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Abstract  

Students with emotional and behavioral disabilities (EBD) are among the most marginalized group of students in our 
schools. In essence, students with EBD are often denied their civil right to a free and appropriate public education 
(FAPE) which is a social justice issue. Teachers who become social justice allies are more likely to create a socially 
just school when they promote the implementation of multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) through 
evidence-based practices (EBP) for positive behavior interventions and supports through a social justice lens. 
Implementing these interventions while being social justice allies in socially just schools offer the best opportunity 
for students with EBD to receive an equitable and socially just education in schools thereby achieving social justice 
regarding their civil right to a FAPE. 

Keywords: students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS), positive 
behavior interventions and supports, social jus 

 
1. Introduction 

Although the latest report from the United States (US) Department of Education (2016a) revealed that nearly half of 
all students with emotional and behavioral disabilities (EBD) receive the majority of their education in general 
education classrooms they are among the most marginalized group of students in US schools (Education Week, 2018; 
Santo, Ferguson, & Trippel, 2010; OSEP, 2016). Various data sources show clearly that students with EBD are 
disproportionately impacted by practices that deny them their civil right to a free appropriate public education (FAPE) 
as guaranteed by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 2004 (IDEA, 2004). These practices include being 
suspended in-school and out-of-school, being expelled from school, and being placed in seclusion or being 
physically restrained at rates that are significantly higher than those experienced by students without disabilities 
(Brobbey, 2018; Ennis & Katsiyannis, 2018; U.S. Department of Education, 2016b; U.S. Department of Education 
Office for Civil Rights, 2016). These statistics beg the question; ‘Are students with EBD receiving the services 
necessary for them to stay within inclusive settings? ’ 

The potential for additional adverse outcomes occurs for students with EBD because they are the students who are 
the most likely to have higher rates of chronic absenteeism from school when compared to students without 
disabilities (Office of Civil Rights, 2016). Rates of absenteeism and lack of future college and career readiness 
increase the opportunity gap for access to high-rigor courses. Due to this reason, students with EBD are unlikely to 
be enrolled in physics, calculus, chemistry, and algebra (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2016). 
Not having taken college and career-ready courses is a challenge for students with EBD to enter from high school 
into the college and career pipelines. This lack of readiness can relegate students to low-level employment 
opportunities no matter their intellectual abilities. 

Students with EBD continue to experience educational disparities even though their right to access equitable schools 
have a strong foundation in several policies that have been adopted worldwide, specifically regarding students with 
disabilities. The Salamanca Statement was a policy signed by representatives of 92 countries, declaring that it is the 
right of all students to be educated in the general education setting (UNESCO, 1994). Even earlier, in 1948, the 
United Nations developed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights & the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
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to confirm that children have a fundamental human right to quality education and to be treated with dignity.  

These historical policies set the stage for lawmakers in the United States to create the foundation for the inclusive 
education of students with disabilities. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (IDEA, 2004) 
ensures that all children with disabilities are entitled to a free appropriate public education (FAPE) to meet their 
unique needs and prepare them for further education, employment, and independent living. IDEA is a federal 
legislative act that mandated schools in the U.S. to ensure every student with a disability has a FAPE (§300.101) and 
an educational experience based on the concept of equity. This legislation does not translate into meaning that 
students with EBD automatically receive 100% of their education in the general education setting. The FAPE 
concept in IDEA focuses on the provision of access, opportunity, and the rights of students with EBD to an equitable, 
inclusive education included in the scope of socially just education. The purpose of this article is to present a 
conceptual framework that outlines ways in which educators can create socially just schools for students with EBD.  
First, socially just schools will be defined. Second, a description is offered of how educators using the 
implementation suggestions for multi-tiered systems of support with a social justice perspective can act as social 
justice allies for students with EBD. 

Social justice is difficult to define, as there are numerous ways to approach its implementation. The ability to 
implement it into schools that want to remain with a traditional approach of the ‘principal to the teacher, teacher to 
the student’ empowerment structure may not benefit as fully as educational personnel who are ready and want to 
challenge structural injustice and become a socially just school. 

