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Structuring Classrooms
Through Levels Systems

Anne M. Bauer and Thomas M. Shea

The implementation of levels systems has recently increased in public school programs
for students with behavioral disorders. These systems, emerging from residential and
treatment programs for students with complex behavioral disorders, have been applied
with adolescents involved in substance abuse (Coghlan, Gold, Dohrenwend, & Zimmer-
man, 1973), adolescents who are incarcerated (Reid, 1979), and students in residential
treatment facilities (Mitchell, 1980; Rosenstock & Levy, 1978; Gable & Strain, 1981).
Though levels systems are gaining popularity, there are few reports in the literature of
their application in public school settings (Braaten, 1979; Gersten, 1984; LaNunziata,
Hunt, & Cooper, 1984; Bauer, Shea, & Keppler, 1986; Mastropieri, Jenne, & Scruggs,
1988). The reports that do exist suggest that levels systems facilitate student self-reinforce-
ment and self-management, the durability and generalization of treatment gains, and the
fading of other management structures such as a token economy.

This article defines levels systems and presents a brief overview of the characteristics
of levels systems. A review of the literature points out that levels systems address variables
related to effective instruction and behavior management. Three systems are presented
here, followed by step-by-step procedures for developing a levels system. The article
concludes with a discussion of advantages and disadvantages of the levels system approach
to classroom management.
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DEFINITION OF LEVELS SYSTEMS

Levels systems are classroom structures, or “regularized
patterns for conducting work and processing information in
classroom environments” (Doyle & Carter, 1984, p. 127).
Levels systems provide an organizational framework
through which a range of behavior management strategies
are applied to shape students’ social, communicative, and
academic behaviors to preestablished levels. As students
progress through behavioral, social, and academic levels,
expectation and privileges are increased. Representative
strategies that may be applied within this organizational
framework include token economy, positive reinforcement,
contingency contracting, social skills training, group and
individual counseling, and expressive arts therapy (Bauer
et al., 1986).

Though each levels system must be designed to respond
to the unique characteristics of the individuals and the in-
structional setting in which it is to be applied, the systems
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_have several characteristics in common. Each system in-

cludes a description of four to six levels of behavioral,
academic, and social expectations and the criteria for move-
ment from one level to another. The description of each
level includes an explicit explanation of behaviors, expecta-
tions, restrictions, and privileges. Within this framework
there is the opportunity for extensive variation and indi-
vidualization.

SUPPORT FROM THE LITERATURE
FOR LEVELS SYSTEMS

Levels systems are reponsive to two issues that are dis-
cussed frequently in the current literature on effective class-
room interaction: explicitness and problem ownership.

Explicitness

The literature clearly indicates a need for explicitness on
behalf of teachers in their interactions with students. Brophy
(1982) states that “teacher failure to explain the purpose of
activities adequately often produces discrepancies between
the meaning of those activities as seen by teacher and stu-
dents” (p. 10). Levels systems are responsive to this need
to explicitly describe the purpose of activities.
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For example, in an interview with one of the authors, a
student who had been placed in a classroom with a levels
system was able to describe the purpose of group meetings,
the behavior required for participation and to earn rewards,
and the level of behavior required to leave the classroom
and enter a less restrictive setting. The behaviors the student
described were equivalent to those the teacher described.
The system, then, has the potential to decrease the discrepan-
cies between teacher and student perceptions of the meaning
of classroom activities and goals.

Hood, McDermott, and Cole (1980) provide additional
support for the explicit nature of levels systems. They
suggest that teachers should describe the social organization
of situations in which individuals display abilities and dis-
abilities. Teachers should define task environments in terms
of the supports students need to organize their behavior and
their environment. The specific levels within a system pro-
vide students with expectancies and privileges that facilitate
the displays of abilities, rather than allowing them to enter
situations in which their disabilities are evident. Levels care-
fully define task environments and provide greater structure
and less student choice and initiative at lower levels, with
gradually increasing responsibilities in these areas at higher
levels.

