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Abstract 
 
Teacher implementation of evidence-based practices (EBPs) is critical for student success, yet a 
gap remains between research to practice. Two EBPs that specifically promote student 
engagement and positive behavior are specific praise (BSP) and active student responding 
(OTR). Unfortunately, many classroom teachers, specifically pre-service teachers, struggle with 
implementing EBPs. While the caseload demands continue to increase for university field 
supervisors, educator preparation programs are tasked with finding effective and efficient ways 
to provide feedback to pre-service teachers. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the 
effectiveness of written performance feedback and goal setting on increasing evidence-based 
classroom management practices with special education pre-service teachers. Using a single-case 
multiple probe design, researchers found that all pre-service teachers increased their rate of BSP 
and OTR after receiving performance feedback with and without goal setting by email. Results 
from social validity, limitations, and directions for future research are also discussed. 
 
Keywords: Positive behavior supports, classroom management, teacher training, pre-service 
teachers  
 
 
From Knowledge to Application: Effects of Performance Feedback and Goal-Setting on Pre-

service Teacher Implementation of Evidence-Based Practice 
 
The use of evidence-based practices (EBPs) in the classroom is essential for student success 
(Simonsen et al., 2008); however, a gap exists between the research and practice. Special 
educator preparation programs work to ensure their graduates are prepared to teach an 
increasingly diverse group of students in rigorous settings that best meet their students’ 
individual needs using EBPs (Ennis et al., 2020). EBPs are strategies that have proven effective 
through high-quality experimental research and thorough analysis via systematic peer review by 
researchers in the field (Cook et al., 2016). Mastering EBPs is vital for pre-service teacher 
success as well as to improve the outcomes of the students they teach (Schles & Robertson, 
2017). Although it is considered best practice for teachers, including pre-service teachers, to use 
EBPs, there are often barriers to implementing EBPs in educator preparation programs. Educator 
preparation programs are plagued with decreasing required credits and limited time in the field to 
apply and generalize these EBPs in their field placements. Unfortunately, this issue is 
compounded by research that states EBPs in the classroom setting typically occur with low 
fidelity (Schles & Robertson, 2017). There are many resources needed to train classroom 
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teachers to use EBPs with high fidelity, including “time, energy and money,” therefore, educator 
preparation programs need to provide this training during pre-service teachers’ field placements 
(Schles & Robertson, 2017, p. 36). 
 
The need for time spent applying EBPs in the classroom is reiterated in initial preparation 
standards for pre-service teachers, including the Council for Exceptional Children’s Initial 
Preparation Standards (CEC: IPS). The CEC ISP explicitly addresses the impact pre-service 
teachers have on creating a positive classroom culture through the use of EBPs. Despite the 
inclusion of EBPs in special education programs, courses such as “Classroom Management,” 
which focuses on behavioral skills, often do not include field experience. Researchers have 
found that pre-service teachers often fail to generalize the EBPs taught in these courses to their 
field placements, causing them to feel unprepared as in-service teachers (Freeman et al., 2014).  
 
Evidence-Based Classroom Management Practices 
Many evidence-based classroom management practices increase student engagement and 
academic success, thus creating a positive classroom environment (Reinke et al., 2008). This 
study focused on two EBPs, behavior-specific praise (BSP) and active student responding in the 
form of opportunities to respond (OTR); both have proven to effectively reduce students’ off-
task behavior (Pas et al., 2015). BSP is the recognition of appropriate behavior by a teacher after 
a student or students’ behavior has occurred. BSP acknowledges the desired behavior with 
reference to the specific action exhibited (e.g., “Sam, great job! You raised your hand to answer 
this question.”). Increasing the use of BSP in a classroom is essential for educators because it 
creates a positive school and classroom environment. Researchers have studied methods for 
increasing teachers’ rate of BSP in the classroom and found that the typical use of BSP is far 
below the recommended ratio of five BSP statements to one general praise statement (Cook et 
al., 2016; Ennis et al., 2020). More importantly, in a multi-level analysis of teachers' discrete 
classroom management skills, researchers found that BSP was the only significant predictor of 
positive student behavioral outcomes (Gage & MacSuga-Gage, 2017). 
 
This study also centered on improving pre-service teachers’ use of active student responding 
(i.e., OTR). OTR increases the likeliness that a student will produce the correct response, thus 
improving his/her understanding of the content; OTR also positively impacts student engagement 
and decreases problem behaviors (Common et al., 2020; Sutherland et al., 2003). OTR involves a 
teacher providing a student or students with a prompt (e.g., asking a content question) to elicit a 
response (e.g., a student answer; Common et al., 2020). Researchers have reviewed the literature 
on OTR and found that an increase in OTR significantly impacted students' engagement and 
academic achievement (Common et al., 2020). 
 
A critical factor in the use of OTR is the rate at which OTR are provided. In 1989, the CEC 
released guidelines for educators regarding optimal rates of OTR, which state that teachers 
should provide students with four to six OTR per minute when introducing new content, and 
students should respond with an accuracy rate of 80% (CEC, 1989). In a review of OTR 
literature, MacSuga-Gage and Simonsen (2015) recommended 3-5 OTR per minute for direct 
instruction and drill and practice activities. Among the benefits described above for improving 
students’ rate of response, OTR also allows teachers to use student responses to guide their 
instruction, thus increasing their effectiveness as educators (CEC, 1989; Sutherland et al., 2003). 



Journal of the American Academy of Special Education Professionals 
 

                   JAASEP SPRING/SUMMER 2024                                  Page 10 of 147 

 
Despite the prevalence of research on BSP and OTR, there is little literature on the effectiveness 
of coaching pre-service teachers to use these EBPs in the classroom setting, which increases the 
likelihood that they will use these strategies in their classrooms (Scott et al., 2014). In a recent 
literature review by Schles and Robertson (2019), five studies on pre-service teacher coaching 
were found. Each indicated a functional relation between performance feedback provided 
through coaching/mentoring and pre-service teachers’ use of EBPs with fidelity. Based on the 
minimal amount of available data, there is a continued need to pursue this topic. 
 
Coaching, Including Performance Feedback 
Coaching opportunities can be crucial to the success of pre-service teachers as they debrief 
situations that occur within their placement and make necessary adjustments to their approach to 
instruction (Scott et al., 2014). These coaching opportunities can bridge the gap between 
pedagogical knowledge and the application of EBPs for classroom behavior (Ennis et al., 2020). 
Researchers have found that ongoing coaching sessions, when combined with additional 
practices, including engaging group instruction with follow-up observations and performance 
feedback, created successful outcomes for both in-service and pre-service teachers (Ennis et al., 
2019, 2020). More specifically, studies have found that ongoing coaching increases teachers’ 
provision of both BSPs and OTR to students (Schles & Robertson, 2017). One method for 
delivering feedback while coaching teachers is using performance feedback.  
 
Sleiman and colleagues (2020) reviewed performance feedback and found that this intervention 
can positively impact performance across both behaviors and settings, including the educational 
classroom and other professional fields. Researchers state that practitioners should consider the 
various components of performance feedback when determining the most effective treatment 
package (Ennis et al., 2019; Fallon et al., 2015). For example, researchers and coaches should 
consider the type of performance feedback and the method the teacher will receive the feedback. 
Performance feedback can be delivered via written or email format, face-to-face observations, 
immediate auditory conferencing (e.g., Bug-in-Ear Coaching), delayed video conferencing 
(teacher records in the moment and receives feedback later), or self-monitoring (Ennis et al., 
2019, 2020; Schles & Robertson, 2019). Another performance feedback consideration includes 
the teacher and coach setting improvement goals to increase the number of times an EBP is used 
(Ennis et al., 2019, 2020; Sleiman et al., 2020).  
 