 
2. Definition of Socially Just Schools 

The foundation for socially just schools lies in how and to what degree the implementation of social justice occurs. 
According to McDermott (2017), socially just schools examine their organization to identify who wields power 
concerning individuals who are included in crucial decision-making (i.e., by whom, why, and by what authority). For 
example, social justice educational decision-makers consider the impact of distribution and allocation of finances 
with regard to the needs and future potentials of all students.   

Socially just schools do not treat students equally; they treat students equitably. To treat students equally would be 
unjust and violate the IDEA mandate of specially designed instruction (§300.39). Instead, in a socially just school, 
equitable access is accomplished to meet the unique needs of a student with EBD based on their Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP §300.320; IDEA, 2004; McIntosh, Girvan, Horner, Smolkowski, & Sugai, 2018). The creation 
of a student’s IEP by a team depicts one of the most evident characteristics of a socially just school where the adults 
and students share power that results in respect and dignity (McDermott, 2017; Scott, 2017). The creation of an 
individualized educational plan executed within a socially just school embraces the fundamental concepts found in 
Smyth’s (2004) description of social justice, “Articulating the student’s purposes, advancing a concern for social 
injustice, continually (re)focusing around learning, pursuing a culture of innovation, enacting democratic forms of 
practice, being community-minded, displaying educative forms of leadership, and engaging in critical literacies” (p. 
19). In socially just schools, plans are made with and for students to experience academic, behavioral, and 
social-emotional achievement. 

As educators examine their organization, they become aware of how students with EBD in their schools are 
marginalized and denied their civil rights to FAPE, and recognize the need to change how they approach, react 
attitudinally, and participate in the creation of educational environments. The changes involve shifting to a 
school-wide perspective of social justice and educators who act in the role of social justice allies. Educators need to 
work toward the elimination of segregated educational programs and find multiple ways to provide opportunities for 
inclusive practices. 

 
3. Educators as Social Justice Allies 

Educators can promote social justice for students with EBD by becoming social justice allies and creating schools 
that promote multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) (McIntosh & Goodman, 2016). As educational needs and 
student demographics shift toward more robust challenges, educational personnel need the knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions, to successfully work with the population of diverse students, including students with EBD. Educators, 
especially special educators, understand the need to promote a blended relationship between behaviors and 
academics and to identify the unique needs of students with EBD. This understanding puts educators in an excellent 
position to promote program and policy consideration founded on the principles of social justice. Allies who want to 
promote this blended work between special and general education must become or be aware of the scholarship on 
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disability identification disparities which has a dual nature of both protection and stratification (Artiles, Dorn & Bal, 
2016). While identifying and developing services for students with EBD educators must test their assumptions and 
perceptions about students’ deficits and ableism. Caution is given to allies who walk the fine line between protecting 
and curtailing the educational opportunities for students with special education labels. 

McDermott (2017) provides a formula for becoming a social justice ally that fits educators: Dispositions + 
Preparation + Position = A Social Justice Ally. The first element in the formula, dispositions, is confirmed by the 
passion educators express about educating students. The reward felt by teaching learners is one of the most common 
reasons educators give for entering the profession (Hong, Greene, Roberson, Francis, & Keenan, 2018). Dispositions 
of effective educators provide the drive needed to engage in the second element, preparation. Being prepared to 
teach students requires an understanding of how to be and act strategically (Cordingley, 2015; McDermott, 2017). 
Effective teacher preparation programs for special education teachers provide them with the ability to plan specially 
designed instruction based on students’ IEPs. They learn to begin with the end in mind and shape learning goals, set 
the criterion for student performance and create a vision for success that is purposeful and intentional (Fried & 
Harper, 2017). By creating practices to unlock the potential of the students on the margins, educators build 
relationships that reinforce and activate students’ strengths while developing the needed trust between students and 
educators that can elicit high intellectual and academic performance. The third element in the social justice ally 
formula described by McDermott (2017) is position. She described this element as the institutional sway educators 
possess, and the access educators have to work with a full spectrum of students from the most privileged to the most 
marginalized and the many intersections that entail (e.g., students with disabilities, gender, race, poverty). For 
example, in considering students with EBD, educators can use their position to convince others to join them in 
promoting social justice for students, especially about students’ FAPE.  

