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School-wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (SW-PBIS) is an evidence-

based, multi-tiered framework designed to support all students across all school settings 

(Horner, Sugai, & Anderson, 2010). The implementation of SW-PBIS is associated with 

improved student outcomes across elementary, middle, and high schools. For high 

schools especially, the implementation of SW-PBIS is associated with reductions in 

student dropouts, office discipline referrals, the numbers of students needing more 

intensive supports, as well as increased student attendance (Bohanon et al., 2006; 

Flannery, Fenning, Kato, & McIntosh, 2014; Freeman, Simonsen, et al., 2016). 

Although the number of schools adopting SW-PBIS contin-
ues to increase in the U.S., the rates of high schools adopt-
ing SW-PBIS is slower compared to elementary schools. 
High schools represent approximately 34% of all schools 
in the US, but only 7% of those implement SW-PBIS. Out 
of all schools implementing SW-PBIS, only 13% of those 
are high schools (Freeman, Wilkinson, & Vanlone, 2016). 
Recent research suggests that the latency between initial 
training and reaching adequate SW-PBIS implementing 

fidelity is longer on average for high schools, compared to 
both elementary and middle schools (Nese, Nese, McIntosh, 
Mercer, & Kittelman, in press). 

To increase the number of high schools adopting SW-PBIS 
and implementing to fidelity, more attention is needed to 
identifying specific implementation components that are 
likely to be challenging for high school staff to implement. 
Therefore, the purpose of this brief is to summarize patterns 
in SW-PBIS implementation fidelity in 996 high schools 
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across 31 U.S. states. We specially aimed to evaluate how 
high schools are implementing the components of SW-PBIS, 
and identify implementation strengths and needs.

Research Question: What are the patterns of Tier I SWPBIS 
implementation for high schools at low fidelity, partial 
fidelity, and high fidelity? 

Method
Sample

The sample consisted of 996 high schools in 31 states that 
met the following criteria: (1) a public, four-year school 
with a grade range of 9-12 (alternative schools, charter and 
juvenile justice facilities, and those with alternate grade 
level range (e.g., 8-12, 9-10, 11-12) were excluded), (2) at 
least 1 implementation fidelity score using the School-wide 
Evaluation Tool (SET; Sugai, Lewis-Palmer, Todd, & Horn-
er, 2001) ranging from 0–100 reported to the National Tech-
nical Assistance Center on PBIS between the 2005-2006 
and 2012-2013 school years, (3) complete NCES school de-
mographic data, and (4) agreement to the use of their data 
for research purposes. Schools in this dataset entered their 
SW-PBIS fidelity data through a free online application 
(PBIS Assessment; pbisapps.org). These data are available 
from the OSEP National Technical Assistance Center on 
SW-PBIS, maintained at the University of Oregon. 

Measure

Implementation fidelity. The SET is a 28-item research 
tool to assess SW-PBIS critical features reflected in seven 
subscales: Expectations Defined, Expectations Taught, Re-
ward System, Violation System, Monitoring and Evaluation, 
Management, and District Support (Horner et al., 2004). 
A trained external evaluator typically completes the SET, 
although in some districts, a district or school-based coach 
may complete the SET. A school is considered implement-
ing Tier 1 at fidelity when they meet or exceed a total score 
of 80% and a score of 80% on the Expectations Taught 
subscale. The SET is a widely used measure of SW-PBIS 

implementation fidelity and contains strong psychometric 
properties (Horner et al., 2004, Mercer, McIntosh, &  
Hoselton, 2017).

Analysis

Fidelity categories. To examine differences in imple-
mentation scores, we pooled the high schools into three 
implementation fidelity groups. Groups were based on each 
high school’s most recent SET total implementation fidelity 
score. Schools were coded as being (1) High Fidelity (SET 
total scores equal to or greater than 80), (2) Partial Fidelity 
(SET total scores equal to-or-greater than 40 and less than 
79), and (3) Low Fidelity (SET scores less than 40). This 
process resulted in a sample of 264 high schools in the 
High Fidelity group, 334 high schools in the Partial Fidelity 
group, and 86 high schools in the Low Fidelity group. To 
examine group differences in the three implementation 
groups, we calculated descriptive statistics of the high 
schools’ total SET Tier 1 implementation fidelity and seven 
subscales scores on the SET. Average across the implemen-
tation fidelity groups were compared to determine which 
subscales were rated highest and lowest per group. 