Goal Setting and Performance Feedback 
Goal setting is an effective practice often used to improve student academic performance 
(Simonsen et al., 2017). It has been included in performance management plans to measure 
student engagement (Gage & MacSuga-Gage, 2017), increase teachers’ rate of BSP (Simonsen et 
al., 2017), and increase teachers’ rate of BSP and OTR with teachers at an alternative school 
(Criss et al., 2023); yet, there are very few studies that evaluate the effectiveness of goal setting 
with pre-service teachers. McLeod et al. (2019) did find that training and video-based email 
feedback with goal setting were effective in increasing pre-service teachers’ use of EBPs in an 
early childhood setting. Despite these promising results, little is known about the effects of 
performance feedback and goal setting with pre-service teachers in the K-12 classroom. 
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In a recent meta-analysis of performance feedback, Sleiman and colleagues (2020) found that 
goal setting had the highest effect when added to a performance feedback treatment package 
compared to other feedback combinations, such as feedback alone. Moreover, Criss et al. (2022) 
found that when teachers are involved in identifying an appropriate performance goal, teachers 
have higher rates of responding and improved outcomes. Researchers found that teachers should 
be involved in the goal-setting process, and goals should be discussed throughout the feedback 
phase to be most effective (Criss et al., 2022). 
 
Research is needed on effectively teaching pre-service teachers to apply essential classroom 
performance skills critical to their teaching success (Freeman et al., 2014). To address a 
significant gap in the literature between classroom management and teacher training, this study 
focused on coaching special education pre-service teachers via performance feedback and goal 
setting to increase their rate of BSP and OTR within their field placement. The study posed the 
following questions: 
 

1. What are the effects of providing training and performance feedback with goal 
setting on rates of BSP and OTR for pre-service teachers in the traditional 
classroom setting? 

2. What are pre-service teachers’ perceptions of receiving feedback by email? 
3. What are the university supervisors’ perceptions of receiving feedback by email 

on OTR and BSP from their student teachers? 
 

Method 
 
Participants and Setting 
Four pre-service special education teachers supporting learners in public schools in the 
southeastern United States participated in this study. Participants were Caucasian females 
between the ages of 21 to 23. Before recruiting participants, researchers discussed the project and 
obtained permission from district administrators at the school districts where the special 
education pre-service teachers were placed. To recruit pre-service teachers, the first author 
presented the research opportunity at a student teaching seminar prior to the start of the semester.  
  
Participants who received the intervention were (a) full-time pre-service teachers majoring in 
special education and in good academic standing with the university, (b) had an interest in 
receiving performance feedback to improve their classroom management skills, and (c) had low 
or inconsistent rates of BSP or OTR during baseline observations (i.e., below a rate of 1.0 per 
min. for BSP or 3.5 per minute for OTR). The participants did not receive any incentive to 
participate besides performance feedback on their classroom management practices. The pre-
service teachers were all under the supervision of a classroom mentor teacher and university 
supervisor. While the mentor teachers were present in the classroom during all observations, the 
pre-service teachers provided all the instruction at the time of data collection. Additionally, to 
avoid bias, their university supervisor was only informed of which pre-service teachers were 
selected for participation once they graduated. The university supervisor was not present during 
any observations and only provided information regarding social validity after data collection 
was complete.  
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 Tanya. The first participant, Tanya, taught in an elementary high-incidence resource 
classroom with an average of six students (range = 3–10). All students in the class qualified or 
were being evaluated for special education services. Tanya’s Title One school served 716 
students, kindergarten through fifth grade. Tanya’s observations occurred two to three times a 
week in a fourth-grade morning whole-group reading and math instructional period. Tanya’s 
baseline lasted two weeks and her intervention lasted two months.  

Natalie. Natalie’s observations took place in a fifth-grade inclusion classroom. 
Observations occurred when Natalie led whole-group science instruction with an average of 19 
students (range = 14-21). Natalie’s school was a rural Title One school serving 660 kindergarten 
through fifth-grade students. Natalie’s observations occurred two to three times a week in the 
morning and her baseline observations lasted one week and her intervention lasted one month.  

Juliet. Juliet was placed in an elementary high-incidence resource classroom. Juliet’s 
observations took place during reading and phonics instruction with first-grade students. During 
observations, an average of four students were in the class (range = 3-5). Also located in a rural 
community in the southeast, Juliet’s Title One school served 1,048 students in grades 
kindergarten through fifth. Juliet’s observations occurred two to three times a week in the 
morning. Baseline data for Juliet lasted two months, and intervention lasted seven days.  

Carolina. Carolina was placed in a high school resource science classroom. Her 
observations occurred during 10th and 11th-grade Biology instruction with an average of seven 
students (range = 4-9). Carolina’s school served students in grades ninth through 12th, and 
observations occurred three to four times a week. Due to the time constraints at the end of the 
school year, Carolina’s observations occurred two times a day. The first observation took place 
during the first and the second during the fourth, after Carolina had a planning period. Caroline 
was in baseline for two months and in intervention for three weeks.  
 
Definition and Measurement of Dependent Variable 
The two dependent variables measured in this study were BSP and OTR. Both dependent 
variables were measured using event recording, reported as a rate (total number of BSP or OTR 
divided by the number of session minutes), and were based on in-person observations. 
 
BSP. BSP was defined as a praise statement paired with a specific behavior or performance. 
Every instance in which a teacher provided a BSP was recorded during observations. Examples 
included “Great job following my directions” and “Thank you for cleaning off your desk.” 
Specific praise was also counted if the participant praised the entire group of students (e.g., 
“Wow! I see everyone is ready to start the review game.”). If the participant only provided a 
general praise statement (e.g., “Nice job!”), the statement was not counted as BSP. Additionally, 
behavior narrative statements such as “I like how you raised your hand” were not counted. 
 
OTR. The second dependent variable was the rate of OTR. OTR procedures included 
opportunities in which the teacher (a) presented materials, (b) asked students questions, (c) 
promoted student responses through various modalities, and (d) provided immediate feedback 
(Common et al., 2020). OTR could be teacher-mediated or peer-mediated. This included 
opportunities to read aloud, questions directed to the whole group or individuals, repeating 
questions, and rephrasing questions. Nonverbal cues such as pointing or gesturing to a student to 
begin a task were counted. 
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Procedures 
Baseline 
Following procedures from Criss et al. (2023), all pre-service teachers were observed during 
their typical instruction 2 to 4 days a week during baseline. Researchers recorded the teacher’s 
rates of BSP and OTR and did not interact with the pre-service teacher. Observations were 
typically 15 minutes (range = 8–15); however, some observations were shorter due to classroom 
interruptions, shortened periods, or schedule changes.  
 