As social justice allies, educators stand up for and with those who are not as capable, so that they can stand up for 
themselves. In working with students with EBD, this work is crucial to developing socially just schools where 
students can thrive, achieve, and learn to advocate for themselves.  

 
4. Implementing the MTSS Framework with a Social Justice Perspective 

 More than one-fourth of the states in the United States mandate that schools develop and use multi-tiered systems 
of support (Zirkel, 2015). Both the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and the Individuals with Disabilities Act of 
2004 (IDEA) are associated with the multi-tiered systems of support. The implementation of MTSS programs are 
varied and evidence-based, holistic and systemic approaches with the end-goal of improving student learning and 
social-emotional-behavioral functioning (Avant, 2016; Colorado Department of Education, 2015; Horner, Sugai, & 
Lewis, 2015; Proctor, Graves, & Esch, 2012). See Figure 1 for a graphic depiction of the Colorado MTSS essential 
components. The Colorado definition of a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) is “a prevention-based 
framework of team-driven data-based problem solving for improving the outcomes of every student through family, 
school, and community partnering and a layered continuum of evidence-based practices applied at the classroom, 
school, district, region, and state level.” It is a system focused change approach, rather than a student change 
approach. 
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Figure 1. Colorado MTSS Essential Components 

 
The MTSS framework is designed to serve all students. The social justice conceptual goals of including all students 
and eliminating the marginalization of student groups in schools, can be intentionally accomplished by implementing 
graduated layers of more intensive interventions, building rigorous outcomes through data-driven decisions, and 
collaborative partnering (Freeman et al., 2015; Preston, Wood, & Stecker, 2016; Turse & Albrecht, 2015). When 
done well using the crucial components of being proactive, rewarding students’ performance, providing support for 
struggling students in both academic and behavior areas, MTSS embeds the social justice concept. There are calls for 
the need for more training for educators who are working within the MTSS tiered system of support for all students 
while also understanding how to recognize when students have differences that require tailored learning supports 
(Artiles et al., 2010; Banks & Obiakor, 2015; Klinger & Edwards, 2006). 

A layered tiered system of approach is in more than 16,000 schools in the U.S., Australia, Canada, and Norway 
(McIntosh, Ty, Horner, & Sugai, 2013). A typical graphic depiction of the layered model for these systems of 
support has three tiers. The tiers of instruction are represented as a pyramid with Tier 1defined as universal 
class-wide interventions at the base of the pyramid. Tier 2 is identified as targeted intervention support provided to 
students who need support in addition to Tier 1 interventions. Finally, Tier 3 is identified as support for students who 
need intensive intervention in addition to Tier 1 interventions. Each tier includes specific academic and behavioral 
interventions and supports (Chaparro, Nese, & McIntosh, 2015; Green et al., 2015).  

Implementation of MTSS builds positive learning environments and positive school cultures resulting in a context 
for enhancing student learning and effective academic instruction (Horner & Sugai, 2015). In order to better meet the 
needs of students with EBD in schools, the conceptual framework described in this article adds to the typical MTSS 
model key strategies for realizing social justice. One of the critical components to including students with EBD in 
socially just schools is to create relationship empowerment between adults and students. 

