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Article

Students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) 
have the highest risk for poor school outcomes of any dis-
ability category (Wagner & Cameto, 2004). When students 
with EBD engage in ongoing patterns of challenging behav-
ior, they are at higher risk of peer rejection, negative teacher 
interactions, and isolation from their community (Dunlap et 
al., 2006). In addition, challenging student behaviors often 
overwhelm district- and school-level personnel as they 
strive to address high rates of disciplinary incidents. 
Schoolwide positive behavior interventions and supports 
(SWPBIS) is a model that addresses student behavior by 
systematically supporting the social behavior development 
of all students in schools (Sugai & Horner, 2009; Walker et 
al., 1996). SWPBIS is a prevention framework for deliver-
ing a continuum of supports that integrates systems, data, 
and practices critical to obtaining desired schoolwide and 
student outcomes (Sugai & Horner, 2002).

An increasing number of schools have adopted the 
SWPBIS framework, which consists of a three-tiered con-
tinuum of evidence-based practices and organizational sys-
tems, emphasizing data-driven decision making, team-based 
problem solving, and multitiered systems of support (MTSS) 
to achieve academic and social success for students with and 
without disabilities (Lo, Algozzine, Algozzine, Horner, & 
Sugai, 2010; Office of Special Education Programs [OSEP] 

Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports [PBIS Center], 2015). When 
implemented with fidelity, SWPBIS has been shown to 
result in decreases in office discipline referrals (ODRs) and 
out-of-school suspensions (OSS), as well as improved 
school climate, academic outcomes, and student engage-
ment (Algozzine & Algozzine, 2007; Bradshaw, Koth, 
Bevans, Ialongo, & Leaf, 2008; Bradshaw, Koth, Thornton, 
& Leaf, 2009; Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2010; Bradshaw, 
Waasdorp, & Leaf, 2012; Childs, Kincaid, & George, 2010; 
Gage, Leite, Childs, & Kincaid, 2017; Gage, Sugai, Lewis, 
& Brzozowy, 2015). District support for SWPBIS is regarded 
as a critical component of successful school implementation, 
in that it directs allocation of resources and other supports 
for implementation. Given the potential of SWPBIS to sup-
port students with challenging behavior and prevent unnec-
essary referrals to more intensive settings, it is important to 
understand the mechanisms by which district support may 
influence implementation fidelity and student outcomes.
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Abstract
Schoolwide positive behavior interventions and supports (SWPBIS) is a widely implemented model for systematically 
supporting the social and behavioral development of students with and without disabilities, including those with and at 
risk for emotional and behavioral disorders. Identifying district factors associated with SWPBIS implementation fidelity and 
improved student outcomes can assist district personnel with appropriate allocation of resources, including professional 
development and school-based implementation support. Due to the limited empirical support for district-level factors 
that influence school practices and student outcomes, this exploratory study was conducted with the goal of identifying 
characteristics associated with school districts that have a high proportion of schools implementing SWPBIS with fidelity 
and sustained positive student discipline outcomes. Six high-implementing districts were identified, and semi-structured 
interviews with district staff were then conducted to identify common features staff attributed to their district’s positive 
outcomes. Analysis of those interviews revealed eight themes including District Coordinator, Coaches, District Teaming, 
Internal Implementation Drivers, Leadership Buy-In and Support, District Data Infrastructure, Direct Support to Schools, 
and Communication. Limitations and implications are discussed.
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In 2014, to build capacity for the effective implementation 
of multitiered behavior support frameworks, the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office of Safe Schools allocated 
US$53 million for School Climate Transformation (SCT) 
grants to state and local education agencies. In the SCT 
grants, a primary mechanism for building local capacity was 
the requirement for all awardees across 38 states to develop 
leadership teams whose primary function was to oversee and 
guide all training and technical assistance in building multi-
tiered systems for social and behavioral support. The federal 
government’s focus on building local capacity is further evi-
denced in the 2002 creation of the PBIS Center. This collab-
orative was put in place to aid in building district and state 
capacity to organize and sustain multitiered behavioral 
frameworks such as SWPBIS. The PBIS Center reported that 
more than 25,000 schools across the country have adopted an 
approach to positively and proactively address the behavior 
of all students using SWPBIS (OSEP PBIS Center, 2017).

Florida’s PBIS: MTSS (FLPBIS: MTSS) Project aims to 
build local district capacity for implementation of SWPBIS. 
The FLPBIS: MTSS Project provides training and technical 
assistance to Florida school districts in the following areas: 
(a) supporting districts’ strategic plans to scale-up SWPBIS 
across schools and/or tiers of support; (b) providing training 
and technical assistance to district- and school-based leader-
ship teams; and (c) supporting the use of needs assessment, 
student outcome, and implementation fidelity data to improve 
practices. To align support provision with the unique needs of 
each district, the FLPBIS: MTSS Project utilizes and applies 
research-supported systems-change procedures to develop 
models, resources, tools, activities, and support structures 
that build district capacity for implementing SWPBIS (e.g., 
Curtis, Castillo, & Cohen, 2008; Hall & Hord, 2015).

The FLPBIS: MTSS Project supports district leadership 
teams overseeing SWPBIS implementation through a stra-
tegic, data-based planning process that utilizes the PBIS 
Center’s Implementation Blueprint and Self-Assessment as 
an organizing framework (OSEP PBIS Center, 2015; see 
George & Kincaid, 2008). The Blueprint is a user-friendly 
guide to improving the efficiency and success of large-scale 
replications of SWPBIS by providing a thorough imple-
mentation structure for districts to consider when develop-
ing strategic plans, sustaining those efforts, and planning 
for scale-up. The Blueprint describes crucial implementa-
tion “drivers,” a term used to denote “key components of 
capacity that enable the success of innovations,” and works 
to establish a functional infrastructure that enables a pro-
gram’s overall success (State Implementation & Scaling-Up 
of Evidence-Based Practices Center [SISEP] & National 
Implementation Research Network [NIRN], 2013).

