
size, space available in the class for teacher movement, 
whether the class was a print-rich environment, etc. These 
observation notes enhanced the understanding of the data 
collected.

Following the classroom observation, individual interviews 
were held with the class teacher for each of the four classes. 
These interviews were arranged either during the lunch 
break or during the teacher’s free period. The interviews 
were semi-structured and were approximately 30–40 min in 
duration. The four interviewees were the teachers of the 
classroom that was observed. Two interviews took place in 
the teachers’ classrooms during a tea break and lunch break. 
The other two interviews were held during the teachers’ free 
periods in the staff room. 

The aim of the interviews was to provide the interviewer 
and interviewees with the opportunity to discuss their 
interpretations of the 1 h observed period and to express how 
they regarded the practical application of the PBS model from 
their own points of view. The interview questions were 
therefore built on issues covered in the observation schedule 
in order to increase their salience and relevance (Cohen, 
Manion & Morrison 2011). The questions encouraged 
participants to comment on how they felt their lessons 
unfolded in relation to the key observed areas. The semi-
structured interview format ensured that the interviews 
remained conversational and situational. In this sense, the 
interviews were not merely concerned with collecting data 
about the lived situations, rather they afforded the opportunity 
for knowledge to be constructed between the participants, 
thereby generating the data (Cohen et al. 2007). The semi-
structured format further allowed for logical gaps in the data 
to be anticipated and closed by means of following up on an 
idea or topic, probing for further information or asking 
respondents to specify or provide examples (Kvale 1996).

Data analysis
The qualitative data (from the module evaluations, focus 
group interviews) were analysed using Miles and Huberman’s 
(1994) interactive model of thematic content analysis. The 
data obtained from the focus group interviews were organised 
by the interview group. This grouping of the data from each 
of the focus group interviews enabled themes, patterns and 
similarities to be seen at a glance. While this is considered to 
be a useful way to summarise similar responses, it risks 
the ‘integrity and coherence of the individual participant 
being lost to the collective summary’ (Cohen et al. 2007:467). 
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To overcome this challenge, there was a deliberate focus 
on individual responses, signalled by quoting responses in 
the discussion of the analysis. The use of direct phrases of 
the respondents was valuable in that they were more 
‘illuminative and direct than the researcher’s own words’ 
(Cohen et al. 2007:467).

With regard to the data from the observations as well as 
the individual interviews, each classroom observation and 
teacher interview was looked at as a data set before moving 
on to the next participant’s observation and interview 
responses. Participants’ responses given in interviews were 
aligned with the data from the classroom observations. 
Thereafter, the issues emerging from the data were drawn 
together across all four observations and four interviews to 
consider ‘themes, shared responses, patterns of responses, 
agreement and disagreement, to compare the issues that each 
observation and interview raised’ (Cohen et al. 2007:467). 
This assisted in preserving the integrity of the individual 
responses and enabled a whole picture of the interviews and 
observations across participants to take shape. Coding was 
then used to find themes and patterns in the data sets and 
across data sets (Cohen et al. 2007). Contextual realities of 
classroom practice as well as reported practice of PBS 
strategies provided an understanding of the social contexts 
as well as of the various discourses within the data sets, 
enabling a more fair-minded interpretation of the data.

Descriptive codes were used to categorise the data. The 
theoretical underpinning of the study, that is Bronfenbrenner’s 
bioecological theory, inclusion matters and the literature 
linked to the various PBS strategies used within the behaviour 
support model, provided a stimulus for the overarching 
themes that emerged within the descriptive codes.

Ethical considerations
For this study, ethical clearance was obtained from the University 
of the Witwatersrand (ethical clearance number 2012ECE013). 
Permission was also sought and obtained from the Limpopo 
Department of Education. All other ethical protocols were 
followed, including informed consent, voluntary participation 
and freedom to withdraw from the study. Anonymity was 
guaranteed in relation to the module evaluations and classroom 
observations. Anonymity could however not be guaranteed in 
the focus group interviews as the identities of the participants 
within the groups were known to each other.