To achieve these relationships, we suggest specific guidelines that are essential for adults and students to integrate 
into their practice and the use of strategies that will enhance their interactions within the MTSS model. These 
guidelines include the teaching of such skills and tools as social and emotional learning (SEL) and social skills 
training (SST), both embedded within the context of positive behavior intervention and supports (Durlak, 
Domitrovich, Weissberg, & Gullotta, 2015; Durlak, Weissberg, Dydmnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). 
Implementing these within the tiered systems will support student academic, behavioral, and social-emotional 
achievement. Figure 2 shows how these programs fit into the MTSS model from a social justice perspective when 
implemented by educators acting as social justice allies. In the following sections, examples of the components of 
social justice, positive behavior interventions and supports, and, social-emotional learning within the MTSS are 
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provided.  

 
Figure 2. Components of the MTSS Three-tiered Practices for Social Justice Allies 

 
4.1 Social Justice 

Students who need specific support in behavior and social-emotional areas can fluidly move up and down through 
the layered tiers for various levels of teaching intensity, and social justice allies can plan successful practice 
opportunities that meet those students’ skill level. Educators are called upon to do their part in attributing a social 
justice perspective when taking action regarding the diversity in schools, separating the advantaged from 
disadvantaged, and the persistent disparities in learning processes. Tier 1 of universal interventions is essential on a 
school-wide level to ensure that students with EBD are included amongst the membership within the student body 
rather than in a marginalized group. Community Building Circles are one example of a tiered-intervention approach 
that (e.g., https://www.edutopia.org/article/circling-community-building) provides a foundation for social justice and 
inclusion within school roles. They create a sense of belonging to a school where discipline is part of strengthening 
relationships, rather than exclusion from group membership. Teachers using a social justice perspective avoid the 
condemnation of a student on personal merit and instead recognize the opportunity to teach a missing skill. 
Addressing students categorized as EBD with the attitude that a student needs a skill in the social arena for school 
functioning, educators can take the opportunity to teach and/or reinforce a student encountering a problem with the 
skill necessary for their success. This position of not seeing the student as the problem, allows solutions to build 
within positive relationships and lead to learning environments in schools that are socially just and equitable. This 
approach establishes an expectation of success for all students and for students with EBD who are nonresponsive to 
this Tier 1 intervention, a Tier 2 support can be provided within the framework or as a stand-alone. An example in 
Tier 2 support for a student who is nonresponsive to community building circles, is the practice of restorative justice. 
Restorative Justice is also a practice of building relationships and demonstrating respectfulness to all students and 
adults within the learning environment. When a student offends the rules and causes harm to someone else, this 
approach is directed at repairing the harm and hopefully the relationship (Gregory, Huang, Anyon, Greer, & 
Downing, 2018). There can be a small percentage of students who are nonresponsive to Tier 2 supports and need 
more intensive Tier 3 supports (Horner, Sugai, & Anderson, 2010). In the model we suggest that social justice allies 
perform an in-depth examination of the particular needs of the students before removing them into isolated intensive 
practices of Tier 3. Small changes that target support using adaptations to the Tier 2 intervention protocol can be 
made and tailoring of a program to be better aligned with student needs. There are a number of ways researchers 
have begun to make these adaptations to increase the effectiveness and to save the need for added resources while 
still maintaining the feasibility and efficiency of Tier 2 supports (See Kilgus, Fallon, & Feinberg, 2016; Fuchs, Fuchs, 
& Malone, 2017; Majeika et al., 2019). 

Students and families who previously experienced marginalization by educators imposing stricter rules on the 
student’s behavior are part of the planning for a school climate based on teaching behavioral skills that demonstrate 
respect, care, and appreciation of one another. Social justice can occur when students and their parents are part of the 
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vital educational processes (Dei, James, Karumancherry, James-Wilson, & Zine, 2000; Riley & Rustique-Forrester, 
2002). The essential component of Family, School, and Community Partnering in the MTSS model serve as a perfect 
vehicle of social justice progression.  

The complexities of how students labeled as EBD initially acquired behaviors leading to their referral to determine 
the need for special education services can create a sense of responsiveness by educators, which can also enhance 
educator/student relationships (Shields, 2004). The research literature confirms that if the educator responsiveness 
increases communication and dialogue with students, parents, and colleagues, positive school climate, student 
success, and achievement follow (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2005; Kose, 2011, Wilson & Horsford, 2014). 