Levels systems encourage the development of a classroom
learning orientation. Marshall (1987) suggests that to build
a classroom learning orientation, (a) activities should be
framed to provide initial motivation; (b) reinforcement and
teacher attention should be focused on redirection and sup-
port; (c) errors should be addressed as ways to gain insight
into learning; (d) responsibility for learning and evaluation
should be shared; (e) expectations and standards should be
explicitly stated; and (f) management strategies should be
proactive, helping students toward self-regulated learning,
rather than simply work or compliance. Levels systems pro-
vide initial and ongoing motivation through increased
privileges with attention on meeting goals. Achievement
and maintenance of a specific behavioral level is shared by
teacher and student, with explicitly stated goals at each
level. Finally, the structure of levels systems provides a
gradual increase in self-regulated learning.

From a sociolinguistic perspective, levels systems are
also appropriate. Puro and Bloome (1987) suggest that what
students traditionally learn in classrooms is how to contex-
tualize what is happening in the room, their personal be-
havior, others’ behavior, academic tasks, and communica-
tive contexts. Thus, the communicative context of the class-
room becomes a frame through which students interpret and
redefine classroom learning. As a consequence of the usual

invisibility of this frame, problems arise among both teachers
and students. In levels systems, however, the behavioral
and communicative context is visible, with explicit indica-
tions of responsibilities, privileges, and the means of increas-
ing both responsibilities and privileges.

The explicit nature of levels systems fosters self-direction
(Scobie, 1983). The frequency of ambiguous situations,
which decrease successful interaction, is decreased. The
explicit nature of the responsibilities and privileges within
the classroom context becomes mutually reinforcing.

Problem Ownership

Paris and Oka (1986) suggest that self-management may
be fostered by encouraging students to have individual stan-
dards for success and failure, so that failure is defined rela-
tive to one’s personal expectations and experiences instead
of by comparisons to other students. Levels systems are
responsive to this suggestion, in that each student works
individually to accomplish personal goals. Problem owner-
ship, then, is the student’s rather than the teacher’s.

Fantuzzo, Polite, Cook, and Quinn (1988) contrasted the
effectiveness of teacher and student management of class-
room interventions. In their review of elementary-age stu-
dents, which did not include students who were mentally
retarded, student-management interventions resulted in
greater treatment effects than teacher-management interven-
tions. A significant positive relationship, in fact, was found
between the number of intervention components that were
student-management and treatment effects.

The literature on problem ownership also describes a con-
tinuum of support in which the teacher begins in a directive
manner, moving to contracting, then to delegating, and fi-
nally to collaborating with students. This gradual fading of
teacher support is reflective of increases in self-regulating
behavior (Scobie, 1983). As students progress through a
levels system, the teacher’s role becomes less directive and
more supportive.

LEVELS SYSTEMS IN THE LITERATURE

Coghlan et al. (1973) authored one of the earlier reports
of the use of a levels system. A four-level system, associated
with a token economy, was used in an adolescent substance
abuse program. The levels system was believed to increase
participants’ tolerance for delayed gratification and increase
the use of self-reinforcement.

In another study with adolescents, Mitchell and Cockrum
(1980) described a levels system implemented in a treatment
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facility. In this system, weekly staff meetings were held to
determine assignment to levels. Each level progressively
increased student privileges and allowance money. In com-
parison to the application of positive peer culture, they re-
ported more behavioral incidents and more aggression in
the levels system. Rosenstock and Levy (1978) reported on
a system, used in a psychiatric hospital, which allowed the
staff to promote a patient to another level for therapeutic
purposes, rather than to promote patients on the basis of
accumulated points. They suggested that use of the levels
system increased identification with successful peer models
and greater parent support.

Classroom-based levels systems also are reported in the
literature. Braaten (1979) and LaNunziata, Hunt, and
Cooper (1984) implemented levels systems to assist in the
successful fading of token economies. Gersten (1984) de-
scribed a five-level system employed in classrooms for ado-
lescents. Bauer, Shea, and Keppler (1986) reported on levels
systems used in public school programs at both the elemen-
tary and secondary levels. Shea and Bauer (1987) and
Walker and Shea (1988) described levels systems imple-
mented in a secondary school special education program for
students with behavioral disorders.