Within this research, I used the actual words of the participants’ 
from the focus group interviews as well as classroom 
interviews as much as possible and this assisted in the 
promotion of descriptive as well as interpretative validity. 
I, however, needed to edit the language of participants for 
grammar but did not alter the meaning. Given that the 
participants’ home language was not English, I did this to 
ensure that I did not show disfavour to the teachers’ words if 
I put their verbatim words next to my closely edited written 
words.

Key findings
Findings in relation to the theoretical framework 
of Bronfenbrenner’s ecosystemic theory
One of the major difficulties connected with supporting 
learners with behavioural challenges that have been 
highlighted in the literature is the way behaviour and 
behavioural challenges are conceptualised and understood 
(Ferber 2006). For teachers to have a holistic understanding 
of behaviour and behaviour support, it was imperative 
that this study provided a framework of understanding 
learner behaviour from within a holistic paradigm. The 
ecosystemic framework provided the depth and breadth of 
such conceptualisation. This was evidenced by 94% of 
respondents within the module evaluations, indicating that 
the ecosystemic framework of understanding behaviour and 
behaviour support was one of the most valuable aspects of 
the PBS module.

In addition, the overwhelming majority of respondents 
within the focus group interviews and across all of the focus 
groups highlighted how the development in PBS had 
impacted their personal reflections about their role in 
supporting positive behaviour among learners. A significant 
change reported by the majority of respondents regarded 
their understanding of the causes of behavioural challenges. 
They reported in great detail how they had become more 
aware of systemic factors, including their roles, which 
contributed to a learner’s negative behaviour. The majority 
of respondents reported that they had previously believed 
the cause of the behaviour to be learner driven. They now 
reported having become aware that systemic factors 
within the learners’ home as well as systemic factors within 
the classroom, including teaching style and classroom 
management, impact learner behaviour.

This increased awareness of the various ecosystemic 
challenges led to an in-depth understanding of learner needs 
in the context of the classroom and home. The majority of 
respondents indicated that as a result of the new information, 
they were obliged to engage in introspection about their 
behaviour in their classrooms, their teaching practices and 
their use of language and tone of voice, all of which have 
the potential to support or impede positive behaviour in 
learners.

Overall, the respondents indicated that their initial limited 
linear view of learners and learner behaviour support had 
changed following their participation in the IE PBS module. 
The linear or first-level view positions the observer (such as 
the teacher or other professionals) on the outside of the 
microsystem (school, family and individual learner), and 
is predisposed towards investigations about difficulties, 
problems and challenges that provide linear explanations 
when describing and understanding the individual (Amatea & 
Sherrard 1994). The shortcoming of this lens is that the 
teacher is not considered an integral part of the system and 
remains an observer in the process of effecting change rather 
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than a participant in the process. Following exposure to the 
IE PBS module and its ecosystemic theoretical underpinnings, 
the respondents began to consider themselves as integral 
to the context of support to effect behavioural changes. 
This shift included an understanding that there are layers 
or levels of interacting systems resulting in change, growth 
and development, and these can be physical, biological, 
psychological, social and cultural. The respondents of this 
study recognised that what happens in one system affects 
and is affected by other systems. This in-depth understanding 
is what the literature refers to as a second-level shift in 
conceptualising behaviour and behaviour support, which 
has led to respondents understanding that relationships 
among causes are reciprocal and multifaceted (Amatea & 
Sherrard 1994).

The understanding and use of this theory resulted in the 
majority of respondents reporting that there was an increased 
understanding about the magnitude, depth and breadth 
that their teaching and teacher roles impacted the learners’ 
lives in and out of the classroom. This new knowledge and 
holistic view of learner support about the PBS support model 
increased respondents’ consideration of their roles within the 
classroom and in the broader school context, which included 
home–school support partnerships. The teachers were 
effective in situating themselves as integral to the context of 
understanding and supporting effective behavioural change. 
Within this study, it was evident that respondents had moved 
from understanding the individual within a psycho-medical 
framework to a second-level understanding which viewed 
learners within the various relationships and support 
networks of which they formed a part. Literature asserts 
that individuals develop through the varied activities and 
interactions that they engage in within their microsystems 
(Tudge et al. 2009).