Two other MTSS evidence-based practices that positively affect the academic, behavioral and social achievement of 
students with EBD are Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) programs and Social Skills Training (SST) programs. Both 
SEL and SST program interventions for students with EBD focus on outcomes related to social competence; “the 
ability to initiate and sustain positive relationships and to accomplish a wide range of social tasks” (Wiley & 
Siperstein, 2015, p. 213). SEL interventions typically target underlying cognitive and emotional processes associated 
with social competence whereas SST targets changing observable and measurable behaviors that lead to social 
success. Both of these interventions can be used within the MTSS tiered system and to varying intensities, depending 
on student need. 

4.2 Social-Emotional Learning 

 
Table 1. Selected Tier 1 Evidence-based SEL Programs Based on Evidence-Based and SAFE Criteria 

Program Title Program Focus Grade Range Program Components Contact Information 

Open Circle Recognizing and managing 

emotions, empathy, positive 

relationships and problem- 

solving 

K-5; separate 

lessons for each 

grade 

- Year-long; 32 lessons; 15 minutes 

per lesson 

-Family engagement 

- Instructional strategies: discussion, 

visual displays, skill practice 

http://www.open-circle.org/ 

Positive Action Self-concept, personal 

responsibility for your body and 

mind, managing yourself 

responsibly, getting along with 

others, self-honesty, and 

continual self-improvement 

PreK-12; separate 

lessons for each 

grade through grade 

8; 4 themed kits for 

grades 9-12 

-35 weeks; 4 lessons/week; 15 

minutes per lesson 

-high focus on character, mindset, and 

emotional processes 

-family engagement 

-structured activities for community 

engagement 

-Instructional strategies: discussion, 

visual displays, SEL tools/handouts, 

didactic instruction, books/stories 

https://www.positiveaction.

net/  

Social Decision 

Making/ 

Problem 

Solving 

Program 

Listening, following directions, 

identifying feelings, emotion 

regulation, self-control, personal 

and social awareness, social 

problem solving/ 

decision making, teamwork, 

positive peer relationships 

K-8; separate 

lessons for each 

grade 

-30 lessons; teachers decide how 

much time to spend on each topic 

-family engagement 

-Instructional strategies: discussion, 

visual displays, SEL tools/handouts, 

didactic instruction 

 

http://ubhc.rutgers.edu/sdm/

index.html  

Second Step 

Program 

Skills for learning, empathy, 

emotion management, and 

problem- solving 

PreK-8; separate 

lessons for each 

grade 

-22-25 weeks; 1-5 lessons per week; 

20-45 minutes per lesson; 5-10 

minutes per follow-through activity 

-High focus on conflict resolution and 

cognitive regulation 

-Instructional strategies: Songs, 

kinesthetic activities, games, writing, 

video 

http://www.cfchildren.org/s

econd-step  

(Based on information from CASEL, 2019 and Jones, et al., 2017) 
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SEL is a process through which students and educators understand and manage social, emotional, behavioral, and 
character skills in order to learn how to show empathy, establish positive relationships and demonstrate citizenship 
(CASEL, 2019; Jones et al., 2017). SEL programs were found to be effective with students with EBD as Tier 1 
interventions (Durlak et al., 2015). The most effective SEL programs include evidence-based components identified 
by the acronym SAFE, designating procedures for maximum impact on academic, behavioral, and social 
achievement. The S in SAFE stands for the use of a step-by-step teaching approach; the A identifies that the program 
interventions include active forms of learning; the F substantiates that there is focused and sufficient time on skill 
development; and the E ensure that the program interventions adhere to explicit learning goals (Zmuda & Bradshaw, 
2013). Effective SEL programs and interventions are based on targeted competencies that include: self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2017). Table 1 
showcases several leading SEL programs that promote inclusive socially just school settings. The programs 
described in Table 1 were chosen based on the fact that they meet the criteria for evidence-based practices and the 
SAFE procedures described earlier.  