The Blueprint provides resources for understanding the 
“what” and “why” of each driver as they apply to PBIS 
implementation in schools, and how districts may organize 
resources appropriately. The essential implementation driv-
ers for effective district-level planning outlined by the 

Blueprint include (a) leadership team, (b) funding, (c) visi-
bility and dissemination, (d) political support, (e) policy 
and systems alignment, (f) personnel readiness, (g) profes-
sional development, (h) coaching and technical assistance, 
(i) evaluation and performance feedback, (j) content exper-
tise, and (k) demonstrations (OSEP PBIS Center, 2015). 
States and districts use the Blueprint when providing tech-
nical assistance and support to evaluate capacity and inform 
goals to develop a strategic plan. The Blueprint is an easy-
to-use organizing tool that is readily available online.

The domains identified in the Blueprint draw upon the 
literature that identifies key systems practices associated 
with effective school practices and improved student out-
comes (Fixsen, Naoom, Blasé, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; 
Fullan, 2010; Hall & Hord, 2015; Leithwood, 2010; 
Leithwood & Azah, 2017) and areas known to be problem-
atic for district improvement efforts (Snipes, Doolittle, & 
Herlihy, 2002). Specifically, the district leadership team 
emphasizes the communication within and across depart-
ments and team members as a critical practice for imple-
menting successful innovations (Fullan, 2010; Hall & Hord, 
2015; Leithwood & Azah, 2017). Through effective district 
teaming, policy and systems alignment allow for sufficient 
resources, funding, visibility, and dissemination of informa-
tion and supports (e.g., professional development, coach-
ing, technical assistance, evaluation, performance feedback, 
demonstrations) regarding the innovation (e.g., SWPBIS), 
fostering effective districtwide adoption (Anderson, 2006; 
Leithwood & Azah, 2017). However, many of the studies 
on which these findings are based focused on improved aca-
demic outcomes for students; less is known about these 
district-level practices and their relationship with imple-
mentation fidelity of behavioral innovations and subse-
quent improved behavioral outcomes for students.

Despite the alignment between the domains of the 
Blueprint and key practices of effective districts, the 
Blueprint is not empirically validated. In fact, relatively 
little research exists that informs the relative importance of 
the domains as specifically related to SWPBIS implementa-
tion within districts. Bradshaw and Pas (2011) conducted a 
multilevel analysis of factors associated with SWPBIS 
training and program adoption. The authors examined dis-
trict factors, which included per pupil district expenditures 
(corresponding to the funding category of the Blueprint), 
the percent of schools in the district receiving Title I funds 
(funding), the percent of schools participating in the 
SWPBIS state initiative (demonstrations), and the percent 
of full-time equivalency provided by a SWPBIS coordina-
tor in the district (coaching and technical assistance). 
Whereas the authors found a few district-level factors were 
significantly related to school receipt of training or SWPBIS 
adoption (i.e., district size, number of active SWPBIS 
schools in a district), none of the district-level factors out-
lined in the Blueprint were significantly associated with 
measures of implementation fidelity. The authors noted 
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additional research is needed to better assess district-level 
coordination and support on the SWPBIS adoption and 
implementation process. Likewise, in a study of the 
Schoolwide Universal Behavior Support Sustainability 
Index, McIntosh et al. (2013) conducted a factor analyses 
with participants from 217 schools that revealed two dis-
trict-level factors: District Priority and Capacity Building. 
The District Priority factor (e.g., SWPBIS integrated into 
district initiatives) was not significantly related to sustained 
implementation when controlling for other factors. 
However, District Capacity Building (e.g., school team is 
connected to a community of practice) was found to be a 
significant predictor to sustaining implementation.

The need to bridge the research-to-practice gap by iden-
tifying information that is useful to real-life implementation 
contexts is essential. Due to the limited empirical support 
for recognized district-level factors, including those in the 
widely used Blueprint, and the importance of effective 
SWPBIS implementation for students with and at risk for 
EBD, we conducted an exploratory study to examine char-
acteristics associated with districts that have a high propor-
tion of schools implementing SWPBIS with fidelity and 
reporting positive student discipline outcomes. The current 
study explores the activities, strategies, features, and/or 
conditions that characterize districts with high levels of 
implementation fidelity and positive student disciplinary 
outcomes. In other words, what features are evident in high-
implementing districts that achieve SWPBIS success?

Method

Quantitative criteria were used to identify a small group of 
districts successfully implementing SWPBIS (Phase 1) for 
participation in qualitative interviews regarding district prac-
tices that supported SWPBIS implementation (Phase 2).

Measures

The measures used in Phase 1 were taken from end-of-year 
evaluation reports submitted to the FLPBIS: MTSS Project 
by schools throughout the state. These reports included the 
schoolwide benchmarks of quality (BoQ), schoolwide 
enrollment totals, and schoolwide discipline totals (i.e., 
total ODR events and total days of OSS). The BoQ is a 
valid, comprehensive measure of SWPBIS implementation 
fidelity completed by school-based leadership teams at the 
end of the school year (Cohen, Kincaid, & Childs, 2007; 
Kincaid, Childs & George, 2010). The BoQ is an interna-
tionally used self-assessment tool that examines the imple-
mentation fidelity at the Tier 1/universal level of SWPBIS. 
The assessment uses a 53-item rating scale and scoring 
rubric, and the results can guide teams in specific action 
planning (George & Childs, 2012). Extensive technical 
assistance modalities were available to assist with 

completion of the BoQ (e.g., online training modules, on-
site trainings, materials), but it was ultimately up to the 
school teams to report the data to the FLPBIS: MTSS 
Project unless otherwise mandated by their district.

At the end of each academic year, school teams also 
reported school-level student outcome data to the FLPBIS: 
MTSS Project, which included the number of ODRs and 
days of OSS for all students. Schools reported data through 
a secure, web-based evaluation system hosted by FLPBIS: 
MTSS Project. Data from all actively reporting FLPBIS: 
MTSS Project schools were used to calculate Florida disci-
pline rates. National data for the number of ODRs and days 
of OSS were obtained from the 2013–2014 Schoolwide 
Information System Annual Report (OSEP TA Center, 
2017).