Findings concerning the inclusion of learners 
with behavioural challenges
As is the case elsewhere, within the South African context, 
issues of inclusion and inclusive practices continue to be an 
essential aspect of local, national and international discussion 
about how best to respond to learners who experience 
difficulties in school (Engelbrecht et al. 1999). Embedded in 
the discussion, research and inclusive practices debate is the 
call to reduce the number of learners excluded from school for 
disciplinary reasons (Evans, Harden & Thomas 2004). The 
imperative to support learners who present with behavioural 
challenges has emerged in this study as a core outcome. 
Respondents within this study previously engaged in a 
variety of exclusionary practices (learners were ‘just left 
outside’, were ‘shouted at’, ‘beaten’, etc.), and following their 
participation in the IE PBS inclusion module, they reported 
that they now reflect on, assess and develop values and beliefs 
as well as instructional teaching and assessment practices that 
support the inclusion of learners who present with challenging 
behaviours. Such deep teacher reflection and a move towards 
inclusionary practices and action are supported by the 
literature as the key to educational change (Walton 2011). 

The majority of respondents within the study reported using 
various PBS strategies. Respondents reflected on how their 
attitudes to teaching and learners had become more supportive 
and less exclusionary. This result supports the literature that 
states that ‘what teachers think, what teachers believe and 
what teachers do at the level of the classroom ultimately 
shapes the learning that young people get’ (Hargreaves 
1994:1). While earlier literature about PBS application was 
absent in the South African context, there is now information 
that assists in considering this model of behaviour support as 
useful and relevant to a different context.

Factors teachers attributed to learner 
challenging behaviours in their classroom
Within the theoretical framework of Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecosystemic theory, behaviour and behaviour support can 
only be fully understood taking into account the person–
environment context that represents the entirety of 
relationships and interactions among individuals and their 
environments. The findings of this study were that the factors 
perceived by respondents to contribute to learner challenging 
behaviours in Limpopo FP classrooms were those negative 
factors within the home, school and immediate communities. 
It was these proximal interactions that are highlighted in the 
relevant literature, which were found to be relevant in this 
study as well. These included the interaction between the 
parent and child, the teacher and learner as well as the learner 
and other learners (Bronfenbrenner 2006).

The three main microsystem factors contributing to learner 
challenging behaviour were found to be the following:

• Within the home microsystem – issues of parental 
violence, abuse and neglect were reported as the main 
contributors to learner challenging behaviour. Learners’ 
modelling of this learned behaviour were deemed to cause 
conflict and behavioural challenges within the classrooms.

• Within the home and wider community mesosystem – 
issues linked to child-headed families and poverty were 
considered the main contributing factors to learner 
challenging behaviour. The survival needs of the learners 
were considered by respondents to be the overriding 
factor that hindered them from full participation in the 
class. Attention difficulties because of beleaguered 
concern for personal and sibling welfare reportedly 
dominated learners’ thoughts, leaving little chance for 
active participation in lessons. Learner withdrawal, 
truancy and extended periods of absenteeism and 
dropping out of school were the results.

• Within the school and classroom microsystem – here, 
issues that were considered to be major factors that 
contributed to learner challenging behaviour – were 
teacher frustration and teacher apathy. Closely linked to 
these were teachers’ inadequate education and 
professional development in behaviour support strategies 
and their widespread use of corporal punishment. 
Classroom pedagogical strategies were also a significant 
contributor where respondents stated that they did not 
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plan their lessons well, nor did they cater to the 
differentiated needs of learners during their lesson 
planning and presentation. These factors were mostly 
interrelated and impeded the building of positive and 
healthy relationships between the learners and the 
teachers.

The shift reported by respondents, who initially viewed 
themselves as outside and apart from the systems that impact 
learner behavioural challenges, involved them seeing 
themselves as integral contributors to behaviour challenges, 
and also as part of the possible solution to the support of 
learners with behavioural challenges. Reported reflexive 
introspection by the respondents led them to consider 
themselves as agents of change within the system and as 
capable of offering protective support concerning behavioural 
challenges when applying PBS strategies of behavioural 
support in the classroom.

Teachers’ perceptions of their abilities 
to manage challenging behaviours
The respondents considered that before they were exposed 
to the IE PBS module, their ability to manage behavioural 
challenges was inadequate. They lamented their inadequate 
initial teacher education and the lack of professional 
development courses in behaviour support and behaviour 
management. Their concern about the inadequacies in their 
approach was indeed legitimate and is supported by previous 
findings (Green et al. 2011).