Pre-intervention Training 
Participants received pre-intervention training on how to deliver BSP and OTR using behavior 
skills training (Kirkpatrick et al., 2019). Training procedures included instruction, modeling, 
rehearsal, and feedback on how to deliver BSP and OTR within their respective classrooms. The 
first author led the online training one-on-one with each pre-service teacher using a PowerPoint 
Presentation. The training provided grade-level strategies to increase BSP and OTR in the 
classroom, including technology, response cards, guided notes, and partner work. Each training 
session lasted 10 to 20 minutes, and pre-service teachers practiced by role play with the first 
author until mastery was met. Mastery was defined as three consecutive appropriate uses of BSP 
and OTR during the rehearsal phase. All four participants met mastery criteria during the initial 
training; therefore, additional training was not required. During the final training step, pre-
service teachers were shown a graph of their baseline data and asked to identify a goal for either 
BSP or OTR, as assigned. The dependent variable (DV) in which pre-service teachers selected a 
goal was randomly chosen and counterbalanced across participants. For example, the first 
participant, Tanya, was randomly selected to set a goal for the rate of OTR but not BSP. The 
second participant, Natalie, was instructed to set a goal for the rate of BSP but not OTR, and so 
on. The researcher suggested optimal rates based on baseline data and previous research, and 
then pre-service teachers identified their own goals. Once training was completed, participants 
entered the intervention phase. 
 
Performance Feedback With Goal Setting 
Similar to baseline conditions, observations occurred during regular classroom instruction for 
approximately 15 minutes, and data were collected on participants’ rates of BSP and OTR. The 
first author provided feedback to pre-service teachers on their rates of BSP and OTR by email 
immediately after their observations. The feedback was sent to participants 30 minutes to 1 hour 
after the observation. Email feedback with goal setting included (a) examples of correct delivery 
and missed opportunities of BSP and OTR, (b) suggestions for increasing rates, (c) description 
and graph of present performance including a goal line, (d) description of teacher’s progress 
toward meeting the goal, and (e) a reminder of the definition of BSP and OTR. Pre-service 
teachers were asked to read the email prior to the following observation. 
 
Performance Feedback Without Goal Setting 
Occurring simultaneously with the performance feedback with goal setting phase, participants 
also received performance feedback on the DV in which they did not set a goal. Similar to the 
goal-setting condition, teachers received email feedback on their performance; however, the 
feedback did not include progress toward meeting a goal. For example, if a teacher set a goal for 
their rate of OTR, they received performance feedback with goal setting on their rate of OTR and 
performance feedback only on their rate of BSP. Both performance feedback with and without 
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goal setting were delivered in the same email. The same data collection form was used during all 
phases. Observers used the form to record instances of OTR and BSP, examples and missed 
opportunities during the observation.  
 
Generalization and Maintenance 
Generalization measures were taken for Tanya and Natalie during a different class or content 
area for the teacher and followed the same procedures as baseline. Participants did not receive 
feedback after their generalization observation. Generalization measures were not collected for 
Juliet or Carolina due to schedule conflicts. 
 
Due to time constraints (e.g., only ten weeks in placements, school schedule conflicts such as 
spring break and school programming), maintenance measures were collected for only two 
participants, Natalie and Juliet. During maintenance, observers followed the same procedures as 
baseline and did not provide email feedback after the observation. Natalie’s maintenance 
observation occurred three weeks after her last feedback email in intervention and Juliet’s 
maintenance observation occurred two weeks after intervention. 
 
Experimental Design 
A single-case multiple probe design across participants (Cooper et al., 2020) was used to 
evaluate the effectiveness of performance feedback with and without goal setting on pre-service 
teachers’ classroom management practices. Similar to Criss et al. (2022), the two treatments 
were randomly counterbalanced across participants. For example, researchers flipped a coin and 
determined that the first participant set a goal for their rate of OTR and did not set a goal for 
BSP, and the second participant set a goal for their rate of BSP and did not set a goal rate for 
OTR. 
 
All participants began baseline at the same time, and after approximately four to nine baseline 
sessions, the pre-intervention training began for the participant with the most stable data. After 
training on BSP and OTR and setting a goal for the rate, the first participant began intervention. 
Once intervention data demonstrated a steady increase, baseline probe observations were 
conducted with all other participants to determine the next candidate for intervention. This 
process continued until each participant entered the intervention phase. Observation sessions 
were consistent for class and time of day for each participant. The exception was the 
generalization probes, which were observed during different class periods. All interventions were 
implemented by the first author, a former special education teacher, and administrator with eight 
years of experience and who is currently an Assistant Professor of Special Education. 
 
Data Analysis  
Researchers analyzed data in several ways. First, data were examined using visual analysis to 
look at the level, trend, and variability in the data (Cooper et al., 2020). Second, the percentage 
of non-overlapping data points (PND) was also used. PND is a summary statistic useful for 
interpreting results in a single-case design. PND is calculated by counting the number of 
intervention data points higher or lower than the highest or lowest baseline point, then dividing 
that number by the total intervention points (Riley-Tillman & Burns, 2009). Finally, the effect 
size was calculated using Tau-U. Tau-U is an effect size index indicating the percent of data that 
has improved over time between baseline and intervention after controlling any trend in the 
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baseline (Parker et al., 2011). A Tal-U value and its standard error were found using an online 
calculator (Vannest et al., 2016; http://www.singleca- seresearch.org/calculators/tau-u).  
 
Interobserver Agreement 
Interobserver agreement (IOA) was collected for both dependent measures during baseline and 
intervention. For IOA, a second observer was present for Tanya and Carolina’s observations. 
Natalie and Juliet’s observations were recorded, and a third observer reviewed those video 
observations. Both additional observers were special education faculty members at a university. 
They were trained on IOA by reviewing the operational definitions of BSP and OTR, viewing 
videos, then participating in several practice opportunities that ended with the observers and the 
primary data collector above 90% agreement. Total count IOA was used to calculate agreement 
between observers using the following formula: smaller count divided by larger count multiplied 
by 100. During baseline, IOA was 100% for BSP and 74% (range: 50%–95%) for OTR. During 
intervention, IOA was 91% (83%–100%) for BSP and 92% (63%–100%) for OTR. IOA was not 
collected for maintenance or generalization measures. 
 
Procedural Fidelity 
Procedural fidelity data were collected on the training and written feedback emails using a 
checklist. The second author completed all procedural fidelity across training and emails. 
Training for two participants were recorded and procedural fidelity was completed for one 
participant. Procedural fidelity for the training was 100%. For written performance feedback 
emails, the observer was copied on 55% of emails sent after observations during the intervention 
and marked on the checklist whether the email included each component of the email feedback 
protocol. Overall procedural fidelity for email performance feedback across all participants was 
100%. The procedural fidelity checklist is available upon request from the first author.  
 
Social Validity 
After all observation data collection was completed, pre-service teachers and their university 
supervisor completed a social validity questionnaire on the treatment package using an adapted 
Intervention Rating Profile-15 (IRP-15; Martens et al., 1985). Designed to measure treatment 
acceptability of student-focused behavior interventions, the IRP-15 was adapted to reflect the 
teacher-focused intervention targeting BSP and OTR. The university supervisor was not 
informed of the participants until the pre-service teachers graduated. Teachers answered 23 
questions related to the acceptability of the treatment package on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 4 (strongly agree). See Table 2 for a list of the questions and results from the teacher 
questionnaire. The university supervisor assigned to all participants also completed a social 
validity questionnaire.  

 
Results 

 
Data for teacher implementation of BSP and OTR are represented in Figure 1 and Table 1. 
Subsequent sections include a visual analysis of the results of performance feedback on BSP and 
OTR during invention compared to baseline. Effects were demonstrated and replicated for 
written performance feedback on teacher performance compared to baseline; however, effects 
were inconsistent when comparing the effects of goal setting and performance feedback and 
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performance feedback alone. 
 