Phase 1: Quantitative Identification of High-
Performing SWPBIS Districts

Participant selection. Purposeful criterion sampling (Pal-
inkas et al., 2015) was used to identify “high-performing” 
districts, from which PBIS District Coordinators (DCs) 
would participate in the semi-structured interview. The 
initial data set used for this study included 50 school dis-
tricts in Florida, representing 1,329 SWPBIS-trained 
schools that could have submitted the required demo-
graphic, implementation, and discipline data to the FLP-
BIS: MTSS Project for the 2013–2014 school year. 
Districts that had at least 50% of their SWPBIS-trained 
schools submitting required annual evaluation data were 
identified. Evaluation data included school-level enroll-
ment, two PBIS Implementation Checklists, a schoolwide 
BoQ (Kincaid et al., 2010), and Outcome Data Summary 
(including numbers of ODRs and OSS days). Thirty-three 
of the original 50 districts met these criteria and were used 
in the subsequent analysis to identify high-performing 
SWPBIS districts.

Identifying high-performing districts. The following quantita-
tive criteria related to the implementation of SWPBIS were 
used to identify a subset of high-performing districts (see 
Table 1):

•• Eighty percent or more of schools reported BoQ 
scores for at least 80% of the years since being ini-
tially trained by the FLPBIS: MTSS Project. This 
criterion could be met by schools that reported 
implementation data regularly, but whose BoQ 
scores may have fallen below 70% during any (or 
all) of those years.

•• Eighty percent or more of schools within the district 
reported BoQ scores of 70% or higher for at least 
80% of the years since being initially trained by the 
FLPBIS: MTSS Project.
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•• Eighty percent or more of SWPBIS-trained schools in 
the district reported a BoQ score of 70% or higher 
during the current school year (2013–2014).

Student outcome data were also used to identify high-
performing districts. These criteria were developed based 
on discipline data available from the National Technical 
Assistance Center on PBIS (median national ODR rate and 

mean national OSS rate), data available through standard 
evaluation practices of the FLPBIS: MTSS Project 
(described below), and historical practices involving evalu-
ation data. The following positive student outcome criteria 
were used:

•• Eighty percentage or more of a district’s schools had 
no more than a 15% increase in OSS or ODR rates 

Table 1. District PBIS Implementation and Outcome Data.

District

Implementation Outcomes

Sustaining
Sustained 

fidelity Good BoQ
OSS 

change
ODR 

change
ODR 

median
FL ODR 
median

ODR lowest 
quartile

FL ODR 
lowest quartile OSS M

FL OSS 
M

D 1 N/A N/A 100 67 83 80 100 40 40 60 60
D 2 N/A N/A 100 100 100 0 100 0 0 100 100
D 3 100 62 72 89 78 44 50 19 6 81 94
D 4 100 56 87 73 73 54 38 31 15 54 77
D 5 100 33 89 67 56 11 11 0 0 44 56
D 6 100 100 91 82 73 60 40 20 20 20 60
D 7 83 33 91 57 61 36 41 9 9 45 68
D 8 92 31 66 45 76 50 38 27 8 12 42
D 9 N/A N/A 33 0 100 100 100 67 100 67 100
D 10 95 84 96 24 55 55 53 30 21 85 100
D 11 50 25 86 52 52 80 60 35 30 55 75
D 12 100 75 89 47 58 43 43 14 7 29 57
D 13 88 38 79 75 54 29 29 10 5 29 48
D 14 100 100 83 50 67 100 67 67 33 67 67
D 15 92 83 100 53 73 77 85 54 38 85 92
D 16 85 30 82 68 61 68 59 32 45 59 68
D 17 100 100 100 67 67 33 0 0 0 67 100
D 18 87 53 92 48 64 77 59 36 36 64 82
D 19 100 63 83 44 39 27 20 13 7 27 53
D 20 69 27 86 68 68 44 31 18 7 7 26
D 21 33 33 100 0 50 50 50 50 50 50 50
D 22 100 100 100 75 100 50 0 0 0 25 50
D 23 91 45 81 63 75 25 19 13 6 6 25
D 24 85 26 84 56 78 75 91 59 63 75 91
D 25 100 43 78 44 33 38 25 25 19 6 19
D 26 63 25 67 100 50 25 0 0 0 100 100
D 27 N/Aa N/Aa 92 62 62 80 81 60 54 89 98
D 28 N/A N/A 80 80 40 50 25 25 25 25 25
D 29 75 75 50 50 75 75 75 75 25 75 75
D 30 55 23 86 43 67 21 16 5 0 0 21
D 31 50 50 100 67 100 50 0 0 0 0 0

Note. Sustaining = % of schools reporting schoolwide BoQ data for ≥80% of years; sustained fidelity = % of schools with schoolwide BoQ score >70% 
for ≥80% of years; good BoQ = % of SWPBIS-trained schools with schoolwide BoQ score >70% in most recent year; OSS change = % of schools with 
<15% increase in OSS; ODR change = % of schools with <15% increase in ODR; ODR median = % of schools < national median for ODR; FL ODR 
median = % of schools < FL median for ODR; ODR lowest quartile = % of schools in lowest quartile for national ODR; FL ODR lowest quartile = 
% of schools in lowest quartile for FL ODR; OSS M = % of schools below national mean for OSS; FL OSS M = % of schools below FL mean for OSS. 
Bold indicates that a district met the criteria for the measure. N/A indicates insufficient data to complete the analysis. Shaded districts met at least two 
measures in both implementation and outcome measures. PBIS = positive behavior interventions and supports; BoQ = benchmarks of quality; OSS = 
out-of-school suspensions; ODR = office discipline referral; FL = Florida; SW = schoolwide; MTSS = multitiered systems of support.
aDistrict trained by non-FLPBIS: MTSS Project personnel and did not collect fidelity measures until 2013–2014 school year.