4.3 Social Skills Training 

 
Table 2. Tier 2 Evidence-based SST Intervention Programs 

Program Title Program Focus Grade Range Program Components Contact Information 

Coping Power Program - Social and emotional 

skills for successful 

transition from 

elementary to middle 

school: goal setting, 

emotional awareness, 

coping with negative 

feelings and situations, 

relaxation techniques, 

study skills, and refusal 

skills 

Upper elementary to 

middle school 

-15-18 months; 34, 50-minute group 

sessions; also has individual sessions; 

- cognitive-behavioral child sessions: 

goal setting, anger management, 

social skills, organization and study 

skills, ability to resist peer pressure, 

entry into positive peer groups, 

-parent component has sessions that 

include training in behavior 

management strategies 

http://www.copingpower

.com/  

Box 870348 

The University of 

Alabama 

Tuscaloosa, AL 35487 

Phone: (205) 348-3535 

Fax: (205) 348-3526 

Early Risers ‘Skills for 

Success’ Program 

-Targets students who 

have been exposed to 

violence and who are at 

high risk for 

development of conduct 

problems;  

-Focus is on improving 

academic and social 

skills and intervening in 

the family environment  

1st-4th grade -6-week summer school program; 

ongoing support during the school 

year for the child and their family; the 

program is coordinated by a family 

advocate; 

-in school lessons for children; 5 

parent meetings throughout the school 

year with activities for the children; 

-competence domains: academic 

competence, behavioral 

self-regulation, social competence, 

parent investment in their child  

Gerald J. August, Ph.D. 

Division of Child and 

Adolescent Psychiatry 

2450 Riverside Avenue, 

F256/2B West  

Minneapolis, MN 

55454-1495 

612-273-9711 (phone) 

612-273-9779 (fax) 

Augus001@umn.edu  

Incredible Years 

Programs 

-Manage anger, solve 

problems, getting along 

with friends, emotional 

awareness; promote 

academic emotional and 

social competence; 

prevent, reduce and treat 

emotional and behavioral 

problems  

PK-6 -20-30 minute lessons for school-age 

children; 

-child treatment program available to 

be used by counselors and therapists; 

-parent and teacher training 

components are included 

-Instructional strategies: videos, 

discussion 

1411 8th Avenue West 

Seattle, WA 98119 

(206)285-7565 

http://www.incredibleye

ars.com/  

(Based on information from Wiley & Siperstein, 2015) 
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Beginning with early preventative interventions with school-wide Tier 1, SST programs can be some of the most 
potent work a social justice ally can promote to keep students in inclusive settings as part of the school student body. 
Keeping students with EBD with their peers and including them in supports such as community building, 
relationship strengthening, and social-emotional understanding allows them opportunities for authentic practice of 
skills taught. 

While there were no Tier 2 or Tier 3 SST programs that met evidence based-practice criteria for students with EBD, 
there were several promising ones (Wiley & Siperstein, 2015). Table 2 provides information about three promising 
SST programs that resulted in improved social competence for students with EBD when implemented as Tier 2 
interventions. These promising interventions for students with EBD involved combinations of modeling, coaching, 
practice, feedback, and other methods derived from applied behavior analysis (Lane, Kalber, & Menzies, 2013; Scott, 
2017; Wiley & Siperstein, 2015). These interventions support the notion that the key to effective SST interventions 
for students with EBD is the identification of individual needs related to the function of the behavior, competing 
behaviors, and acquisition and performance strengths and needs (e.g., cannot do vs. will not do).  

Reviewing the SST programs requires consideration of the individual needs of students with EBD and what is likely 
to work with them. What seems to be most evident when considering the promotion of inclusive, socially just school 
environments for students with EBD is the need for MTSS to address their unique targeted and intensive academic, 
behavioral and social-emotional learning needs. High-quality, evidence-based practice Tier 1 SEL interventions, and 
Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) combined with promising practice Tier 2 SST interventions 
provide ideas for meeting these needs. It is the combination of these interventions that will result in the most 
significant impact on achievement (Lane, Oakes, & Menzies, 2014; Wiley & Siperstein, 2015). 

