
Removing Bias 
and Taking 
Action:

A PBIS Approach to 
Equity



Objectives:

● Attendees will learn about deficit thinking and 
how this connects with implicit bias.

● Attendees will review strategies to combat 
deficit thinking within an MTSS model 
utilizing positive behavior approaches and 
practices.

● Attendees will problem-solve how to 
reframe deficit thinking into a proactive 
action step



Warm-Up Activity
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Discussion Question:

Think about a case in which a 
student displays disruptive behavior in 
class

In discussion with teachers/staff, 
what often comes up as root causes 
of the student’s behavior?
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http://dontchangethislink.peardeckmagic.zone?eyJ0eXBlIjoiZ29vZ2xlLXNsaWRlcy1hZGRvbi1yZXNwb25zZS1mb290ZXIiLCJsYXN0RWRpdGVkQnkiOiIxMDAyMDI1NTk4Mjg1NDg4NzExNDQiLCJwcmVzZW50YXRpb25JZCI6IjF5RHdvcGNSNVRDeUlRQ0pZTDFRQ1c0WDl6amNXQnU2cUZpeXJRTGZGYkxZIiwiY29udGVudElkIjoiY3VzdG9tLXJlc3BvbnNlLWZyZWVSZXNwb25zZS10ZXh0Iiwic2xpZGVJZCI6ImczNjA2ZjFjMmRfMzAiLCJjb250ZW50SW5zdGFuY2VJZCI6IjF5RHdvcGNSNVRDeUlRQ0pZTDFRQ1c0WDl6amNXQnU2cUZpeXJRTGZGYkxZLzAxNjQ1ZWJkLTcxMjctNDg1MS05NGY1LWQzY2EwNGQ0ZDM5YyJ9pearId=magic-pear-metadata-identifier


Today we will review a collection 
of research

● There may be pieces of this 
presentation/ discussion that 
feel uncomfortable

● This information is not meant 
to suggest anyone is causing 
harm (intentionally or 
otherwise)
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● This presentation is 
designed to recognize how 
reframing our thoughts can 
help improve our approach 
with all students



Research by Dr. Kelsie Reed asked teachers what 
they saw as root causes of behavior - common 

responses:

● Family background
● Lack of structure
● Domestic issues
● Attention seeking
● No parental support
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● Learning disability
● No father present
● Lack of educational 

skills
● Chaotic household

Approximately 86% of the 300 teachers in the 
study gave responses that fell in this category

(Reed, 2020)



This is considered “deficit thinking”

● Deficit thinking involves the act of 
blaming a student, a student’s family, or 
a student’s culture for academic or 
behavioral difficulties that occur at 
school - this can lead educators to 
believing shortcomings cannot be 
remedied at school 
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Deficit Thinking Can...

● Lead educators to assume nothing 
can be done to support the student

● Lead educators to lower 
expectations for the student
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Deficit Thinking can be a 
result of Implicit Bias

Implicit Bias: an unconscious preference for or a 
prejudice against a group of people which can 
affect how we treat others.
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 Implicit Bias
1. Operates at the subconscious level.
2. Runs contrary to our conscious 

beliefs.
3. The mental associations we make 

about people, ideas, and objects 
shape our behavior and often do 
harm to others. 

Source: TED Talk- Dushaw Hockett

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kKHSJHkPeLY
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As you can see, many of us start 
with deficit thinking and bias

Dr. Reed posits the concern arises not from what 
root cause we attribute the behaviors to

The problem lies in how we 
think and talk about students
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The other “14” percent - 
Alternatives to Deficit Thinking

● We need more SEL 
training for teachers and 
admin

● Student is bored
● Inconsistent 

expectations from 
teacher
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● Needs assistance 
completing work

● The student might not be 
engaged in current 
activity

● Communication amongst 
building teams is lacking
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Discussion Question:
How are these perceived 
causes different?

http://dontchangethislink.peardeckmagic.zone?eyJ0eXBlIjoiZ29vZ2xlLXNsaWRlcy1hZGRvbi1yZXNwb25zZS1mb290ZXIiLCJsYXN0RWRpdGVkQnkiOiIxMDAyMDI1NTk4Mjg1NDg4NzExNDQiLCJwcmVzZW50YXRpb25JZCI6IjF5RHdvcGNSNVRDeUlRQ0pZTDFRQ1c0WDl6amNXQnU2cUZpeXJRTGZGYkxZIiwiY29udGVudElkIjoiY3VzdG9tLXJlc3BvbnNlLWZyZWVSZXNwb25zZS10ZXh0Iiwic2xpZGVJZCI6ImdhZTgwMjQ3NzgxXzBfMzMiLCJjb250ZW50SW5zdGFuY2VJZCI6IjF5RHdvcGNSNVRDeUlRQ0pZTDFRQ1c0WDl6amNXQnU2cUZpeXJRTGZGYkxZLzg5YmY2ZGJjLTZkMWYtNDg5Yy1iZTAzLWFkZDE5MTEzODgwZiJ9pearId=magic-pear-metadata-identifier


Think of this in terms of your “Circle of Control”
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Instead of considering the deficits of 
the student or their home life…

We need to shift our thinking to 
consider what supports we are 
failing to provide. 