Results
Figure 1 shows the average scores for the total score and 
individual subscales on the SET for each of the three imple-
mentation fidelity groups. 

High Fidelity. Average SET subscale scores ranged from 
83% to 95% for high schools in the High Fidelity group. 
The lowest subscale score was for the Rewards Systems  
(M = 83%). Monitoring Evaluation (M = 94.9%) and  
Expectations Defined (M = 93.2%) were scored highest on 
average. 

Partial Fidelity. Average SET subscale scores ranged from 
60.5% to 73.1% for the Partial Fidelity group. Rewards 
System (M = 43.3%) and Expectations Taught (M = 45.6%) 
represented the lowest subscale scores. Four subscales 
clustered closely at the higher range of subscale scores: 

http://pbisapps.org
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Violations Systems (M = 73.1%), District Support  
(M = 72.9%), Leadership (M = 72.4%) and Monitoring 
Evaluation (M = 72%).

Low Fidelity. Average subscale scores for schools in the 
Low Fidelity group ranged from 9.3% to 52%. Expectations 
Taught (M = 9.3%) and Rewards System (M = 9.5%) had the 
lowest average scores. District Support (M = 51.2%) and  
Violation Systems (M = 52%) were the highest. 

Discussion

By examining patterns of Tier 1 SW-PBIS implementation 
in high schools, we can adjustment training and technical 
assistance to address common areas of implementation 
weakness. Understanding which components are typically 
more difficult to implement to fidelity using the SET assists 
teams, coaches, and trainers to problem solve and action 
plan during the early stages of implementation. 

Figure 1 
Average SET subscale scores for the High Fidelity, Partial Fidelity,  
and Low Fidelity groups.
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The four highest scored subscales for high schools in the 
Partial Fidelity and Low Fidelity groups were 1) Violation 
Systems, 2) District Support, 3) Leadership, and 4) Moni-
toring Evaluation. The Violation Systems and Monitoring 
Evaluation subscales may represent systems already in 
place, as part of typical high school operations. This is con-
gruent with the national rate of suspensions in high schools 
(Losen & Gillespie, 2015), as well as mandatory data 
reporting to the state and/or district. Expectations Defined, 
Expectations Taught, and Rewards Systems, which repre-
sent direct delivery of SW-PBIS strategies to students were 
all scored lowest for high schools in the Partial Fidelity and 
Low Fidelity groups.

All implementation groups had the lowest comparative 
averages for the Rewards Systems subscale. Even among 
high schools in the High Fidelity group, the implemen-
tation of Rewards Systems was an area of lower average 
implementation. Lower average Rewards Systems subscale 
scores across all three fidelity groups is not surprising 
given the difficulty some high school teams report when 
encouraging staff to deliver rewards (Swain-Bradway et al, 
2014). This is also not surprising given the relatively high 
average scores for Violation Systems across three groups, 
with average implementation scores of 88.8% for the High 
Fidelity, 73% for the Partial Fidelity, and 52% for the Low 
Fidelity group. Teams may have a difficult task establishing 
a strong Rewards System in the presence of well-estab-
lished violations practices and protocols, the cornerstones 
of “traditional” high school discipline systems. Teams may 
struggle to realign Violations Systems with an instructional, 
inclusionary approach, and more research on how to align 
these systems is needed. 

Conclusion
There is growing evidence that SW-PBIS is an effective, 
systematic approach to improving outcomes for high school 
students (Freeman et al, 2016a; 2016b). Implementing 
this framework with high Tier 1 implementation fidelity 
is critical for realizing these improvements. The results of 
this descriptive study indicate that high schools are likely 
to struggle more to implement specific components critical 
to SW-PBIS Tier 1 implementation. These findings may 
be used to guide the training and other technical assistance 
provided to high school teams in order to focus implemen-
tation efforts to address weaknesses for robust implementa-
tion. High schools in the High Fidelity group in this sample, 
demonstrated that (a) defining and teaching school-wide 
practices are critical for reaching high fidelity, (b) high 
schools struggle to implement Rewards Systems, and (c) 
high schools have fairly robust Violations Systems. 
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