Table 1   
Descriptive statistics of pre-service teacher rates of BSP and OTR across phases 

 
 
Effects of Performance Feedback With and Without Goal Setting 
Tanya. During baseline, Tanya’s mean rate was 0.22 (range = 1.80–2.53) for BSP and 2.29 
(range = 0.07–0.30) for OTR. Immediately after training and before the first feedback, Tanya’s 
rate of OTR was similar to baseline. However, her rate of BSP demonstrated a clear increase 
after the training and goal setting. Tanya set a goal of 3.5 for her rate of OTR during the training. 
During intervention, Tanya’s mean rate increased to 3.73 (range = 2.33–5.33) for BSP and 1.16 
(range = 0.53–1.86) for OTR. Tanya’s rates demonstrated some variability during intervention 
with both OTR and BSP. Tanya met her goal for OTR after one performance feedback email and 
only fell below her goal once during intervention. Additionally, when comparing overlapping 
data between baseline and intervention, there was no overlapping data for BSP (Tau-U = 1) and a 
low percentage of non-overlapping data (PND = 10%; Tau-U = .97) for OTR. During Tanya’s 
generalization measures, her rate of BSP was 1.73, and OTR was 3.00. Due to time constraints, 
maintenance measures were not collected for Tanya. 
 
Natalie. Natalie’s rate of BSP during baseline was 0.14 (range = 0.07–0.25) and 2.5 (range = 
1.73–4.08) for OTR. Natalie’s rates showed variability during baseline, specifically her rate of 
OTR. However, before beginning intervention, her rate of OTR was on a descending trend. 
During training, Natalie set a goal of 1.0 for her rate of BSP. Immediately after training, 
Natalie’s rates of OTR and BSP went up slightly, and her rate of BSP continued to increase. 



Journal of the American Academy of Special Education Professionals 
 

                   JAASEP SPRING/SUMMER 2024                                  Page 17 of 147 

However, she did not meet her goal until after receiving her first performance feedback email. 
She maintained her goal during intervention. During intervention, Natalie’s rate of OTR 
decreased, and after three observations with a decreasing rate of OTR, we implemented a goal 
for Natalie. This goal was selected by researchers and set to a rate that was within her 
intervention range but an increase from her baseline range. After setting a goal of 3.0 for OTR, 
Natalie’s rate improved and maintained above that goal for three consecutive observations. 
During intervention, Natalie’s overall mean rate for BSP was 1.57 (range = 0.47–2.4) and 3.37 
(range = 2.60–4.53) for OTR. Natalie’s PND for BSP was 0% (Tau-U = 0.84), and OTR was 
86% (Tau-U = 0.47). Generalization and maintenance measures were not collected for Natalie. 
 
Juliet. During baseline, Juliet’s mean rate was 0.21 (range = 0.00–0.47) for BSP and 3.83 (range 
= 2.93–6.76) for OTR. Juliet had high variability of OTR during baseline. During the training, 
Juliet set a goal of 4.0 for OTR. After the training, Juliet’s rate of OTR was above her goal for 
three consecutive observations, dropping below her goal only once during intervention. Her rate 
of BSP also demonstrated a steady increase during intervention at 0.62 (range = 0.33–1.00) and 
5.12 (range = 3.1–6.47) for OTR. Due to Juliet’s high rate and variability of OTR during 
baseline, her PND for OTR was 0% (Tau-U = 0.49), and BSP was 60% (Tau-U = 0.86). During 
maintenance, Juliet’s rate of BSP was 0.27, and her rate of OTR was 4.73. 
 
Carolina. Carolina’s rates during baseline showed high variability for OTR and low levels for 
BSP. Her baseline rate of BSP was 0.05 (range = 0.00–0.13), and OTR was 3.05 (range = 1.82–
4.40). Carolina set a goal of 1.5 for her rate of BSP and only met that goal once during intervention. 
Her rate of OTR demonstrated an overall increasing trend during intervention. Carolina’s rate of 
BSP during intervention was 1.04 (range = 0.53–1.60) and 3.38 (range = 2.20–4.76) for OTR. Due 
to Carolina’s high variability during baseline, Caroline’s PND for OTR was 0% (Tau-U = 0.31), 
and BSP was 100% (Tau-U = 1). Maintenance and generalization measures were not taken for 
Carolina.  
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Figure 1:  Effects of performance feedback with and without goal setting on pre-service teachers  
 
Pre-service Teacher and Supervisor Perceptions 
Pre-service Teachers. Overall, pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the importance and 
effectiveness of the intervention were positive (results can be found in Table 2). Results from the 
social validity questionnaire are found in Table 1. Mean scores for each question, out of a 
possible 4 points, were 3.75 or higher for all questions about the intervention. The only questions 
scoring lower than a 3.75 were whether the pre-service teachers regularly used BSP and OTR in 
their classroom prior to observations. All pre-service teachers either agreed or strongly agreed 
(M = 3.75) that written performance feedback was effective in improving their skills. 
Additionally, all pre-service teachers strongly recommended that supervisors use written 
performance feedback with goal setting with pre-service teachers. When asked about goal-setting 
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procedures, the pre-service teachers agreed or strongly agreed that goal-setting improved their 
skills, they worked hard to meet their goals, and they would use goal-setting in their future 
professional growth (M = 3.75). 

 
University Supervisor. One university supervisor was assigned to all participants. The 
university supervisor found that overall, the pre-service teacher’s rates of BSP and OTR 
increased due to the study. When asked if the procedures used in the study would be beneficial 
for all student teachers, the university supervisor strongly agreed. When explicitly asked about 
the rate of BSP, the university supervisor strongly agreed that three participants had high rates of 
BSP after the study but disagreed that Carolina had high rates of BSP. Finally, the university 
supervisor agreed that email performance feedback and goal setting are effective methods for 
providing feedback to pre-service teachers.  
 
 

Table 2  
Social validity results from pre-service teachers  
 Teacher Responses 
   M    (range) 
Part I. Acceptability of Intervention Goals    
It is important for preservice teachers to receive feedback to improve their teaching. 4.0  
Receiving feedback on my teaching in the classroom will improve my student’s results. 3.75 (3–4) 
Specific praise is an effective way to improve student performance. 3.75 (3–4) 
Opportunities to respond (OTR) is an effective way to improve student performance. 4.0  

Part II. Acceptability of Procedures  
The training I received on how to deliver specific praise in the classroom was effective. 3.75 (3–4) 
The training I received on how to deliver higher rates of OTR in the classroom was effective. 3.75 (3–4) 
Receiving feedback on my teaching performance by email was effective in increasing my 
performance. 

4.0  

The feedback I received on how to deliver specific praise was effective.  4.0  
The feedback I received on how to deliver OTR was effective.  4.0  
I would recommend the use of feedback for positive praise intervention for other teachers.  4.0  
I would recommend the use of feedback for OTR intervention for other teachers.  4.0  
Goal setting was effective in improving my skills.  3.75 (3–4) 
I thought the graph included in the email feedback was helpful.  4.0  
I thought the narrative and written feedback in the email was helpful.  4.0  
I felt that if I had a goal, I worked hard to meet that goal.  3.75 (3–4) 

Part III: Acceptability of Outcomes   
Before this study, I regularly used specific praise in the classroom.   2.25 (2–3) 
Before this study, I regularly used OTR in the classroom.   2.25 (2–3) 
Overall, increasing my rate of specific praise improved student performance in the classroom.  3.75 (3–4) 
Overall, increasing my rate of OTR improved student performance in the classroom.  3.75 (3–4) 
I will increase my rate of specific praise in the classroom as a result of this study 3.75 (3–4) 
I will increase my rate of OTR in the classroom as a result of this study.  3.75 (3–4) 
I will use goal setting in my future professional growth.      3.75 (3–4) 
I recommend university supervisors use email to provide written feedback with goal setting with 
other preservice teachers.  