We must shift our thinking
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Disaggregate Data

● Use and create tools in your district to 
evaluate number of majors and 
suspensions across demographics

● Determine levels of overrepresenation 
for groups
○ Example: 10% of your students are on 

an IEP, but 25% of your discipline 
majors are by students with IEPs = 
15% over-representation
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Support Educators through 
Equity Focused PD

● Should get a pulse for where your 
staff is starting
○ Could create questionnaire on 

perceived equity PD needs
○ Identify actual needs based on 

data
● Address appropriate needs with an 

awareness of staff readiness  
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Adapt Practices to Meet Needs 
and Values

● Should get a pulse for where your 
staff is starting
○ Could create questionnaire on 

perceived equity PD needs
○ Identify actual needs based on 

data
● Address appropriate needs with an 

awareness of staff readiness  
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High Expectations for Each 
Student
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● When following a “problem-solving” 
model, it can be easy to fall into a 
trap of admiring the problem utilizing 
deficit thinking

● Important to utilize data and 
objective information to determine of 
patterns exist

● Important to Reframe for Tier 3



How can we 
REFRAME?
Reframing can help us identify 
and confront our own biases 
and improve our sense of 
efficacy
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Reframing Activity

● You hear a child’s teacher say 
“They come from mess.”

● “We can make progress if the 
parents just get them here.”

● “So they have time to be on 
facebook during our conference 
but won’t prioritize coming to the 
school to see how their kid is 
doing?” 

● “This kid is performing to their 
ability, we can’t expect them to 
do any better.”

● “My class is too far behind for 
grade level work.”

● “They don’t care.  They don’t 
want to learn.”
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“Imagine if we did our best to reframe all 
root causes that blame families or blame 

students into root causes that are within our 
control? Not only does this encourage a 

more positive outlook toward the student, it 
prevents us from giving up on the student. 

● Dr. Kelsie Reed, NCSP 
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Let’s talk about Expectations
● What has research on “expectations” taught us?

○ It is possible and imperative to maintain 
compassion and accountability (a “warm 
demander”)

● When we have lower expectations (deficit thinking), 
we end up with students with lower performance

● When we have high expectations, students perform 
better!  High expectations correlate with high 
achievement and are critical for cultural 
competence
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The No Nonsense Nurturer / 
Warm Demander

● “She doesn’t play”

● “He wants me to stay 
after school until my 
homework is done.” 

● “She would never let 
me fail.”

● “He comes to my game 
to cheer me on.” 
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Students sharing why they are successful in their classroom….

These students are sharing no nonsense qualities (refusing to let them fail) while 
noting their nurturing sides (life-altering relationships).

No Nonsense

Demander

Nurturer

Warm

Resource: Every Student, Every Day by Kristyn Klei Borrero



What does this mean for PBIS?

● Having the same building expectations / using 
your matrix are the building blocks for high 
behavior expectations

● Reframing expectations to be presented positively 
and clearly are ways to be a warm demander

● Working as a class and school to have student 
input when creating matrices/expectations to help 
honor cultural strengths
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Cultural Competence in PBIS 
Includes

● Holding high expectations for all students

● Using students’ cultures and experiences to enhance 
their learning

● Providing all students with access to effective 
instruction and adequate resources for learning
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Bringing it Back to… 
No-Nonsense Nurturer/Warm Demander

● Balance expectations and structure with compassion and love 

○ It’s BECAUSE I care about you that I continue to expect 
this

○ I’m letting you down if I don’t teach you everything I can

○ I know you can do this

○ You are just as capable as anyone else
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Body Language and Tone

● Remember to think about your body 
language and your tone - communicate 
kindness and caring with your body when 
you encourage them to rise to your 
expectations
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The Warm Demander & No 
Nonsense Nurturer Revisited

Yelling at kids 
thinking this makes 
you demanding or 
portraying “No 
Nonsense” 

Lowering 
expectations 
because you 
believe this makes 
kids think you care 
about them and 
their circumstances. 

Making it a point to 
develop friendships 
that blur the lines 
of the 
teacher-student 
relationship
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Let’s make sure you know what it is not!



Continuum Revisited

Has your original self-rating from the beginning of the 
session changed?
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“You have to ignore it when a child says, ‘I 
don’t want to,’ because what they’re really 
saying is, ‘I don’t think I can and I need you 

to believe in me until I can believe in 
myself.’

-Shanna Peeples, 2015 CCSSO 

National Teacher of the Year
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Thanks!
Any questions?
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References and Resources
● Deficit Thinking work of Dr. Kelsie Reed (soon releasing book 

with Dr. Byron McClure)
● Center on PBIS - Equity (pbis.org/topics/equity)

○ Using Discipline Data within SWPBIS to Identify and 
Address Disproportionality: A Guide for School Teams

● A collection of research and next steps is linked here, in the: 
Ready to Learn, Empowered to Teach: Guiding Principles for 
Effective Schools and Successful Students issued by the National 
Association of School Psychologists (NASP)

● Multiplication is for white people: Raising expectations for other 
people’s children by Lisa Delpit

● Every Student, Every Day: A No-Nonsense Nurturer Approach to 
Reaching All Learners by Kristyn Klei Borrero
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https://www.lessonsforsel.com/post/deficit-thinking-in-schools-is-a-social-justice-issue-here-s-why-we-need-to-do-better?utm_campaign=0d0488d5-ccea-4663-a2f9-44fb8aeb565a&utm_source=so&utm_medium=mail&cid=48b113fd-0d37-4213-8dbb-1b341546cac2
https://www.pbis.org/topics/equity
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1R94Pw2-QAE1WZHEf9ENKcSam-ZgG2cfF/view?usp=sharing
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