George et al. 397

between 2012–2013 and 2013–2014. This cutoff has 
historically been used by the FLPBIS: MTSS Project 
to identify schools with generally stable or improved 
outcomes, as some variations in discipline data are 
expected due to changes in student populations and/
or fluctuations in staff reporting practices;

•• Greater than 75% of schools in a district were equal to 
or less than the median ODRs per 100 students for 
their school type (elementary, middle, or high; national 
and state);

•• Greater than 50% of schools were in the lowest quar-
tile of ODRs per 100 students for their school type 
(elementary, middle, or high; national and state); and

•• Greater than 75% of schools in a district were equal to or 
less than the mean OSS per 100 students for their school 
type (elementary, middle, or high; national and state).

The final sample of high-performing districts was estab-
lished by identifying the districts that met at least two of the 
high-implementing criteria and two of the student outcome 
criteria. These thresholds were established to ensure the 
final sample reflected districts whose schools achieved 
high-implementation fidelity as well as positive student 
outcomes. Of the 33 initial districts with sufficient data to 
be included in the sample, six districts met two high-imple-
menting criteria and two student outcome criteria, creating 
a small sample conducive to in-depth interviews. Table 1 
displays the data assessed for the 33 districts and identifies 
the six high-performing districts. Table 2 provides a descrip-
tive summary of the six high-performing districts.

Phase 2: Qualitative Structured Interview 
Procedures

For this portion of the study, we employed a neo-positivist 
orientation, seeking to obtain valid and credible knowledge 
about participants’ experiences and perceptions while mini-
mizing the influence of our own perspectives (Roulston, 
2010).

Participants. The PBIS DC from each of the six high-per-
forming districts identified in Phase 1 participated in semi-
structured interviews. Each district appoints a DC who 
works with the district leadership team to develop an annual 
strategic plan outlining PBIS training and technical assis-
tance supports for the school year, and thus has detailed 
knowledge of school- and district-level plans and imple-
mentation challenges. The DC also serves as the main point 
of contact between school teams implementing SWPBIS 
and the FLPBIS: MTSS Project.

Project staff offered each DC the opportunity to invite 
additional district staff to participate in the interview if the 
DC felt the staff member played an important role in coor-
dination of SWPBIS implementation during the 2013–2014 

school year. One district included both their DC who was 
newly appointed toward the end of 2013–2014 and the out-
going DC who served as the primary spokesperson due to a 
greater historic perspective. The other five interviews 
involved only the DC. Participants were all female, four of 
whom had 6 years experience as a DC, one with 4 years, 
one with 3 years of experience, and one with 3 months 
experience in her role.

Procedures. The study’s primary investigators met with the 
FLPBIS: MTSS Project staff who served as the primary 
support person for each of the six high-performing districts. 
The primary support staff shared information with the 
investigators that summarized issues critical to strategic 
planning and supports for their participating district and 
reviewed selected permanent products from their district. 
These products included the (a) pre-planning interview 
(qualitative data) and the (b) pre-planning survey data 
(quantitative data associated with Blueprint domains). The 
pre-planning interview and pre-planning survey data were 
used by FLPBIS: MTSS Project staff to gather information 
on a district’s activities related to the Blueprint domains. 
The information helped identify priorities for discussion at 
an annual action-planning meeting with the district’s lead-
ership team. The study investigators also solicited FLPBIS: 
MTSS Project staff for potential inclusion of additional dis-
trict staff in the interviews with the DC. Investigators and 
Project staff coordinated scheduling of the interviews with 
the DCs from each of the six high-performing districts.

All six high-performing districts participated in the tele-
phone interview phase of data collection. At least two of the 
study investigators participated in each interview. The pri-
mary prompt for the interview was: “From the extant data, 
we have learned about some of the great things happening 
in your district that have resulted in fidelity of SWPBIS 
implementation and good student discipline outcomes. 
Please share with us more about how these practices were 
made possible.” If additional prompts were necessary, the 
themes identified in the pre-annual planning survey served 
as the foundation for generating responses (e.g., “Your 
SWPBIS District Leadership Team is integrated with your 
MTSS Leadership Team and meets monthly to plan and 
problem solve; how did this come to be?”). Each interview 
lasted from 1 to 2 hr with notes taken by at least one of the 
investigators. The district staff were asked to review the 
notes for accuracy and make clarifications if necessary. 
Final notes were typed and saved for coding.

Coding. A constant comparative analysis technique (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967) was used to analyze the qualitative data. The 
inductive coding processes employed open-ended coding, 
during which the authors created codes based on participants’ 
expressed perceptions and experiences. Thought units (Lin-
coln & Guba, 1985), known as coherent and distinct meanings 
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within transcripts, were compared against each other to exam-
ine similarities and differences. A codebook was developed 
based on the thought-unit codes. If new codes were consid-
ered to be similar to previously coded units, they were 
assigned the same code. Conceptually different thought units 
were assigned novel codes. Regular (i.e., weekly) meetings to 
discuss patterns, observations, and questions about the infor-
mation shared by participants and codes being assigned to the 
information were conducted by the study investigators.

To establish a team research method of triangulation in 
coding (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984), three members of the 
study team formed three unique pairings of coding dyads, 
which were each assigned a set of transcripts to code. Each 
team member coded their assigned transcripts indepen-
dently and then reviewed the codes with their assigned part-
ner for the transcript. Any disagreements for codes within a 
transcript were discussed between dyad members until con-
sensus was reached. If consensus could not be reached 
between dyad partners, the coding was discussed among the 
three team members and a decision was made regarding 
how to code the segment of transcription.

Data analysis. The final codes were reviewed and related 
codes were aggregated into axial codes to represent meaning-
ful conceptual relationships. A relevant name for each group 
of related codes was established, which resulted in the titles 
of the themes and subthemes. The number of times each cod-
ing unit appeared was counted, thus enabling a code count for 
each corresponding subtheme and theme. In addition to the 
team triangulation approach described in the coding method, 
each district participant was asked to review the coded results 
of their interview to further ensure accuracy and credibility of 
the thematic summaries. The district participants agreed with 
the results indicated in the thematic summary.