4.0  

Note. Scores are scored on a scale of 1–4; 1= strongly disagree and 4= strongly agree. 
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Discussion 
 
While there is extensive evidence of the effects of performance feedback on in-service teacher 
performance (Ennis et al., 2020; Fallon et al., 2015; Zoder-Martell et al., 2019), there is limited 
research on the effects of performance feedback with pre-service teachers (Schles & Robertson, 
2019; Scott et al., 2014). Moreover, the role of goal setting within performance feedback has 
limited research. The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of training and 
performance feedback with goal setting on rates of BSP and OTR for pre-service teachers in the 
traditional classroom setting. The results of this study indicate a functional relation between a 
goal-setting and performance feedback treatment package and pre-service teacher use of EBPs 
such as BSP and OTR. 
 
All participants demonstrated an increase in overall mean rates of BSP from baseline to 
intervention. BSP findings related to goal setting and performance feedback include an overall 
Tau-U of 0.93, indicating a strong effect. Participants improved BSP rates more than OTR rates, 
with an overall Tau-U of 0.53 (low to moderate effect). However, all participants did 
demonstrate an increase in overall mean rates of OTR from baseline to intervention, so there was 
some improvement in rates of OTR. It should also be noted that Carolina, the participant with the 
lowest rate of BSP during baseline and lowest rate of improvement of OTR, was the only 
participant in a high school setting. These results further extend the research that as students’ age 
increases, the rate of praise they receive decreases (Floress et al., 2018). Floress et al. (2022) 
found that middle and high school teachers praise more frequently during large-group instruction 
or with individual students than during small-group instruction. This may explain why less BSP 
was delivered in the only high school placement. 
 
Adding the goal-setting component to the treatment package was designed to evaluate whether 
this would strengthen the change (i.e., phase within a phase). Natalie’s results support this as she 
demonstrated a negative trend in her OTR during the first four intervention sessions, which 
immediately reversed when she set a goal for OTR. When comparing the goal-setting effects 
(combination of two BSP and two OTR), this component had an overall Tau-U of 0.84, 
indicating a good effect. It is important to note that there are not enough demonstrations of the 
effect of goal setting in this study. Also, the overall percentage change between baseline and 
intervention for behaviors with a goal was not consistently more than those without a goal (e.g., 
Tanya’s goal-setting rates of OTR only increased by 39%, but her BSP increased by 81%). 
Regardless of whether there was a goal related to BSP, the percentage of a mean rate change for 
BSPs (range =66 to 91%) was significantly higher than OTR (range = 10 to 29%). This could be 
because all the participants had relatively high rates of OTR even in baseline (mean range rate of 
2.29 to 3.83 for OTR as opposed to 0.05 to 0.22 in baseline for BSP) and reflects specific 
program training surrounding the use of OTR. These results align with findings from Freeman 
and colleagues (2014) review of classroom management training with pre-service teachers. 
Researchers found that only 60% of special education teacher training programs explicitly 
instruct pre-service teachers how to respond to appropriate behavior using EBPs (i.e., BSP). This 
suggests that pre-service teachers may have limited training in evidence-based classroom 
management practices, resulting in the need for additional feedback during field experiences. 
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Overall, the targeted professional development sessions on BSP led to at least minimal initial 
effects for all participants. However, only two participants demonstrated an immediate positive 
change in OTR. Some of this could be due to high rates and high variability in OTR rates in 
baseline, which could be attributed to a strong focus on OTR in the pre-service teacher training 
program. Once the performance feedback was implemented following the initial intervention 
session, an improvement in OTR trend was seen, especially with the addition of goal setting for 
OTR for Natalie. This indicates that the treatment package, as a whole (i.e., the professional 
development plus the performance feedback and goal setting), was more effective than targeted 
training alone. These results align with Kennedy and colleagues' (2017) findings that the 
traditional professional development model was not as effective as other models of professional 
development (e.g., podcasts and video modeling) in changing teacher behavior. 
 
Pre-service teacher feedback for the intervention was positive. All participants reported that the 
feedback they received was effective and would recommend using written performance feedback 
with a graph to improve their skills. However, there was less enthusiasm for the use of goal 
setting and the effectiveness of OTR and BSP to improve student performance. While all 
participants agreed (25%) or strongly agreed (75%) that goal setting was effective for improving 
their behavior in the classroom, the enthusiasm for goal setting was limited; only three of the 
four participants saying they strongly agree they would use goal setting in their future 
professional growth. A lack of knowledge about optimal rates of EBPs in the classroom may 
explain this. Further, some teachers might struggle with philosophical differences regarding the 
use of high rates of praise in the classroom, despite the robust evidence supporting its 
effectiveness (Gage & MacSuga-Gage, 2017; Pas et al., 2015; Reinke et al., 2008). For example, 
during the training with Tanya, she indicated that her mentor teacher might not support higher 
rates of BSP in the classroom. Carolina, the participant with the second lowest rate of BSP 
during baseline and intervention, also shared prior to an observation that she struggled to 
incorporate so much praise in her high school classroom. Finally, the university supervisor 
indicated that she only agreed, rather than strongly agreed, that email feedback with goal setting 
was an effective method to provide feedback to pre-service teachers. This indicates that despite 
its effectiveness, pre-service teachers and university supervisors may need more involvement in 
the goal-setting procedures to increase motivation. 
 
Implications for Practice 
Findings from this study have implications for educator training programs, school administrators, 
practitioners, and researchers. Practitioners, such as administrators should consider using goal 
setting in their performance feedback plans with teachers, specifically novice teachers. By using 
written performance feedback with goal setting and graphs, those responsible for providing 
feedback to teachers can give meaningful feedback on the use of EBPs with brief classroom 
observations. Additionally, practitioners should consider using a within-school consultation 
model (e.g., Briere et al., 2015) to increase the use of EBPs in the school setting through 
performance feedback and goal setting. Specifically, when collaborating with classroom 
teachers, specifically novice teachers, school psychologists can include a goal-setting component 
when looking to increase EBPs. Observers can identify two to three EBPs, such as OTR, BSP, or 
general praise statements, and provide performance feedback after brief observations. 
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Based on the positive findings from this study, including the social validity results from both the 
pre-service teachers and their university supervisor, teacher training programs should explore 
using email feedback with goal setting and graphs to increase pre-service teachers’ use of EBPs 
in the classroom. Using goal setting, pre-service teachers can identify a skill they would like to 
improve and stay motivated to meet that goal. Moreover, teacher training programs and 
researchers should explore the use of mentor teachers delivering performance feedback and goal 
setting with pre-service teachers. 
 
Limitations and Future Research 
The current study has some limitations that future research should address. First, while this study 
was able to show a functional relation between performance feedback and teacher performance, 
the impact of goal setting was unclear. Performance feedback was effective in changing teacher 
performance, but the study design did not conclusively determine the effect of the goal-setting 
component. In future studies, researchers could consider including additional participants to 
effectively compare the effects of goal setting plus performance feedback versus performance 
feedback alone. Second, all participants had high variability in performance, specifically, the 
rates of OTR during baseline. The participants were still in training and receiving feedback from 
their university supervisor and classroom mentor teachers, which may be why they had higher 
rates of OTR during baseline. Additionally, the participants received feedback from multiple 
sources; therefore, it may be harder to focus on one specific aspect of their teaching, like BSP or 
OTR. Future research should consider prioritizing one dependent variable at a time and 
coordinating with the university supervisor and mentor teacher to streamline feedback to pre-
service teachers. 
 
