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“14,000 Mississippi students drop out every year… 
40 students drop out every day.”

—dr. hank bounds (11/12/07)

“We lose a third of our new teachers within three 
years. … [M]ore young teachers leave teaching 
because of discipline issues than over teacher pay.”

— governor haley barbour, 2008 state of the state prepared remarks







Mississippi’s high school graduation rate of 62% is one of the lowest in the nation. The 
graduation rate of students with disabilities is even more alarming: only 29% of these 
students graduate with a regular high school diploma. Suspensions and expulsions, which 
put kids further and further behind in school, undoubtedly contribute to our dropout 
problem. Research has consistently shown that those dropping out of school are more likely 
to have been suspended or expelled than peers who remained in school through graduation. 
According to the Mississippi Department of Education, most students who drop out 
have received five to nine discipline referrals and were absent for more than 10 days from 
school"—"absences that were probably a direct result of out-of-school suspensions. On the 
other hand, students who did not drop out reported that they were encouraged to stay in 
school by fair school discipline practices and respectful relationships with their teachers. 

Some schools see few options available to them and have resorted to a standardized “zero-
tolerance” approach to school discipline that often causes more problems than it solves while 
failing to address the underlying causes of misbehavior.

All relevant research"—"including a recent, influential study by the American Psychological 
Association"—"proves that zero tolerance approaches do not result in safer, more orderly classrooms. 
Studies have found that 30% to 50% of suspended students are repeat o!enders, suggesting that 
suspensions do not deter future disruptive behavior. In one study, researchers concluded that 
“for some students, suspension functions as more of a reinforcer than a punisher.” Dismissal 
from school is actually a reward for some students for whom school is a constant struggle.

Students suspended from school are much more likely to engage in troublesome behavior. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control, “out of school” youth are significantly more 
likely than “in school youth” to become involved in physical fights, carry a weapon, smoke, use 
alcohol, marijuana and other drugs, and engage in sexual intercourse.

Many youths end up in the juvenile justice system because of school-related behavior. Instead 
of handling relatively minor incidents such as school fights and disruptive behavior through 
the traditional discipline methods like after-school detention and extra assignments, many 



“We know from research and experience 
that PBIS works. It creates safe schools, 
facilitates learning and supports all 



there is a solution. evidence-based school discipline practices are available 
to help teachers maintain a safe and productive learning environment while ensuring that 
children are removed from school only as a last resort. Every teacher in Mississippi can 
be trained in evidence-based discipline practices, and every child can be disciplined with 
methods that have been proven to improve behavior.

During the 2007 legislative session, the Mississippi legislature took some important first 
steps to reforming school discipline in our state. These new laws require the implementation 
of e!ective school discipline such as Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports. They 
also require that evidence-based behavior modification plans be implemented before non-
violent, disruptive students can be expelled.



Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) is a research-based method for 
improving student behavior and creating a safe and productive school climate. PBIS is:

 All students are taught the critical social skills needed for success. PBIS schools 
set clear expectations for behavior, acknowledge and reward appropriate behavior, and 
implement a consistent continuum of consequences for problem behavior. Students with 
serious or chronic behavior problems receive behavior assessments to determine the causes 
of their behavior, individualized interventions, and specialized behavior supports. 

 PBIS is employed throughout the entire school, including the cafeteria, 
the buses and the hallways. All school personnel are trained in PBIS and are continually 
supported in implementing it.

 Schools rely on data, tracked most easily in the form of o$ce referrals, to both 
develop and modify their PBIS approach (e.g. “When/where do most o$ce referrals occur? 
Which teachers are referring the most students? Which students are most often referred?”). 

Schools that e!ectively implement PBIS have:
» Reduced o"ce referral rates (and, subsequently, suspension and expulsion rates) by up to 50% 

per year. 
» Improved attendance and school engagement 
» Improved academic achievement 
» Reduced dropout rates
» Reduced later delinquency and drug use
» Improved school atmosphere
» Increased instructional time



PBIS is consistent with special education programs. In fact, the Individuals with 
Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA) encourages the use of PBIS to reduce the need 
to suspend or expel students with disabilities. The U.S. Department of Education’s 
O$ce of Special Education Programs (OSEP) operates a National Technical 
Assistance Center that promotes PBIS and provides capacity-building information 
and technical support to states and school districts. 

PBIS is currently practiced in more than 4,000 schools across the country. It is 
recommended or required by statute in three states and is the subject of statewide 
initiatives or school/university partnerships in all 50 states. PBIS has shown 
positive e!ects in elementary, middle and high schools, and has proven to be 
e!ective in schools with higher percentages of at-risk students. 

According to the Alabama Department of Education, which has a PBIS initiative, 
“the PBIS program has demonstrated that it can reduce unilateral removals, long-
term suspensions, and o$ce discipline referrals.”

For more information about PBIS, go to www.pbis.org.

“As a result of 
our thorough 
and consistent 
implementation of 
PBIS over the last 
five years, our school 
has become a place 
where sta! members 
and students look 
forward to working 
together each day, 
where ‘positive 
talk’ is heard in 
classrooms, hallways, 
and where time spent 
on instruction has 
increased. We can 
boast that during 
this school year over 
94% of our students 
have had 0 or 1 o$ce 
referrals. Teachers 
are teaching, children 
are learning and 
administrators 
are able to be 
instructional leaders 
due to the positive 
climate of our school. 
PBIS is not something 
we do; it has become 
who we are!”

— becky morgan, 
principal of otken  
elementary school, 
mccomb school 
district



Kenneth was 13 when Hurricane 
Katrina destroyed his family’s home 
and everything they owned. 
He was deeply traumatized 
by this loss. While still 
reeling from the devastation, 
Kenneth had to enroll in a 
new school, make new friends 
and adapt to new rules. Not 
surprisingly, he struggled 
emotionally, behaviorally 
and academically. He acted 
out by talking too loud in 
class, fighting on the bus 
and bringing food into class. Lacking 
alternatives to address Kenneth’s 
challenging behavior, his school 
suspended him more than 10 times in one 
year. He fell further and further behind, 
and he has now failed the eighth grade 

twice. Every suspension has chipped 
away at Kenneth’s chances to complete 

high school.
Had PBIS been available 
and implemented, Kenneth’s 
teachers would have performed 
a Functional Behavioral 
Assessment (FBA). The 
FBA would have revealed 
to Kenneth’s teachers and 
his parents the underlying 
causes of Kenneth’s immature 
and reactionary behaviors. 
Using the FBA findings, the 

school could have developed appropriate 
interventions for Kenneth to hold him 
responsible for his behavior but at the 
same time provide him with the support he 
needed to meet expectations and maintain 
his academic progress. 

Karina, 13, has been incarcerated at 
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