Results and Discussion

This qualitative investigation utilized quantitative criteria to 
identify a small group of Florida school districts that had a 

majority of schools implementing SWPBIS with fidelity and 
achieving positive student disciplinary outcomes. Qualitative 
interviews identified eight major themes (see Table 3) related 
to district-level supports for SWPBIS: DC, Coaches, District 
Teaming, Internal Implementation Drivers, Leadership Buy-In 
and Support, District Data Infrastructure, Direct Support to 
Schools, and Communication. Multiple subthemes were iden-
tified for each of the major themes with the exception of 
Communication (see Table 3). Participants from a minimum of 
two districts endorsed all of the 23 identified subthemes, with 
three or more districts (at least half of participating districts) 
endorsing 20 of the subthemes. Note that some participants 
referred to SWPBIS as “PBS” (positive behavior support) and 
the terms are used synonymously in this article.

District Coordinator

A DC is considered the lead contact between a state project 
and the local school team that oversees all SWPBIS activi-
ties within their district. This theme contained the greatest 
number of codes, although it is not one of the Blueprint ele-
ments. This theme also included the most highly coded sub-
theme, “Relationships.” Relationships refer to positive, 
trusting, and collaborative social connections with various 
stakeholders (e.g., administrators, coaches, school team 
leaders; Leithwood, 2010; Leithwood & Azah, 2017). For 
instance, one DC leveraged a relationship established in a 
previous position to promote PBS: “She [the DC] was a 
guidance counselor who rose to the Assistant Director posi-
tion. She talked him [superintendent] into pushing PBS.” 
Another participant commented that the DC “has to know 
behavior AND be able to build relationships with principals, 
and relationships with parents both informal and formal.”

Although the FLPBIS: MTSS Project focused on sup-
porting the DC to engage in explicit activities (e.g., ensur-
ing schools complete evaluations on time, disseminating 
information), the results of this evaluation indicate charac-
teristics or personal attributes of the individual as being key 
to successful implementation (i.e., the DC is passionate, 

Table 2. Characteristics of the High-Performing Districts.

District ID
% trained 
schools

Trained 
schools

Active 
schools

Inactive 
schools

No. of 
students

No. of free 
or reduced 

lunch

% of free 
or reduced 

lunch Locale

No. of 
years PBIS 

collaboration

D10 100 60 57 3 43,238 26,792 62 Suburb: Midsize 10
D14 45 20 7 2 8,446 2,266 27 Town: Remote 6
D15 76 33 20 5 25,885 10,470 40 Suburb: Large 9
D18 87 46 32 8 33,218 14,799 45 City: Midsize 10
D24 95 64 59 2 64,344 28,886 45 Suburb: Large 10
D27 94 198 186 0 176,901 98,051 55 Suburb: Large 2

Note. % trained schools = percentage of schools in district trained by PBIS staff; trained schools = number of schools trained by PBIS staff; active 
schools = number of trained schools actively participating; inactive schools = number of trained schools no longer participating; PBIS = positive 
behavior interventions and supports.
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knowledgeable, connected/has relationships with critical 
staff and/or district leaders). Notably, participants’ com-
ments underscored that although the simple completion of 
key tasks was crucial for schools’ success, the DC’s enthu-
siasm for his or her role was what led district leaders to 
endorse SWPBIS as a way of work. These findings are con-
sistent with systems change and school reform research that 
identifies interpersonal characteristics, change agents’ com-
munication styles, and relational trust among individuals in 
a system as being crucial to improvement efforts (Bryk & 
Schneider, 2002; Hall & Hord, 2015; Leithwood, 2010; 
Leithwood & Azah, 2017).

Coaches

Coaches serve as an additional support to schools and dis-
trict teams by facilitating collaborative team-based problem 
solving to enhance SWPBIS implementation fidelity and 
student outcomes. The number of coaches a district may 
support depends upon available resources, and coaches may 
be established at the school (internal) and/or district level 
(external). Coaches may provide direct on-site technical 
assistance but may also serve in a formal training capacity 
as a district trainer. Coaches was the second most frequently 

coded theme. It was comprised of two highly coded sub-
themes, Training and Technical Assistance, which were 
identified in five of the six districts. Training involved train-
ing school staff in standardized curriculum delivered in 
didactic or workshop-style settings, whereas Technical 
Assistance focused on more individualized, embedded, and 
alternative supports to implementation.

Our findings expand on the description of coaching 
found in the Blueprint to encompass district-level activities 
focused on developing capacity for coaching. For example, 
whereas the Blueprint identified the importance of identi-
fying coaches’ roles and responsibilities to ensure task 
completion, timely evaluation, and adherence to fidelity, 
the current study highlights the importance of coaches’ 
training. Specifically, participants indicated the importance 
of attending to the personnel included in the training, the 
relevancy of the training to individuals’ current roles, and 
how information is planned and communicated. For exam-
ple, participants commented, “Every fall—gather new PBS 
coaches and do a booster training with them—half day,” 
“They [coaches] get professional development in-service 
points toward recertification,” and “[the DC] taught 
coaches the data that was needed and how to pull graphs 
and drill into the data [to effectively support team imple-
mentation].” Findings also highlight the importance of 

Table 3. Qualitative Themes.

Theme Code count
No. of districts 

endorsing Subtheme Code count
No. of districts 

endorsing

District Coordinator 49 6 Relationships 24 6
Passionate 19 4
Knowledge and skills 4 3
Administrative experience 2 2

Coaches 42 6 Training 19 6
Technical assistance 13 5
Roles and responsibilities 6 2
Input valued 4 2

District Teaming 29 6 PBS/MTSS integration 15 6
Team activities 9 3
Collaboration 5 3

District Team 
Activities

29 6 Visibility 7 3
Recognition 6 4
Funding 6 4
Incentives 5 3
Accountability 5 3

Leadership Buy-In and 
Support

23 6 District-level 15 5
School-level 8 3

District Data 
Infrastructure

23 5 Infrastructure 19 5
Collaboration and communication 4 3

Direct Support to 
Schools

21 5 Differentiated supports 14 5
Training 5 3

Communication 18 5 Infrastructure 15 5

Note. PBS = positive behavior support; MTSS = multitiered systems of support.
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follow-up technical assistance to coaches. Transcripts 
illustrated how DCs and others in district leadership sup-
port their school-based coaching staff: “sharing of best 
practices at coaches meeting,” “internal coaches are on a 
distribution email list. They are sent resources,” and “[DC] 
provides 1 to 1 support to individual coaches as needed.”