Mastropieri, Jenne, and Scruggs (1988) reported the re-
sults of two studies on the efficacy of a levels system in a
high school English class resource room serving students
with behavioral disorders and those with learning disabilities
and behavior problems. Their data indicate that a four-level
system was effective in decreasing disruptive and off-task
behavior, and that a three-level system was effective in
increasing task completion. Students engaged in contracting,
self-monitoring, and peer evaluation, and they worked solely
for greater independence and responsibility as reinforcers.

SAMPLE LEVELS SYSTEMS

To illustrate the implementation of levels systems, three
sample programs are described. The first currently is used
with elementary students who have severe behavior disor-
ders, the second with secondary students having behavioral
disorders, and the third in a public school program for stu-
dents with moderate behavior disorders.

An Elementary Levels System

The levels system used in the Greater Clark County Spe-
cial Education Cooperative (GCCSEC) day treatment pro-
gram for students with severe behavioral disorders, rep-

resented in Table 1, was developed to increase self-manage-
ment. Progress through the system is monitored by both
student and teacher. Points are earned continuously during
the school day in the areas of academic, behavior, and social
skills. Increased frequency of appropriate behaviors and de-
creased frequency of inappropriate behaviors are both mea-
sured to determine progress. The goals and objectives of
the GCCSEC levels system are individually determined, and
staff meetings are held weekly to review student perform-
ance, revise expectations, and change levels.

The GCCSEC system is composed of five levels: Level
1 (Entry Level), Level 2 , Level 3 (Transition Level, during
which students begin reintegration into classes housed in
local public schools), Level 4 (Follow-up Level, during
which students continue to be monitored by the Day Treat-
ment Program staff), and Ground Level (Disciplinary
Level). Reinforcement is faded in this system through in-
creasing the length of time between awarding points. If a
student fails to meet requirements to maintain the current
level, the student is placed on the previous level fora 1-week
period before being moved permanently to the lower level.
If, during this 1-week probation period, the student earns
80% of the possible points, he or she regains the privileges
of the original level. Each level’s expectations and privileges
include those of the previous levels.

A Secondary School Day Treatment
Center Levels System

Children’s Center for Behavior Disorders (CCBD), which
serves students with severe behavior disorders, employs a
five-level system, designed to increase student responsibility
and self-control. Points are earned for specific classroom
and school behavior, but, unlike the GCCSEC system, points
earned that day may be deducted for specific inappropriate
behaviors. Individual student contracts, negotiated by stu-
dent, teacher, therapist, and counselor, are used to indi-
vidualize each student’s goals.

In addition, reflective of recurrent issues with adolescents,
criteria pertaining to attendance, participation in group meet-
ings and therapy, and serious offenses (deliberate aggression
against staff or student, possession of drugs or alcohol,
possession of a weapon, attending school under the influence
of drugs or alcohol) are included in the system. Students
are provided with a handbook describing the system in great
detail. Students are required to formally petition to move
from level to level. A sample level from this system is
presented in Table 2.



A Public School Special Class Levels System

The Personal Adjustment Levels System (PALS), a five-
level system for secondary students with moderate behavior
disorders, is designed to facilitate self-motivation and
academic achievement. Table 3 illustrates PALS. The goal
of the system is reintegration into regular education. Small-
group and individual counseling sessions are an integral part
of the treatment program. All students in Levels I through
IV are required to attend group. Students who fail to attend
group remain at Day 1 of their present level.

Unlike the previous systems, initial level placement is
determined by a support team. There is a minimum stay at
each level. Students can earn bonus days for appropriate
behavior or lose days for suspension and inappropriate be-
havior.