Following their participation in the IE PBS module, the 
majority of respondents felt better-equipped to deal with 
learner challenging behaviours in the classroom. The PBS 
strategies found by the majority of respondents to be most 
relevant to the management of behavioural challenges are 
summarised below:

• Classroom rules: The use of classroom rules that were 
negotiated and co-constructed with learners was found 
by respondents to be a useful behaviour support tool. 
During the classroom observations, all four of the 
classrooms had the classroom rules posted in clear view 
of the learners. In one classroom, the teacher referred to 
the rules during the lesson to remind learners of turn-
taking as part of the social support of each other during 
activities. Learners were able to follow-through with the 
rule with ease and confidence. In the other three 
classrooms, learners seemed to have internalised the 
rules and were able to practise them within the lesson 
without much need for teacher prompting.

• The formulation and practical application of classroom 
rules were not without its challenges. Challenges were 
reported by respondents about teacher–learner 
collaboration during the formulation of the rules, given 
that active learner participation was a strategy that was 
not previously well used. Respondents, however, were 
eager to change this and work towards healthier 
engagement and building of learner trust which would 

result in communication by learners towards the teacher 
being less restrained. This was seen in the classroom 
observations where the practice of the rules was followed 
through with ease, and teachers supported learners with 
praise for their follow-through.

• Furthermore, challenges in relation to the systemic 
challenges of home–school collaboration observed by 
respondents were the sustainability and impact of 
classroom and school rules. One teacher in the classroom 
interviews attributed a lack of sustainability to the 
inconsistency between what is allowed to happen at 
home and what is allowed to happen at school. It was 
evident that the respondents in the focus group interviews 
as well as within the classroom interviews were acutely 
aware that early childhood experiences were influential 
in shaping a child’s development (Bronfenbrenner 2006).

• Praise and rewards and tokens: While the majority of 
respondents reported that the use of praise was not used 
extensively before their exposure to the PBS model, the 
use of praise and rewards was considered by the majority 
of respondents as a useful tool to support learner 
behaviour in the classrooms. The impact of praise on 
building learner self-esteem and confidence was 
considered useful. As is suggested by supporting studies 
(Byron & Khazanchi 2012), the majority of respondents 
also found that the use of these motivating supports 
assisted in building positive relationships between the 
learners and the teachers. Respondents found this PBS 
strategy invaluable in recognising and rewarding 
desirable learner behavioural outcomes.

• Home–school collaborations: The majority of respondents 
found that home–school partnerships were useful for 
healthy relationships between parent/caregivers and 
teachers. They were also considered vital to ensure a 
united base of support for the learners that facilitated 
joint parent–teacher efforts related to learner behavioural 
support. Studies by Westergard (2013) revealed the 
benefits of parental partnerships and collaborations. This 
was further confirmed in this study. The importance of 
the role of parents concerning home–school partnerships 
is also recognised in legislation and policies including the 
South African Schools Act (1996) and Education White Paper 
6 (DoE 2001).

• While the value of the PBS strategy of building partnerships 
was widely recognised, the respondents also recognised 
challenges linked to building effective and supportive 
partnerships. These findings were confirmed to be the 
same as others highlighted within the literature 
(Westergard 2013). Other challenges reported were linked 
to parents’ work pressures, parental disillusionment, 
parental illiteracy and parental fear of judgement and 
rejection. Despite the challenges reported by respondents 
in developing and promoting positive home–school 
partnerships, the importance of seeking ways of promoting 
partnerships was considered to outweigh the risks. The 
respondents felt that they had a responsibility towards the 
learners to go the extra mile in making an effort to increase 
home–school cooperation. This included a recognition of 
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the value of parents having increased opportunities to 
have their voices heard within the school community. This 
finding concurs with those of other studies which 
emphasise that for the development of collaborative 
partnerships, school management and teachers need to be 
proactive in fostering trust and respect in the building of 
effective communication with parents (Westergard 2013).