Third, maintenance measures were not collected for all participants, nor were generalization 
measures collected during each phase for every participant. Due to schedule constraints with 
spring break and the pre-service teacher’s time in the classroom, maintenance, and generalization 
measures were not able to be collected for most participants. Additionally, the participants' 
classrooms ranged in setting, number of students, and grade level. Researchers should consider 
including participants with similar classroom sizes and settings and include maintenance and 
generalization for all participants. 
 
Finally, the dependent variables were selected prior to observations, despite the direct needs of 
the pre-service teachers. For example, to be included in this study, the pre-service teachers had to 
have low rates of BSP or OTR during baseline; however, despite their low rates of BSP during 
baseline, Juliet and Carolina had relatively high rates of OTR. These participants may have 
benefitted from a different EBP on student engagement, such as time on teaching or behavior 
corrective feedback. Researchers should consider offering a menu of evidence-based classroom 
management practices for participants to self-select. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The goal of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of email performance feedback with goal 
setting on pre-service teachers’ use of EBPs. This study addresses a gap in the literature 
regarding the use of goal setting within a performance feedback treatment package on a novel 
group of participants, pre-service teachers. Continued research is needed on the effectiveness of 
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goal setting as a component of performance feedback to better understand how practitioners, 
administrators, and teacher preparation programs can address the need for increasing caseloads 
and lack of EBPs in the classroom. Furthermore, additional research is needed to better 
understand the use of performance feedback on other EBPs and the long-term impact of 
performance feedback on pre-service teachers’ practices. 
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Abstract 
 
Special educators are among the countless professionals adversely impacted by the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) global pandemic. Before the pandemic, the special education profession was 
associated with increased occupational stress, anxiety, and job dissatisfaction. As we progress 
through the first post-pandemic school year, special educators continue to be adversely impacted 
by occupational demands associated with COVID-19. Here we discussed the basics of stress, the 
personal and professional implications of stress, and an examination of how to address this 
critical issue among these valuable professionals. We discussed the importance and development 
of wellness and resilience plans applied throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. The 
stress experienced by special educators is a significant occupational and ethical issue needing 
attention.  
 

Wellness and Resiliency Plans for Special Educators 
Throughout the COVID-19 Global Pandemic and Beyond 

 
In 2022, the coronavirus (COVID-19) cases in the United States reached 102,736,819 as citizens 
continue to adjust to the new normal of global pandemic living [Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC), 2022]. This infectious disease can result in symptoms ranging from mild to moderate 
respiratory illness, to death [World Health Organization (WHO), 2020]. The COVID-19 global 
pandemic has adversely impacted varying populations, professions, and areas of functioning. In 
addition to the many potential daily stressors associated with enduring a global pandemic (health 
concerns, occupational disruption, social or financial hardship), many have reported 
experiencing marked emotional and psychological distress (Strear et al., 2021). Although 
reported COVID-19-related deaths seem to be decreasing, and mask mandates and social 
regulations have been adjusted (CDC, 2022), the impact of sustained periods of stress on the 
human body calls for attention and consideration (American Psychological Association (APA), 
2022a).  
 
Much of the unprecedented pandemic-induced disruption has impacted our nation’s schools, 
implicating students, administrative and supportive staff, and educators (Herman et al., 2020; 
Strear et al., 2021). Specifically, in the 2020-2021 school year, the pandemic forced schools 
across the United States to close in a historic effort to contain the spread of the disease (Correa & 
First, 2021; National Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Then the 2021-2022 school year 
brought many changes; public schools reopened their doors to welcome students with varying 
guidance regarding social distancing, vaccination, and masking protocols dictated by state and 
district (Strear et al., 2021). Safety protocols aside, the impact on student learning, assessment, 
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and overall functioning was noted across grade level and institution (Burgess & Silversten, 
2020).  
 
Educators were left to navigate the daily implications of virtual, hybrid, or in-person learning, 
partnered with any personal COVID-19 challenges they may be experiencing. Specifically, 
educators bore the weight of the seemingly constant uncertainty, sudden adjustments to learning 
format, limitations of technology, creation of alternative lesson plans/tools, student engagement 
struggles, safety protocols, as well as the mounting concerns for students experiencing 
marginalization (Strear et al., 2021; MacIntrye et al., 2020). For special educators specifically, 
these concerns are compounded by the unique learning needs of children with exceptional 
learning needs.  
 
Perhaps the most profoundly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic are the young learners, those 
with typical and exceptional learning needs (Correa & First, 2021; Strear et al., 2021). The 
stressors of the pandemic placed on the educators and staff could potentially impact the children 
with exceptional learning needs in our schools (Correa & First, 2021; Strear et al., 2021; 
MacvIntyre et al., 2022). Sustained periods of stress can have serious adverse consequences 
across varying areas of functioning (APA, 2022b, Herman et al., 2020). Unfortunately for many, 
stress management and wellness strategies have evolved into items on the never-ending to-do 
list, detracting from its healing potential. We hope to shift this perspective by assisting special 
educators in integrating wellness and resiliency into daily living. Specifically, to promote the 
wellbeing of young learners and the professionals who serve them, we will discuss the 
importance of developing resiliency and wellness plans among special educators throughout the 
COVID-19 global pandemic and beyond.   

 
Stress, personal implications of stress, and COVID-19  
Stress is a natural part of the human experience. Stress can provide us with much needed 
alertness to maintain safety and wellbeing (APA, 2022b). However, at times when stress is 
chronic, or significant, this stress response can become potentially problematic, and even lead to 
feelings of anxiety. Chronic stress can elicit adverse personal and professional implications 
among those affected. Here we explore what stress is, the personal implications of chronic stress 
on an individual, and role of the global pandemic on stress.  
 
What is stress? 
Stress is a natural physical or psychological response to a stimulant (Herman et al., 2020). 
Depending on the level, intensity, or duration of the stimulant, the stress reaction can increase 
attention and motivation, or can include serious deleterious alterations in emotional, 
psychological, cognitive, and physical functioning (Herman et al., 2020, Reffner, 2022, Schetter 
& Dolbier, 2011). Specifically, stress can result in symptoms such as emotional changes 
(irritability, anxiety, agitation, anger, alertness), and physical changes (muscle tension, digestive 
disruption, headaches etc.). In addition to psychological and emotional functioning, symptoms of 
stress can impact nearly every bodily system (APA, 2022b; Herman et al., 2020). Stress is 
considered a worldwide epidemic resulting in serious adverse implications at individual and 
societal levels (Davis et al., 2017). For example, chronic stress has been associated with the 
development of a variety of psychological ailments including anxiety disorders, major depressive 
disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, and bipolar disorder all of which entail significant 
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personal and professional burden (Davis et al., 2017). Chronic stress, (that which is enduring 
without a clear ending), and what is done to address it, can result in serious, and often long-term 
effects throughout the entire bodily system (APA, 2022b, Schetter & Dolbier, 2011). Lack of 
proper stress management can have serious implications not only at the time of the experience, 
but into the future as well.  