DESIGNING A LEVELS SYSTEM

These three examples represent the flexibility of the levels
system approach. Each system includes a description of
each level, criteria for movement between levels, and the
behaviors, expectations, and privileges for each level. Each
level system must be developed to reflect the needs of the
individual and the group with which it is applied and, in all
probability, will require periodic modification. To design
an effective levels system, the following steps are suggested:

1. Determine the entry-level behaviors of students for
whom you are designing the system. For example, students
who enter the GCCSEC program have difficulty initiating
assignments independently, interacting appropriately with
peers and adults, and attending to task. Initially they are
removed from the group if they exhibit inappropriate be-
havior more than 10 times each day. Entry-level behaviors
may be classified in several ways. In the GCCSEC system,
they are classified as behavioral, academic, and social.

2. Determine the terminal-level behaviors for the students
Jor whom you are designing the system. For the GCCSEC
students, terminal behaviors are those of the next less restric-
tive setting (e.g., special class for students with behavior
disorders in public school). In the CCBD system, terminal
behaviors are expectations of the teachers in secondary
school regular and special class, and supervisors and em-
ployers in a work setting. Behaviors should be expressed
in a positive manner (e.g., “keeps hands and feet to self,”
rather than “no hitting or kicking”; “be on time for work
and bring needed materials” rather than “don’t be late, and
don’t forget to bring your materials”).

3. Determine the intermediary behaviors between entry
and terminal behaviors. In this step, list at least two, but
no more than four, sets of behaviors that evenly distribute
expectations between those established for the entry and
terminal levels. This gradual increase in expectations is rep-
resented in the CCBD system, in which Level Two students
must complete work on time for four of five assignments,
four days a week, and Level Three students must complete
four of five assignments, five days a week. Write the sets
of graduated expectations on separate sheets of paper labeled
“Level 17 through “Level 4.” At this point you may wish
to consider naming levels, rather than using numeral or
letter designations. We have observed systems in which
levels have been named for colors, animals, or other
categories (e.g., freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior).

4. Consider a disciplinary level. If a disciplinary level
is desired, describe its expectations and limits separately.
In the GCCSEC system, expectations of the disciplinary
level are the same as expectations for the level immediately
below the one the student was on prior to the offense resulting
in Ground Level placement. In the CCBD program, restric-
tions unique to the disciplinary level are designated.

5. Consider a transition and follow-up level. A transition
level would focus on behaviors in a shared placement in the
special program and a less restrictive program. Expectations
for this level may include participation in support activities
(counseling, therapy), interactions with the new teacher and
students, attendance, and completion of assignments. In the
follow-up level, these supports are systematically faded.

6. Determine the privileges appropriate for students be-
ginning the program (entry level) and leaving the program
(terminal level). Entry-level privileges usually are limited
and are closely supervised. Terminal-level privileges en-
courage greater student freedom and responsibility and are
similar to the privileges available to students in the less
restrictive setting.

7. Evenly distribute privileges among the levels. Remem-
ber to plan for the fading of student supports and increased
personal responsibility for behavior as the student progresses
through the system.

8. Develop a mechanism for moving among levels. Sev-
eral mechanisms for moving among levels have been
suggested in the literature. Students may be required to stay
at each level for a minimum period of time, such as in the



TABLE 1
GCCSEC Level System

Level lll Level IV Ground Level
Levell Levelll (V=-day Transition) |(Complete Transition)
Maximum
Lengthof Stay | 9weeks 9 weeks 6-18 weeks 6 weeks 1-5days
Requirements —— 80% of possible 80% of possible 90% of possible —_
for Maintaining points (4 of every points (4 of every points (30 of every
Level Status 5days) 5days) 35 days
Requirements | 90% of possible points | 90% of possible points | Min.: 90% of possible | Meets criteria Level —80% pos. pts.
for Advancing (45 of 55 days); no (45 of 55 days); no points (30 of 35 days); | established by public | Level I85% pos. pts.
toNextLevel more than 10time- more than 5 time- Max: 90% of possible | school SEHteachers Level [1-90%pos. pts.
outs outs points (90/100 days)
Academic Starts assignments Starts and completes Starts and completes Meets criteria Same expectations
Expectations on command; during assignments within assignments within established by public for level belowthe one
weeks 1-5, on task specified time; specified time; stays student was on prior
for 15 min. of each 2 on-task behavior: on task independently to offenseresuiting
hour; weeks 6-9, on Weeks 1-2—20/30 30 minutes atatime in Ground Level
| task 20/30 min. of each | min.; weeks 3-4—25/45 placement
Y2 hr. (not necessarily min.; weeks 5-9—
consecutively 30/45 mins.
Behavioral Discusses individual Independently states Self-isolation (no Meets criteria Same expectations for
Expectations goals + classrules individual goals and time-outs); assists established by public level studentwas on
with teacher daily; no class rules daily; no teacherin selecting school SEH teachers prior to offense