These findings are consistent with the systems-change 
research emphasizing the collective capacity of systems to 
implement innovations successfully by including effective 
professional development approaches (i.e., coaching, pro-
fessional learning communities; Fullan, 2010; Leithwood, 
2010; Leithwood & Azah, 2017). Participants identified 
developing the capacity of local systems to support SWPBIS 
through effective coaching as a key to their districts’ suc-
cess. This finding is central to the FLPBIS: MTSS Project’s 
efforts as well as the national PBIS Center.

District Teaming

Our findings related to district team members’ roles and 
functions aligned with the guidelines provided in the 
Blueprint. District Teaming involves a diverse range of 
stakeholders that have the authority to influence the district 
in SWPBIS activities (e.g., superintendent; directors from 
various departments such as curriculum and instruction, 
special education, student services, transportation). This 
theme’s most frequently coded subtheme was PBS/MTSS 
Integration (i.e., alignment of policies and practices to sup-
port MTSS implementation across all content areas). The 
theme emphasized team member participation (“PBS DC 
ran the [MTSS Leadership Committee] meetings”), as well 
as team structure and integration with other district improve-
ment efforts (e.g., collaboration across departments, inte-
gration of SWPBIS and academics within MTSS). For 
instance, “The goal is for everyone to have a common lan-
guage and understanding across the district, schools, staff, 
and administrators, especially in regards to MTSS terminol-
ogy and practices,” and “Initially PBS was not included [in 
MTSS delivery and coaching] but started modeling at the 
district level with integrated coaches’ meetings (braiding 
initiative), MTSS and PBS coaches together 100+” (over 
100 people participating).

The current study advanced the Blueprint definition of 
district teaming to identify the importance of collaborative 
and integrated teaming, planning, and data-based problem 
solving. This extends the alignment of district goals and pri-
orities to encompassing the integration and blending of ini-
tiatives as part of the bigger strategic plan (Leithwood, 
2010; Leithwood & Azah, 2017). These findings are consis-
tent with Fullan’s (2010) work identifying that effective dis-
tricts “run in a focused, coherent all-systems-go mode” (p. 
12) in which there are no silos across departments—rather, 
multiway partnerships focused on practices and outcomes 
become the organization’s way of work.

District Team Activities

District Team Activities tied for the third most frequently 
coded theme. This finding is not surprising given that it 
takes a team to implement many of the activities across a 
district. District Team Activities included ongoing action 
planning, communication with community stakeholders 
(e.g., school board members, business partners, families, 
and agencies), and monitoring and reporting implementation 
data. District Team Activities included several subthemes 
consistent with the District Leadership Team’s responsibili-
ties described in the Blueprint such as securing funding, 
building and maintaining political support, showcasing and 
recognizing excellence, and ensuring broad visibility (e.g., 
from staff to school board to community members). The 
most frequently coded subtheme was visibility, as reflected 
in, “There is such an eyeball on the school system by the 
community that if the number of model schools dropped 
from 40 to 39 there would be an uproar.” This statement 
indicates that the community has high expectations and is 
highly aware of the model schools in their area. Further 
statements such as “Every June during the Leadership 
Academy week SWPBIS was on the agenda” and “She [DC] 
had access to principals” demonstrate that additional oppor-
tunities were utilized to expose school leaders to PBS on a 
frequent basis.

Study findings enrich the Blueprint team activity descrip-
tions by featuring the use of incentives (e.g., acknowledg-
ment for attendance at trainings, recognition for teams’ use 
of data for problem solving) as a method to increase 
SWPBIS implementation and raise visibility/support across 
stakeholder groups. Interestingly, something not empha-
sized in the Blueprint but identified in this evaluation was 
the importance of district accountability for school-based 
implementation (e.g., verification of meeting as teams, 
using data, holding administrators responsible). This is con-
sistent with the notion of setting high expectations and pro-
viding follow-through and support for meeting those 
expectations, which has been identified in the research as a 
critical practice for successful schools and districts 
(Leithwood, 2010; Leithwood & Azah, 2017; Louis, 
Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010). Multiple par-
ticipants noted, “What gets inspected, gets respected,” indi-
cating that data-based evaluations are prioritized and 
important for district success.

Leadership Buy-In and Support

Leadership Buy-In and Support was the fourth most fre-
quently coded theme with district-level as the most fre-
quently coded subtheme. Although it is not a specific 
domain of the Blueprint, leadership buy-in and support 
are required to achieve any of the elements identified in 
the Blueprint. This theme is consistent with previous 



George et al. 401

findings that district- and school-level leadership are 
critical for the successful implementation of innovations 
(Epstein, Galindo, & Sheldon, 2011; Hall & Hord, 2015; 
Leithwood, 2010). Participants’ comments related to dis-
trict-level leadership buy-in and support include “District 
administration—top down—there is a realization that it 
is as important to work on behavior as it is to work on 
academics” and “[District MTSS which led the PBS 
efforts] Team met 11 of 12 months and [having] access to 
decision makers and support when needed [was 
essential].”

Participants identified the importance of both district- 
and school-level leadership support, with several partici-
pants describing the value of leaders who made their start in 
schools implementing SWPBIS, and then rose through the 
ranks to district-level leadership while carrying the support 
for SWPBIS with them. For example, the “Assistant 
Superintendent—now CAO (Chief Academic Officer) was 
fully supportive of PBS [and] had been a [previous] princi-
pal” indicated district-level buy-in. This process of leader-
ship development highlights the role of institutional 
knowledge within districts as an important strategy for sup-
porting SWPBIS implementation.