• Purposeful lesson planning: Respondents reported that 
the strategy of curriculum differentiation created 
opportunities for careful planning of lessons and lesson 
task activities. Furthermore, the respondents reflected on 
their increased awareness of the need to research the 
content of the lesson and to ensure that the level that the 
lesson is pitched at is not below or above the learners’ 
levels of comprehension. This increased awareness would 
have developed over their 4 years at the university as it 
related to aspects of their TE activities for the degree. It 
had assisted respondents in planning lessons more 
effectively such that there was a more appropriate use of 
the time spent on the lessons and the related activities. 
The reported effective use of the PBS strategy of 
differentiation was confirmed during the school visit 
within the Limpopo province. It was evident in three of 
the lessons observed that the teachers took care in 
planning their lessons and that they used selective 
differentiated activities including workbook and 
worksheet activities and group work activities that were 
appropriate to learner needs. Learning objectives were 
clearly defined and well-articulated in the lesson plan. 
One of the teachers expressed that the lesson plan format 
from the university afforded her the best organisational 
planning tool to date. Learners were found to participate 
and enjoy the tasks set out for them. The findings in 
support of the strategy of curriculum differentiation 
correspond with those of Wuim and Louw (2015), who 
state that differentiation provides access to learning, 
thereby supporting learners’ experience of academic 
success.

The value of PBS found by the participants in this study is 
congruent with international findings of the value of the 
PBS model of behaviour support (McIntosh et al. 2010). 
The emphasis is on the core values of ‘respect for the 
individual, meaningful outcomes, social validation, dignity, 
normalisation, inclusion, person-centred planning, self-
determination, and stakeholder participation’ (Johnston et al. 
2006:54). The application of the PBS model within this study 
was a valuable and successful alternative to the ‘reactive, 
punishment-oriented approaches historically used by many 
schools’ (Johnston et al. 2006:54). 

How effective did the Limpopo FP teachers 
find the positive behaviour support model 
for classroom practice?
An overall evaluation of the Inclusion module that was 
taught, as well as teachers’ responses during the focus group 
interviews and classroom observations, provided sufficient 
data to confirm that the Limpopo FP teachers indeed found 

the PBS model and effective and appropriate tool that could 
be used in support of learners who present with behavioural 
challenges in their classrooms. All respondents indicated 
on the module evaluation forms that they would use the 
strategies in their classrooms to assist them in support of 
learners with behavioural challenges. The majority of 
respondents (94%) indicated that they had found the 
following aspects of the PBS module most valuable:

• understanding the child within the context of the home, 
school and environment (ecosystemic framework)

• the differences between discipline and punishment
• alternatives to corporal punishment which included 

classroom-wide support of how to formulate and 
integrate classroom rules, differentiated teaching, teacher 
preparedness and functional behavioural assessments

• positive reinforcement strategies including the use of 
praise, token economy and rewards

• strategies for building school and parent/family 
partnerships. 

There was strong support for the model, particularly once 
an understanding of the various factors that contributed to 
behavioural challenges had been established. While previously 
learners were believed to be just naughty, the ecosystemic 
understanding of how the learners’ home, school and family 
contexts impact his or her behaviour was reported to be 
valuable. The participants reported that the ecosystemic view 
opened up the channel for them to consider their part in the 
various systems within the school context that led to 
challenging learner behaviour. Such a realisation reportedly 
allowed the respondents to be reflexive about their role 
within the system of support and make the necessary 
classroom practice and attitude adjustments. The Limpopo 
FP teachers unanimously reported a better and deeper 
understanding of the contributory contextual factors that 
impact challenging behaviour in the classroom.

All respondents without exception found that where previously 
they felt inadequately prepared to manage behavioural 
challenges, the PBS strategies they were taught were very 
valuable in addressing behavioural challenges and were a 
welcome support for their classroom practices. Common 
behaviour management practices that respondents admitted 
to having been using were highlighted within the focus group 
interviews as being inappropriate and ineffective. These 
included the use of corporal punishment, negative attitudes 
by teachers towards learners and towards teaching, as well 
as prevalent practices of favouritism, victimisation and 
labelling of learners. These same behaviour management 
strategies, together with the majority of respondents’ 
reported lack of knowledge of appropriate teaching 
strategies, challenging contextual factors of overcrowded 
classrooms and challenging systemic factors related to 
home–school partnerships, were also considered by the 
majority of respondents as factors that contributed to 
challenging behaviour in the class.
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Positive behaviour support strategies within 
the observed classrooms
Overall, the classroom observations revealed a general use 
and application of the following PBS principles: positive 
classroom and climate management, relevant lesson and 
time management, organised lesson designs, meaningful 
lesson presentations, meaningful use of organisational rules, 
appropriate management of learner conflict/disruptions, as 
well as appropriate use of social rules and routines.