more than 10time-
outs; bus points +
85% (45 of 50 days)

more than 5 time-outs;
bus points + 90%
(4 of 5days)

appropriate goals;
delayed attention from
teacher after raising
hand; meets criteria
establishedin SEH
programin regular
school; bus points +
90% (4 of 5days)

resultingin Ground
Level; states reason
for Ground Level
placement and
alternative strategies
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Social Skills Demonstrates ability Demonstrates ability Daily contributions Meets criteria Same expectations for

Expectations to participate in tointeract during class meetings; | establishedin SEH level below the one
supervised activity appropriatelywith2or | daily participationin programin regular student was on prior
with 1 student; attends | more peers atatime social skills and school to offense resulting in
daily class meetings; without supervision; vocational education Ground Level
participatesin daily contributions to groups; encourages placement
individual activity discussions during peersregularly; meets
time class meetings; all criteria established

complimentsothersat | in SEH programin
leastonce a day; regular school
daily participationin

groups (social skills

and vocational

education)

Privileges Free time using Unescorted restroom Upto 2-day Includes all privileges One-half the amount
equipmentin anddrink breaks; placementinregular used in SEH program of free time earned by
classroom; special setstable atlunch; school program; lunch | inregular school student prior to
activities with staff runs errands within outside of school with offense resultingin
members; Level | building; Level Il staff memberoncea Ground Level;
purchases inclass purchasesinclass week; “free” Friday restricted choice of
store store, snacks and once amonth; activities for free time

softdrinks at unsupervisedto and (no computer, record
specified times; and from bus player, tape recorder,
locker assignment _— overhead projector);
Early transition with scheduled restroom
30 consecutive days and drink breaks
of +90% supervised at all times

Offenses resulting in ground level placement:
Physical abuse to peer (3 days)
Physical abuse to staff (5 days)
Running away from assigned area
Destruction of property
Possession of drugs
Setting off fire alarm
Possession of weapons
Excessive swearing (student must be given warning before being placed on Ground Level for swearing)

Source: Clark County Special Education Co-op (Indiana). Used by permission.
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TABLE 2
Level Two from CCBD Levels System

Level Two is for the person who is trying to change but is still having great difficulty getting along with others,
following rules, and with self-control. The Level Two individual has demonstrated the desire to change and has
accepted personal responsibility for change. To demonstrate Level Two behavior, you:

1. Complete four of five academic assignments a day. (Your classroom teacher and counselor determine whether

work is completed.) Leaving class without permission is the same as refusing to work. It is up to the teacher
and counselor to make sure the work is appropriate.

. Attend school four of five days, have no more than four absences in any 4-week period (excused or unexcused).

If you have more than four absences in one 4-week period, a team meeting will be held to determine if you
can remain on level.

3. Maintain a daily average of 115 points (maximum points that can be earned a day is 175).

How do you get from Level Two to Level Three?

ook wn

Complete five of five assignments at least four days a week.

Complete work on time four of five assignments a day, four days a week.
New students must attend five of five days during the first week.

Average at least 134 points a day for at least one week.

Petition to move to Level Three.

Attend four of five days, with no unexcused absences the week you petition.

Restrictions

—

SLoNo,rLN A

No field trips, including swimming, bowling, and skating.
No team sports.

Supervised, room-restricted lunch periods.
No video games or radio/cassette player.
No visiting.

No off-grounds contracts.

No phone call privileges.

No work study.

No community job sites.

Can enter hall during scheduled bathroom breaks only with adult supervision.