District Data Infrastructure

District Data Infrastructure was the fifth most frequently 
coded theme with Infrastructure as the most frequently 
coded subtheme. Participants described effective data sys-
tems related to behavior, discipline, and SWPBIS imple-
mentation as being crucial to the district’s success. “[We 
use the] data system called SMART. They built from the 
ground up [with the DC providing input along the way].” 
Notably, participants identified the importance of obtain-
ing input regarding the data system development and use 
from critical personnel (i.e., DC, coaches, and administra-
tors). “The DC was invited by district leadership to sit in 
on the presentations by data system vendors—demonstrat-
ing their commitment to the systems being useful for data-
base problem solving.” They also identified the need to 
have a representative from the district’s data management 
system work alongside the district leadership team to 
ensure the data system addressed unique needs related to 
student behavior (e.g., user-friendly reports and graphs, 
including function of behavior). “[DC’s Supervisor] com-
municates with the EDW [Educational Data Warehouse] 
and Forms Department for regular updates to reports. For 
example, an attendance report was requested and gener-
ated.” These activities align with the Evaluation and 
Performance Feedback domain in the Blueprint; however, 
our findings related to the multiple layers in establishing 
an effective data infrastructure articulate more specific 
features that have limited support in existing literature 
(Leithwood, 2010).

Direct Support to Schools

Direct Support to Schools was the sixth most frequently 
coded theme with Differentiated Supports as the most fre-
quently coded subtheme. Direct Support to Schools is 
aligned with the Blueprint domains of Coaching, Training, 
and Technical Assistance. To deliver direct supports to 
schools, DCs reported the need to first build their own skill 
repertoire (i.e., professional development) and receive ongo-
ing supports from the FLPBIS: MTSS Project so they could 
implement the newly acquired skills (i.e., technical assis-
tance to schools and coaches) directly to the schools and on-
site coaching support personnel. In contrast to the DC theme 
that primarily focused leadership and advocacy strategies, 
Direct Support to Schools reflected the importance of con-
sidering what supports are needed by implementers for them 
to meet performance expectations. In particular, participants 
identified that training in an environment conducive to 
learning was highly relevant to participants. Specific exam-
ples included ease of parking, comfortable training facility, 
participant incentives, and snacks. Although these may 
appear to be incidental compared with essential system com-
ponents, this finding parallels the school-level research 
highlighting the importance of school environments that are 
conducive to student learning and outcomes (Tanner, 2006, 
2008, 2009). Based on the reports of DCs in this study, 
although training and professional development can occur in 
many places, the format, setting, and experience of the 
trainer affects SWPBIS implementation.

Our findings illuminate the use of data to differentiate 
supports provided to schools to address the needs of stu-
dents with and without disabilities. Districts must access 
meaningful school data to appropriately allocate district 
resources (e.g., implementation and student outcome data 
may identify high-need schools that require more district 
support). Examples of the Differentiated Direct Support to 
Schools from the transcripts included, “The PBS lead would 
provide peer support and help schools that were struggling 
to move up in what they did to implement” and “If they 
identify something at a coaches’ meeting that is a barrier 
[for example] the principal won’t send the thank you to 
business for contributing, the DC follows up with the prin-
cipal . . . and then the principal followed through.” This 
example extends beyond the traditional support provided to 
schools by serving as a conduit that is advantageous for 
both the community partner and school.

Communication

Communication was the least frequently coded theme with 
Infrastructure as the only subtheme. This theme included 
both the content of the communication and the systems used 
to deliver the message. For example, participants indicated 
that providing information on how SWPBIS aligned with 
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other initiatives and how SWPBIS was supported in exist-
ing strategic plans were important. Related to how content 
was communicated, participants indicated the importance 
of establishing consistency through a common language 
that is publicly communicated across stakeholders (e.g., 
administrators, district leaders, educators, staff, families, 
students, community partners) and across a variety of plat-
forms (e.g., website, school marquees, school board meet-
ings, newsletters). For example, participants made 
statements such as “Goal is for everyone to have a common 
language and understanding across the district, schools, 
staff, and administrators especially in regard to MTSS ter-
minology and practices,” and “Have monthly coaching 
meetings facilitated by DC. They get ideas from each other 
and have each other to talk to and problem solve—they use 
the same language and find this really helpful.”

Establishing priorities through active and ongoing com-
munication with administration is essential to maintaining 
the momentum of an initiative. Participants described the 
staying power for the recommended strategies and shared 
the importance of addressing questions related to buy-in and 
maintaining sustainability across time such as, “Is this an 
initiative that will be replaced next year?” Sustaining priori-
ties requires constant communication of updates to maintain 
the interest of those it affects. The recommended strategies 
included, “Are all the district leaders using a common lan-
guage that supports the same message?” Common messag-
ing is critical for cohesiveness and large-scale systems 
change. Also described was the consistency of the communi-
cations such as, “Do stakeholders seem to be relaying the 
same message across the district?” Conflicting messages can 
cause confusion across stakeholders and impede momen-
tum. It is critical that district leaders carefully plan their pri-
orities and the method of communication across stakeholders. 
These findings are consistent with existing research empha-
sizing diffusion of innovations and the importance of com-
municating effectively and consistently about the innovation 
at all levels of the system to ensure its success (Hall & Hord, 
2015; Leithwood, 2010; Leithwood & Azah, 2017).

Summary

Because the FLPBIS: MTSS Project structured its district 
planning and support process around the widely used 
Blueprint, many of the statements made by participating 
districts were consistent with the Blueprint domains (e.g., 
Training, Coaching, Visibility, Coordination, Funding 
Supports). Many themes identified in this analysis high-
lighted specific and/or unexpected features of the Blueprint 
domains and provided rich, vivid illustrations of each con-
cept. As depicted in Figure 1, some themes identified in this 
study directly align with Blueprint domains, whereas other 
themes are unique to this study or the Blueprint. Although 
our coding of the qualitative data produced differences in 
domain titles in some instances (such as Direct Support to 

Schools vs. the Blueprint’s Professional Development), 
many of the basic ideas underlying the themes are consis-
tent with domains of the Blueprint.