The PBS strategies that were reported by the teachers to have 
been most effective included the use of praise/rewards/
tokens. Efforts towards greater parent–teacher collaboration 
were also highlighted, together with the use of classroom 
rules. This can be observed in the teachers’ comments below. 
In addition, the appropriate use of silence as well as positive 
regard for the learners and the appropriate use of affection 
were also significant strategies that were reported to be 
assisting in getting learners to attend as well as build positive 
relationships with the teacher. An example of the effectiveness 
found in the use of silence in the classroom is reflected in the 
following excerpt:

‘I used this thing of just being quiet, I never thought it will work. 
I just go in, see them making a noise and I just say, stand up, fold 
your arms, and close your mouth. And you can see they are just 
surprised, I am talking soft not shouting and soon they all 
become surprised and just do it, I just say fold your arms, close 
your mouth, and yes this thing is working! One by one they 
become quiet. We are used to shouting and saying KEEP 
QUIET!!! But they don’t stop. Hey, but this thing it works 
(laughing). It was the first time I saw being soft can calm children 
down.’ (School 1, teacher 1, female)

Positive regard, affection and emotional support of learners 
were also reported to be strong contributing factors to 
building learners’ self-esteem and sense of belonging in the 
classroom. This, in turn, reportedly encouraged positive 
behaviour practices from the learners. The responses below 
highlight the moving stories that one teacher told of the 
value of emotional connectedness within the classroom:

‘Just to give them (learners) hugs or a kiss on the head, just to 
praise them. …you see it is working and they feel comfortable 
and share what is happening.’ (School 1, teacher 2, female)

‘That child from Zimbabwe told me he wants me to be his mum. 
I asked him why, he said he has never been hugged before. So 
you see, just showing some love is a very big thing for that child.’ 
(School 1, teacher 2, female)

Given the value that respondents found in the use of the 
PBS model support strategies, there was widespread 
advocacy for other teachers in the province also to undergo 
such professional development. The issue of needing more 
time to practise the strategies was raised by a large number 
of respondents, together with the need for continued 
professional development in the area of behaviour support 
for all teachers in the Limpopo province. The overall feeling 

of participants was that such knowledge needed to be 
shared for the broader support of learners within their 
schools and learning communities.

Implications for professional 
development programmes
The teachers considered that the PBS strategies were good 
and useful for excellence in teaching, and the limitation was 
that only a few teachers had been exposed to it. The impact of 
the respondents’ strategies of behaviour support was creating 
awareness among other teachers that there was a different, 
better way to support learners who present with behavioural 
challenges. The lack of opportunity for these strategies to be 
shared with their colleagues was highlighted as a challenge. 
All respondents reported that it was imperative for teachers 
within their schools to have an opportunity to learn the 
principles and practical applications of the PBS model and 
thereby learn healthier support mechanisms by which 
challenging learner behaviours could be addressed. One 
poignant reflection was when one teacher expressed: ‘…it is 
a waste for us to be the excellent teachers alone’. The idea of 
increased exposure and familiarity with the PBS model is 
strongly supported by literature as having the advantage of 
more teachers within schools and more schools within 
districts experiencing the benefits of using PBS strategies to 
‘proactively establish school environments [to be] more 
conducive to learning’ (Warren et al. 2006:196). In order to 
ensure that IE is embraced and pursued by all teachers, there 
continues to be a need for professional development and 
support (Ntombela & Raymond 2013).

Shulman (1986) explains that teacher education should 
function to teach prospective teachers how to use ideas and 
theories in their classroom practice and should also help 
them to investigate and discover how those ideas and 
theories in effect manage those who attempt to engage 
them. The imperative that teacher education programmes 
incorporate effective behaviour support strategies together 
with general pedagogical development and specific classroom 
behaviour support management techniques has been 
proven valuable in the findings of this research. The findings 
provide a compelling argument that the ideas and theoretical 
underpinnings of the PBS model should form part of the 
support strategies that prospective teachers are exposed to 
as part of their pre-service education.