Privileges

—

. Earn points. :

Cigarette breaks—limited to two a day (after breakfast, after lunch, if smoking permit has been purchased
with points).

Can have on-grounds contracts (walking around building, shooting baskets in gym, visiting with staff with pass).
Can use store, but no credit will be extended, and no layaways.

Source: Children’s Center for Behavioral Development, 353 N. 88th St., Edgemont, IL 62203. Used by permission.



TABLE 3
PALS

Length of stay Requirements Incentives
Levell Personal goal-setting conference. In-school field trips.
20days Personal IEP conference. One cafeteria pass per week.
(oras Learn school rules, PALS rules, daily routine. Off-campus lunch with teacher.
contracted Login journal daily Break time with teacher.
withteacher)  Keep record of assignments. Bonus days.
Participate in weekly group therapy. Freetimeinclass.
Maintain appropriate behavior 70% of the time.  Food privileges in classroom.
Complete 65% of assignments
Participate in required class activities.
Document “helping others project” on a weekly
basis.
Maintain stable attendance.
Progress on 60% of IEP goals.
Contained for all classes except PE.
Pass 75% of classes.
Levelll Login journal three times each week. In-school field trips.
30days Personal IEP conference to review objectives Bonus days.
and program. 2 cafeteria passes per week.
Participate in weekly group therapy. 2 off-campus lunches with teacher.
Complete 75% of assignments. Freetimeinclass.
Maintain appropriate behavior 75% of the time.
Participate in required class activities.
Attend regular classfor 1-3 classes.
Maintain stable attendance.
Progresson 75% of IEP goals.
Pass all classes.
Level il Login journal weekly. Three cafeteria passes per week.
40days Participate in weekly group therapy. Up to four outside lunches with teacher.
Complete 85% of weekly assignments. Food privileges in classroom.
Maintain appropriate behavior 90% ofthetime.  In-schoolfield trips.
Integrationinto four academic classesand P.E.  Qutside field trips.
Document helping others project. Bonus days.
Maintain stable attendance. Freetimeinclassroom.
Progresson 90% of IEP goals.
Pass all classes.
Participate in required class activities.
Level IV Maintain stable attendance. Freetimeinclass.
50days Complete 90% of all assignments. Cafeteria passes.

Maintain appropriate behavior 90% of the time.

Integrated for all classes.

Pass all classes.

Progress on 100% of IEP goals to criteria.
Contact with special teacher daily.

Off-campus lunch and breakfast with teacher.
Food privileges in classroom.

In-school field trips.

Outside field trips.

Bonus days.
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TABLE 3 (continued)

LevelV No progress notes from regular teachers.
(Exit) Pass all classes.
25days Integrated into all classes.

Maintain appropriate behavior 100% of the time.

Maintain stable attendance.

Studentis monitored only.

Beginning at day 15, special teacher begins
arrangement for permanent regular
educational placement.

Source: Personal Adjustment Level System, Hinsdale, lllinois, South High School. Adapted by permission.

PALS example. Students may contract or negotiate with the
teacher to determine whether they may change levels. The
classroom group may collaborate on the decision that a
student change levels. A student may self-select a level and
negotiate maintaining that level with the teacher.

In the GCCSEC system, a minimum length of stay is
designated. In the CCBD system, though specific criteria
are provided for movement, students must complete a written
petition to change levels. It should be determined by whom
and how frequently student status will be reviewed. Student
involvement in the evaluation process facilitates self-control
and decision making.

9. Determine the communication system among special
and regular eduction staff, parents, student, and others. An
effective levels system necessitates frequent communica-
tion. An informational meeting for parents and others new
to the program may be appropriate. The CCBD provides
each student with a handbook describing the system. Com-
munication may be facilitated by group meetings, individual
conferences, notes, checklists, and forms.

10. Determine augmentive systems. While using a levels
system, it may be desirable to use contingency contracts or
a token economy. Students may earn bonus points for out-
standing gains and positive behavior. In addition, individual
rewards may be appropriate for meeting specific personal
goals.