When themes in the present study overlapped with 
Blueprint domains, study findings often highlighted impor-
tant characteristics not explicitly included in the popular 
Blueprint. For example, the rich detail interviewees pro-
vided related to the themes of DC and District Teaming 
revealed the unique contributions of the DC and the impor-
tance of an integrated teaming structure. Similarly, the attri-
butes of the district implementers (DC and coaches) were 
emphasized throughout the qualitative analysis, with par-
ticipants across districts identifying the relationships, pas-
sion, knowledge, skills, and administrative experience of 
the DC as critical features. Although these attributes are not 
specifically discussed in the Blueprint as necessary compo-
nents to ensure successful implementation, they align with 
existing research that underscores the importance of rela-
tional trust and communication of innovations as critical to 
successful implementation of school improvement efforts 
(Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Hall & Hord, 2015; Leithwood, 
2010; Leithwood & Azah, 2017). Notably, although rela-
tionships and passion are difficult to observe and measure 
in a reliable and valid way, participants identified these con-
cepts as being particularly important to effective implemen-
tation within a district. Another example of the importance 
of relationships is reflected in district leadership team valu-
ing the input from coaches to inform strategic planning 
efforts (Input Valued subtheme of the Coaches theme). This 
supports the notion that it is not just coaches’ knowledge 
and skills that are important to SWPBIS implementation, 
but also give-and-take communication with site-based 
coaches and the district team.

Receiving training in SWPBIS does not necessarily 
result in action at the campus level, and additional district-
level supports may be required for schools to reach a level 
of implementation that positively impacts all students. It is 
important to consider how implementation is situated and 
integrated within the larger district context to best support 
effective practices, as this could affect SWPBIS in a variety 
of stages based upon the perceived priorities and available 
resources (Fixsen et al., 2005; Leithwood, 2010). Although 
focused on the implementation of SWPBIS, the current 
study’s findings offer implications for districts to consider 
when faced with a variety of initiatives, siloed personnel, 
and/or a dysfunctional organization of various departments 
that make coordinated and collaborative strategic planning 
inefficient or challenging. An emphasis on supporting dis-
trict implementation by building district capacity through 
an established bidirectional coaching framework (coaching 
the district and school team leaders) that is founded in prob-
lem solving may be one effective strategy to build leader-
ship skills and ensure team-based approaches to multitiered 
implementation supported by multiple district departments 
(e.g., student support services, special education, 
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curriculum, and instruction). The current study identifies 
district-level strategies used by six high-performing dis-
tricts to facilitate the implementation of SWPBIS. 
Empirically validating the efficacy of these approaches 
through experimental research that examines whether these 
practices cause improved SWPBIS implementation and stu-
dent outcomes is a critical next step.

Limitations and Implications for 
Future Research and Practice

We note the existence of limitations to the current study. 
First, the study included a small number of mostly larger 
Florida districts (at least 20,000 students each) that may not 
generalize beyond the current sample. Second, this was an 

Figure 1. Alignment between positive behavior support: implementers’ blueprint and self-assessment elements and the current 
study’s identified themes.
Source. Adapted from OSEP Technical Assistance Center on PBIS (2015).
Note. Items connected by lines indicate alignment. Shaded items without connections are unique to the respective work.
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exploratory evaluation that did not employ an experimental 
design from which causality can be inferred. Third, the cri-
teria for creating a small group of high-performing school 
districts were arbitrary and may have resulted in selecting 
districts that were not uniformly high performing in relation 
to SWPBIS implementation and student disciplinary out-
comes. Finally, the data used to identify high-performing 
(i.e., successful) districts were self-reported (e.g., collected 
and submitted by the schools and districts themselves). 
Although the FLPBIS: MTSS Project trained DCs and 
coaches in how to collect and monitor data with integrity, 
self-reporting of data is susceptible to inaccuracies, and the 
reliability of the data reported for the study was not assessed. 
Despite these limitations, the current study highlights 
important features of implementation that can inform strate-
gic and effective supports to bridge the research-to-practice 
gap in real-life implementation contexts.

Additional experimental research is needed to empiri-
cally validate whether and the degree to which the district-
level practices identified in this study and elsewhere cause 
improved SWPBIS implementation and behavioral out-
comes for students. Given the popularity of SWPBIS and 
districts’ frequent reliance on the Blueprint for implementa-
tion planning, it is important to clearly identify the critical 
features within each of the established domains and align 
district resources to those activities that clearly affect imple-
mentation. Furthermore, it will be important to operation-
ally define and measure the relatively nebulous district-level 
practices (e.g., relational trust and communication strate-
gies) associated with effective SWPBIS implementation in 
this and other studies.

Another implication of this study speaks to the impor-
tance district personnel assign to their local context and 
capacity prior to their decision to adopt an innovation. 
Several of the major themes identified in this evaluation 
reflected a need to integrate SWPBIS with existing district 
initiatives (DC, District Teaming, District Team Activities, 
and Leadership Buy-In/Support), use data systems that pro-
vide relevant information about student needs and imple-
mentation status (District Data Infrastructure and Direct 
Support to Schools), and build the technical knowledge and 
“soft skills” of persons with responsibility for overseeing 
district and school implementation (Coaching, Direct 
Support to Schools, and Communication). Despite partici-
pants’ emphasis of these themes, these characteristics are 
often treated as an afterthought in district planning meet-
ings, where the focus centers around the number of school 
personnel who may attend a training—rather than changes 
in scheduling, professional development configurations, or 
data systems that might allow personnel to implement 
change more efficiently. The interviewees’ emphasis on 
these themes suggests that district strategic planning meet-
ings may benefit from a reconsideration of long-term goals 
and resource allocations, a consideration of practical 

strategies for job-embedded skill acquisition, and the iden-
tification of strategies to help implementers maintain 
momentum and institutional knowledge for long-term 
sustainability.

In spite of the current study’s limitations, districts inter-
ested in using SWPBIS as a framework for supporting the 
behavioral needs of all students, including those with or at 
risk for EBD, might consider ways to incorporate some of 
the strategies described by this sample of high-implement-
ing districts. Although SWPBIS implementation requires 
significant energy to initiate, without proper maintenance, 
the impact can be limited, which in turn may limit the 
impact on student outcomes. Additional training, resources, 
and information specific to each of the eight themes identi-
fied in the current evaluation should be explored to support 
district implementation and sustainability of these features 
with the goal of improving schools’ appropriate implemen-
tation of SWPBIS and enhanced student outcomes.
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