Limitations of the study
This research deliberately focused on Limpopo FP teachers 
during their teacher education degree at the university. The 
PBS model was evaluated for the effectiveness of its use 
within the specific context of Limpopo. The findings that 
emerged from the study provide rich data to support a 
meaningful understanding of the value of PBS that has been 
found within a specific context. It is however accepted that 
the specific context would limit the generalisability of the 
findings to other South African contexts.
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The PBS model is a model used predominately in overseas 
countries as a school-wide model of support. For this study, 
the model was adapted to focus only on the classroom PBS 
strategies. The use of the model as a complete three-tiered 
approach was therefore not investigated. Despite having to 
practise the PBS strategies in isolation from their colleagues, 
the respondents nevertheless willingly tried out the PBS model 
of support. This can be considered as a sign of the perceived 
value of the PBS model and the respondents’ adaptability to 
use different forms of learner support in their classrooms.

A further limitation evolved out of one of the findings of the 
study. The majority of respondents expressed strongly that 
all FP teachers within the Limpopo province should have 
the opportunity to participate in professional development 
on behaviour support and the PBS model. This urgent call 
by the respondents, while accepted as legitimate, was not 
possible to be addressed within the scope of this research. 
The respondents commented on the interest shown by their 
colleagues at their schools concerning the good practices 
they saw being implemented. The majority of respondents 
expressed the concern that there was little opportunity for 
them to share their expertise with others, given the busy 
schedules of all the teachers and the heavy workloads. 

Implications for further research on 
positive behaviour support in the 
South African context
While this study is possibly the first to provide information 
about the value of PBS within the South African context, 
and specifically within the province of Limpopo, there are 
extensive opportunities to conduct further research on the 
model within the rest of the country. Literature suggests that 
in South Africa teachers may find it harder to adopt new 
strategies for various contextual reasons. Contextual factors 
that may impede teacher uptake include teachers’ difficulties 
with lack of appropriate resources, poor learner engagement 
and teachers’ own poor teacher education as a result of Bantu 
Education (Chrisholm 2003). Further studies in various other 
South African contexts would, therefore, provide invaluable 
information with regard to possible generalisability of the 
value of PBS support in this country’s context.

Although the findings of this study indicate a pocket of 
success in relation to the value of PBS, further studies to 
explore the value of long-term school-based behaviour 
support with PBS interventions can provide data in relation 
to whether the model achieves success in the reduction 
of behavioural challenges within schools and classrooms 
in different contextual settings. Various national and 
international studies argue for the effectiveness of 
intervention programmes that include coaching and follow-
up programmes. The duration of such programmes generates 
opportunities for collaborations, group inquiry into practice 
and individual reflections (Brodie 2008). Research into the 
long-term use of PBS support programmes in collaboration 
with school-based support teams across various districts in 

different provinces of the country may provide further 
information concerning teacher uptake of intervention and 
support programmes in the area of behaviour support.

Conclusion
In light of the fact that at the time of this study I did not find 
much documented research regarding the use of PBS within 
the South African context, the findings of this study suggest 
that it is the first of its kind. The study offers an indication 
of the value and effectiveness of PBS within South Africa. 
The findings of this study reveal that the Limpopo FP 
teachers indeed found that the PBS model was a practical 
and useful tool for the understanding and support of 
learners who present with behavioural challenges in their 
classrooms. Overall, the research findings provided 
evidence to support the effectiveness of the PBS model for 
Limpopo FP classrooms and, in doing so, have been 
successful in providing useful information about the use 
of the PBS model in the South African context. The PBS 
model was found to be valuable and useful in helping 
the Limpopo FP teachers better understand and better 
manage behavioural challenges in their classrooms. The 
opportunities for exploration of the PBS model within 
higher education courses for teacher education are possible 
given the value the FP teachers found in the IE PBS module 
taught. This, I would argue, will equip teachers with the 
skills and knowledge to support positive behaviour in the 
classroom.
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