11. Develop the monitoring system. Both students and
teachers may monitor student progress. It is useful to involve
students in self-monitoring of as many personal goals as
appropriate.

Other Considerations When Designing a System

Rather than beginning each student at an entry level, an
“assessment level” may be developed. In this case, the stu-
dent initially is assigned to the assessment level for a specific
period of time. The student is assessed in comparison to the
expectations of each level and then placed on the appropriate

level. Rather than progressing through levels with expecta-
tions that may be inappropriately low, assessment facilitates
placement at a level that encourages maximum development.

An additional consideration is the use of a Behavior Ex-
pectations Checklist for each level, such as the one given
in Table 4. This checklist is reviewed by the teacher and

TABLE 4
Behavior Expectations Checklist
Level 2—30 Days

Requirements:

1. Daily journal entry.

2. Personal conference with teacher to review
IEP goals and to discuss progress.
Participation in weekly group therapy ses-
sions.

Completion of 75% of weekly assignments.
Appropriate behavior 75% of the time.
Participation in required class activities.
Documentation of “helping others” project.
Integration into one to three classes.
Thirty consecutive days of attendance.
Progress on 75% of IEP goals.

“Passing” grades in 80% of classes.

N

s
~oLoeNOOA

Start date:
Completion date:

Comments

Student signature:

Teacher signature:

Source: Personal Adjustment Level System, Hinsdale, lllinois, South
High School. Adapted by permission.
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the student as the student enters each level. The student
keeps his or her checklist available as a reminder of current
expectations. Rosenberg (1986) cautions that simply putting
a system in place is not enough; a periodic, brief review of
the rules maximizes the effectiveness of classroom manage-
ment systems. ,

Teachers may wish to include attendance at counseling
or therapy sessions as a requirement for remaining at level,
as in the PALS system. In addition, participation in study
skills seminars, social skills training, homework, and similar
activities may be included in the expectations and require-
ments.

Advantages of Levels Systems

To increase the probability of student self-management,
levels systems employ the principle of shaping or successive
approximations. A strong advantage of the systems ap-
proach, then, is that the structure employs self-monitoring,
self-evaluation, and self-reinforcement, all of which have
been related to increased self-management (Kanfer &
Grimm, 1978). Progress through the levels is marked with
increased behavioral expectations and privileges in response
to student positive behavior change; the gradual increase of
demands progresses toward the goal of self-management.

Levels systems provide a differentiated continuum of serv-
ices with more gradation for students who have behavioral
disorders (Forness, 1981) than some other management sys-
tems. In addition, levels systems are not unnecessarily direc-
tive, overly intrusive, or choice-limiting, consequently limit-
ing countercontrol (Seay, Suppa, Schoen, & Roberts, 1984).
The advantages of the levels systems approach are similar
to those of the positive peer culture approach (Carducci,
1980)—that is, removal of the teacher from an embattled
“me against them” classroom climate. In addition, like the
positive peer culture, the levels system approach encourages
teachers to respect the strengths and abilities of students,
facilitates implementation of various individual and group
interventions, and addresses problem ownership difficulties
that occur among students and teachers.

Disadvantages of Levels Systems

A well designed, individualized levels system addresses
students’ personal goals, but a district-wide mandated system
may limit teacher creativity and student individualization.
A related difficulty with a levels system is that students at
times may need a therapeutic milieu beyond the time pro-
vided within the individual levels. To meet student needs,

teachers then are required to sabotage the system (or students
sabotage the system).

An additional disadvantage of levels systems is that they
may emphasize restrictions and become response cost pro-
cedures rather than positive reinforcement systems. Rather
than emphasizing the earning of points through appropriate
interactions, a system may fall into the trap of removing
points for failing to perform appropriately.

SUMMARY

A well developed, clearly written levels system reduces
the probability that a teacher will act arbitrarily and impul-
sively. A sincere effort must be made to instruct students
in the operation of the system—how to attain its and their
goals. Through the use of levels systems, students may
increase self-management skills and participate in a
therapeutic relationship with the teacher.
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