 
The personal implications of sustained periods of stress  
Exposure to long-term or chronic stress can impact nearly every area of one’s personal life, 
including interpersonal, familial, financial, spiritual, and overall functioning of those affected 
(APA, 2022b; Herman & Reinke, 2014). Although the human body can function and even thrive 
with stress, chronic stress can elicit serious adverse consequences across the bodily system over 
sustained periods (APA, 2022b; Herman & Reinke, 2014). An estimated 75-90% of primary care 
physician appointments are associated with stress-related health concerns (The American 
Institute of Stress, 2022).  
 
Chronic or prolonged periods of stress (such as a global pandemic) can impact nearly every 
bodily system. Specifically, under sustained periods of stress, the musculoskeletal system can 
become unnecessarily tense (APA, 2022b). This tension comes with migraines, headaches, and 
even musculoskeletal disorders (chronic pain conditions, jaw or dental issues) (APA, 2022b). 
Chronic stress levels can also adversely impact the cardiovascular system and increase the risk of 
heart attack, stroke, hypertension, and elevated cholesterol levels (APA, 2022b). The endocrine 
system assists the human body in hormone regulation and is responsible for producing and 
releasing cortisol (released in response to perceived stressors) (APA, 2022b). When released 
appropriately in response to occasional stress, cortisol can assist the human body in regulating 
concentration and energy levels to sustain the circumstances (APA, 2022b). However, chronic 
stress can result in dysregulation of this system, resulting in an array of potentially severe 
adverse physical or mental health conditions (APA, 2022b). Specifically, chronic stress and 
subsequent increased cortisol levels can result in clinical mood disorders, chronic fatigue, 
compromised immunity, and increased vulnerability to illness (APA, 2022b; Herman & Reinke, 
2014).  
 
In addition to the physical and physiological impact stress can elicit, other areas of personal 
functioning can also be adversely implicated. Specifically, as mentioned, chronic stress can also 
contribute to the onset of severe psychiatric impairment (Davis et al., 2017). Both chronic and 
acute stress have been causally linked to psychiatric conditions resulting in disability status 
throughout the world (Davis et al., 2017; Lancet, 1997; Schmidt et al., 2008; US Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2016). Stress has also been associated with bipolar disorder- 
specific links have been noted in episode recurrence, as well as manic or hypomanic episodes 
(Davis et al, 2017). Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) has also been linked with sustained 
periods of stress. Most notably chronic stress has been cited as a predictor in the development of 
PTSD (Davis et al., 2017. In short, chronic stress places individuals at increased risk for severe 
psychiatric impairment (Davis et al., 2017).  

 
COVID-19 and Stress 
In 2022, as the world progressed through another schoolyear within the COVID-19 global 
pandemic, individuals faced unprecedented, continued personal and professional stressors. Many 
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Americans generally report high-stress levels, with steady increases as the pandemic continued 
(APA, 2022a). The sources of COVID-19-induced stress ranged from daily safety and health 
concerns, occupational and financial stability, and daily parenting decisions, to the general 
uncertainty of what was to come (APA, 2022a). These stress levels were even higher among 
Hispanic adults and adult people of color (APA, 2022a). Many adult Americans across varying 
ethnic groups reported higher COVID-19-induced stress and uncertainty about managing the 
unprecedented stress (APA, 2022a). As the reports of stress continued, the impact ranged from 
physical ailments (headaches, fatigue, muscular tension) to emotional and psychological 
functioning (feelings of overwhelm, social avoidance, procrastination, alterations in physical 
activity, and eating and sleeping patterns) (APA, 2022a).  
 

Stress among special educators, professional implications of sustained periods of stress & 
COVID-19 stress  

Here, we discuss some of the professional implications of sustained stress among special 
educators. Specifically, considerations for students, and student outcomes, any ethical and 
practical considerations, as well as the relevant licensure requirements for educators. We also 
discuss COVID-19 induced stress on special educators. 

 
Stress among special educators  
Prior to the COVID-19 global pandemic, high levels of occupational stress were noted among 
teachers, and even higher rates among special education teachers specifically (Nagel & Brown, 
2003; Williams & Poel, 2006). As in any profession, the sources of stress can be both external 
(student or organizationally oriented) or internal (perceptions, stress management knowledge, 
and skills) (Williams & Poel, 2006). However, when compared to other educators and 
administrators, special educators may have additional sources of external stress. Specifically, 
special educators hold the added responsibility of conducting additional assessments, completing 
documentation, attending collaborative meetings, and satisfying legal demands (Downing, 2017; 
Jones et al., 2013). The nature of special education, although rewarding, can be increasingly 
complex, intense, and unpredictable (Downing, 2017; Fish & Stephens, 2010).  
 
The Individual with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004 ensures free and 
appropriate education for children with exceptional learning needs throughout the United States 
(United States Department of Education, 2023). As they work to abide by IDEIA, it is important 
that all special educators are best positioned to serve the exceptional learning population. 
However, mounting stress levels and professional demands can threaten this (Downing, 2017). 
Generally, special educators also report increased anxiety levels, decreased job satisfaction, and 
a perceived lack of occupational support (Williams & Poel, 2006). Other noted sources of special 
educator stress stem from the varied roles and responsibilities associated with the position, 
partnered with the ongoing maintenance of professional development requirements and standards 
(Williams & Poel, 2006).  
 
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, there were efforts made to address chronic stress levels among 
special educators. Specifically, there was increased intentionality around teacher induction, 
professional development opportunities, self-directed stress management plans, mentorship 
programs, and workload adjustment initiatives were implemented (Ansley et al., 2016; Emery & 
Vandenberg, 2010; Kolbe & Tirozzi, 2011). Prior to the unprecedented stress placed upon 
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special educators throughout the pandemic, school districts were also highly encouraged to 
develop and implement wellness programs for all educators (Kolbe & Tirozzi, 2011). These 
programs encouraged special educators to develop and implement self are strategies such as 
increased socialization, exercise, and use of healthy coping skills (Kolbe & Tirozzi, 2011). Now 
that the pandemic is over, continuation, and perhaps improvement of such initiatives is even 
more vital to the successful learning, and health of students with exceptional needs and learners 
alike.  
 
In addition to any personal struggles or challenges they may be facing; teachers face mounting 
professionally oriented stress relevant to the pandemic. Unpredictable daily schedules, 
technology demands, or sudden alterations to learning formats can contribute to increased 
professionally oriented stressors for our nation’s educators (Correa & First, 2021). Additionally, 
legally in accordance with IDEA, special educators must ensure that their ability/capacity to 
provide services to exceptional learners is uninterrupted (United States Department of Education, 
2023). Special educator attrition rates are rising, which can potentially threaten the ease of access 
or quality of the services rendered for the exceptional learners who have the right to receive them 
(Downing, 2017; Fish & Stephens, 2010).  
 
Unfortunately, many personal symptoms of stress can also adversely impact one’s professional 
functioning. Specifically, many educators have reported substantial stress levels and increased 
feelings of anxiety and depression (Strear et al., 2021). Stress can adversely impact professionals 
across all areas of functioning (physically, emotionally, psychologically, and physiologically) 
(Herman & Reinke, 2014, Koehler, 2001; Williams & Poel, 2006). Seemingly constant levels of 
stress on the human body can result in many adverse consequences, including fatigue, weakened 
immunity, and increased stimulation of the sympathetic nervous system, resulting in heightened 
tension and nervousness (Koehler, 2001; Williams & Poel, 2006). The unprecedented levels of 
stress and moderate to severe depression and anxiety among our educators highlight the 
importance of mental wellness across the profession (Correa & First, 2021; Deckro et al., 2002). 
These physical and psychological implications can compromise the job performance of the 
educator. Persistent high-stress levels can also adversely influence the special educator's sense of 
self, resulting in a negative view of themselves and their work (Ansley et al., 2016). Increased 
stress is associated with increased absenteeism, lower levels of job satisfaction, and even attrition 
among special educators (Ansley et al., 2016; Billingsley, 2004; Tsouloupas et al., 2010).  