4.4 Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports  

PBIS is the designated interventions and supports found within the tiers of the MTSS. The core features of PBIS as 
outlined by McIntosh, Girvan, Horner, Smolkowski and Sugai, (2014) are:  

1) Define and teach a small set of school-wide behavior expectations to all students (e.g., through interventions 
such as SEL, SST),  

2) Establish a regular pattern whereby all adults recognize, reinforce, and reward displayed desired student 
behavior, 

3) Minimize the likelihood that problem behavior will be rewarded,  

4) Provide multiple tiers of intervention intensity to meet the needs of all students (i.e., MTSS), and  

5) Engage in the collection of data for decision-making. 

Addressing schoolwide PBIS using authority to balance the power-sharing with others, not control over, will result in 
creating productive, positive, safe and orderly learning environments. In a socially just school, how teachers and 
administrators use authority to create disciplinary and instructional procedures that minimize power, relationships are 
key! Smyth (2004) referred to the balanced power concept in his description of a socially just school (e.g., enact 
democratic forms of practice). McIntosh et al. (2014) said that the same effect resulted in schools with the 
implementation of the PBIS core principles.  

Social justice allies learn to analyze the discipline data collected through PBIS implementation and instead of 
blaming students for breaking rules and not showing acceptable social skills, they clarify and reteach rules, reinforce 
when desired behaviors are displayed, and reward through the support system. In these ways, social justice allies in 
schools promote student thinking and analyze problem situations using dignity-preserving skills. In teaching and 
reinforcing opportunities where social skills can address conflicts between students, allies support the power balance 
amongst peers and ready students for the potential human conflicts that are inevitable. Instead of the strict adherence 
to a list of policies and rules that aim to constrain student behavior to a predetermined set of reactions, social justice 
allies use skills to defuse situations and appeal to relationship cultivation.  

The implementation of PBIS involves social change based in the impact of creating a welcoming campus climate, 
purposeful positive interactions with students by educators, using data to drive instructional equity, regardless of the 
students’ presentation of social and behavioral challenges. The positive support system nurtured using PBIS allows 
for social and instructional influences to ripple school-wide. In schools that employ a PBIS framework, all educators 
are champions for students with EBD, not just the special education teachers; all educators school-wide strive to 
have positive interactions with all students including those identified with EBD. To sustain this type of environment 
requires support from district administrators, support for training, implementation, and maintenance on all levels.  
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5. Conclusion  

Students with EBD experience marginalization in schools at a higher rate than their peers without disabilities. There 
is evidence in both research and practice that educators who practice Social Justice with an MTSS model can 
overcome the power imbalance that attributes to the disparities of educational access by students with EBD. The 
importance of students with EBD to be immersed in the learning environment, included with their peer group, and to 
access quality academic instruction that will allow them to move through their educational experience toward 
graduation is the focus of the suggested model.   

This article provided suggestions of interventions in a tiered system of support for educators to ensure equity and 
social justice in inclusive schools for students with EBD. The most evident characteristic of socially just schools is 
that adults and students exercise a balanced use of power with each other. Ideas for creating socially just schools 
were shared. These ideas included articulating purpose and how these ideas intersect with a multi-component MTSS 
framework that influences equity in school settings. Evidence-based practice Tier 1 SEL programs and promising 
practice Tier 2 SST programs for the development of social competence in students with EBD were described. 
Development of social competence for students with EBD was found to promote academic, behavioral and 
social-emotional achievement and success in schools. Implementing these interventions while being social justice 
allies in socially just schools offer the best opportunity for students with EBD to receive an equitable and socially 
just education in schools thereby achieving social justice regarding their civil right to a FAPE.  
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