
REDUCING DISPROPORTIONATE SCHOOL 
DISCIPLINE WITH EQUITY-FOCUSED PBIS 

Nationally, Black students and students with disabilities are disproportionately represented in school discipline, and male 
students are disproportionately represented in school-related arrests.1 Behavioral support systems must be addressed to 
eliminate discipline disproportionality for these students.

T H E  N E E D  F O R  E Q U I T Y - F O C U S E D  P B I S
Schools implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) with fidelity show reduced overall use of office 
discipline referrals (ODRs) and exclusionary discipline,2 improved school climate3 and academic achievement,4 and lower 
discipline disproportionality for racially minoritized students.5 In spite of the numerous positive outcomes, disparities 
continued to exist for racially minoritized students5 and students with disabilities.6 Further, male students may continue 
to be overrepresented in school discipline even when PBIS is implemented with fidelity.7 These findings indicated a need for 
equity-focused PBIS.

I M P A C T  O F  E Q U I T Y - F O C U S E D  P B I S
Several studies on equity-focused PBIS, including a randomized control trial,8 the gold standard for research, have shown 
enhanced positive outcomes. Moreover, a school in Massachusetts that recently implemented equity-focused PBIS exhibited 
lower racial disproportionality in school discipline.9 The 5-point intervention10 is research-based and includes the strategies 
most likely to reduce discipline disproportionality. Strategies are implemented based on the needs of the school.

An elementary school that was implementing PBIS with fidelity was concerned with discipline disproportionality identified 
in ODRs. Implementation of equity-focused PBIS consisted of reviewing disproportionality in the school’s ODR data with 
the PBIS team and three staff trainings, each with an opportunity for follow-up coaching: 1] strengthen the data system 
(i.e., SWIS refresher, practice using behavior definitions and responding flowchart); 2] contextually inappropriate behavior 
(i.e., Staff Culture of Elements activity, train on vulnerable decision points and Personal Matrix activity); 3] increase positive 
student-teacher relationships (e.g., Greetings at the Door, praise preference assessment).

ODR risk ratios show the likelihood that students within a subgroup receive at least one ODR compared to all other students. 
An ideal risk ratio is 1, meaning students from that subgroup are neither over-identified nor under-identified. The graphs 
below display risk ratios for students after the implementation of equity-focused PBIS. Across the 2023–2024 school year, risk 
ratios improved for Black students by 30%, Latine/x students by 62%, and multiracial students by 54%. Risk ratios improved 
for students with IEPs by 38% and for male students by 33%.
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For more information, contact Dr. Chelsea Salvatore, Postdoctoral Fellow, May Institute at csalvatore@
mayinstitute.org or Dr. Robert Putnam, Executive Vice President of PBIS and Consultation, May Institute at 
bputnam@mayinstitute.org or 617.365.6756. 

May Institute is a nonprofit organization that is a national leader in the field of applied behavior analysis and evidence-based interventions, serving 
autistic individuals and individuals with other developmental disabilities, brain injury, neurobehavioral disorders, and other special needs. Founded 
nearly 70 years ago, we provide a wide range of exceptional educational and rehabilitative services across the lifespan.

For more than 20 years, May Institute has been a national partner to the National Technical Assistance Center for PBIS. The Center has been 
funded by the U.S. Department of Education for the last 25 years to research and effectively disseminate the systems, data, and practices that are 
critically important in the implementation of MTSS/PBIS. 
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