 
Ethical and professional practice considerations for stressed special educators 
The professional implications of stress on special educators are an important consideration for 
the educators, and the students. The impact of stress on exceptional learners and potential 
learning outcomes is of great concern for educators, administrators, learners, and families. 
Further, if left unaddressed, special educator stress could impact the capacity that special 
educators may hold to abide by the ethical principles stipulated for the profession.  
 
In addition to state and local legislation, professional special educators are guided by the Council 
for Exceptional Children (CEC) that provides standards of practice, professional policy, and 
professional ethical principles for special educators (CEC, 2022). Effective stress management is 
a foundational expectation articulated repeatedly throughout both the standards of practice, and 
the ethical principles of the profession (CEC, 2022). Both The Special Education Professional 
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Ethical Principles and the Special Education Standards for Professional Practice, delineate a 
variety of expectations which could be impacted by chronic, high levels of stress. Specifically, 
the standards and principles reiterate the importance of self-evaluation, modeling, mentorship, 
boundaries between personal and professional functioning, and effective learning environments 
(CEC, 2022). The high standards and demands of daily professional functioning required of 
special educators warrant a high level of personal wellness (Ansley et al., 2016). For example, 
special educators are expected to establish and maintain appropriate boundaries between 
personal and professional functioning -a central tenant of stress management (APA, 2022b; CEC, 
2022).  

 
Licensure standards for stressed special educators  
In addition to the CEC Standards for Practice and Ethical Principles, there are also stress 
management considerations to be made within the context of educator state licensure standards. 
The licensure standards for special educators vary by state. The Virginia Department of 
Education (VDOE) is responsible for the education and licensure standards in the 
Commonwealth of Virginia. The VDOE provides special educator performance standards and 
evaluation criteria. Effectiveness among educators has a direct impact on student performance 
(VDOE, 2021). The VDOE outlines eight performance standards ranging from educator 
knowledge and competency, to delivery and cultural responsiveness (VDOE, 2021). 
Performance standard 7: Professionalism asserts that the educator demonstrate ethical behavior, 
appropriate communication, as well as a responsibility for personal professional growth which 
promotes student learning (VDOE, 2021). Specifically, the Guidelines for Uniform Performance 
Standards and Evaluation Criteria for Teachers, indicates that each teacher in Virginia should be 
evaluated on the performance area of professionalism (VDOE, 2021). These professionalism 
guidelines suggest that teachers take responsibility for personal growth and identifying areas for 
improvement (VDOE, 2021). Personal growth is a form of self-improvement within which 
individuals seek out their highest potential across a number of functional capacities (Ben-Zur & 
Michael, 2020). The pursuit of personal growth, or wellness can include an examination of the 
efficacy of current functioning and choices, including stress management practices (Ben-Zur & 
Michael, 2020, Myers & Sweeney, 2008). 
 
Unfortunately, should chronic or high levels of stress adversely impact the special educator's 
ability to meet the licensure, ethical, and professional practice standards set forth by the 
governing bodies of the education profession, the consequences could be quite serious. Prior to 
the COVID-19 global pandemic, stress among special educators was an occupational norm 
(Ansley et al., 2016; Correra & First, 2020). Now, more than ever, it is vital that special 
educators effectively address the stress they are experiencing. If left unaddressed, chronic stress 
can result in significant and lasting personal and professional consequences (Ansley et al., 2016). 
Specifically, failure to satisfy the professional standards of the educational profession could 
result in the development of a performance improvement plan, continued performance 
observations, a rating of ineffective, or recommendation for dismissal (VDOE, 2021a).  

 
The Impact of Stress on Students and Student Outcomes 
Educators face a variety of daily professional stressors, including challenges associated with 
multiple roles, classroom management, student behaviors, attendance, and engagement level 
(Ansley et al., 2016; Herman et al., 2021). In addition to the potential impact chronic stress can 
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have on the professional- the response of our nation’s educators to mounting COVID-19-induced 
stress levels could adversely impact our young learners as well (Strear et al., 2021). Stress can 
adversely impact educators, the educational system, and perhaps most importantly, the students 
(Herman et al., 2021). Increased, chronic stress among educators can result in decreased efficacy 
and job performance-which can ultimately impact exceptional learners (Ansley et al., 2016). 
Stress-induced negative self-image among special educators can also adversely impact the 
performance of the exceptional learner (Ansley et al., 2016). Stress-induced special educator 
absence or attrition can also heavily impact learning among children with exceptional learning 
needs (Ansley et al., 2016; National Council on Teacher Quality, 2014). Specifically, the 
alterations to the daily routine for exceptional learners inherent with special educator 
absenteeism and attrition can result in behavior problems among learners (National Council on 
Teacher Quality, 2014).  
 
There has been a concern for children with exceptional learning needs throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic, as the transition from in-person to virtual learning became a norm (Doutre & Willis, 
2021). Many exceptional education requirements were designed for in-person learning, never 
intended for virtual or hybrid learning formats (Doutre & Willis, 2021). Many children with 
exceptional learning needs have struggled with successful access to the virtual classroom and 
lack the necessary adult support at home. These dynamics compound the struggle to establish 
and maintain effective engagement and attention throughout the learning process (Herman et al., 
2021; MacIntrye et al., 2020). Despite the COVID-19 global pandemic and the impact this 
unprecedented time has had on the educational system, the standards of the IDEA Act must be 
upheld. The transition from in-person to hybrid and online learning formats pose challenges for 
those exceptional learners already struggling to successfully retain knowledge and information. 
However, our special education teachers were not trained to deliver exceptional education plans 
in solely distance-based formats (Herman et al., 2020). Unfortunately, these dramatic alterations 
in the fundamental dynamics of exceptional education have resulted in gaps in delivering these 
vital services (Herman et al., 2021). 

 
COVID-19 Stress among special educators 
Special educators have faced unprecedented occupational challenges as the global pandemic has 
progressed. Early on, as the news of the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent school closures 
spread across the country, educators and special educators had to face sudden changes to the 
curriculum, learning format, and daily challenges inherent in the learning environment (Correa & 
First, 2021). Specifically, special educators were tasked with completing the many existing tasks 
with sudden changes to format and process. The daily baseline stressors these professionals faced 
historically, were compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic. Many educators shared feelings of 
shock, anxiety, uncertainty, and frustration as they had to abruptly alter the fundamentals of their 
daily occupational functioning in a way that many had no experience or training (Sayman & 
Cornell, 2021). The nature of the educator’s responses to these unprecedented stress levels could 
heavily impact our young learners (Strear et al.,2021). It is important to acknowledge how this 
stress has been and will be managed. 

 
Development of sustained resilience and wellness 
Instances of sustained stress, and what is done to address it are vital considerations for our 
educators, special educators, administrators, and perhaps most importantly our exceptional 
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learners. Here we examine what can be done to assist our nation’s educators in combatting the 
seemingly chronic high stress levels they face each day. Specifically, sustained wellness 
practices and healthy resilience can arm our nation’s exceptional educators to navigate the 
stressors associated with the current COVID-19 circumstances, and beyond. Here we explore 
wellness and resilience development.  
 
Development of sustained resilience  
Resilience is a complex interaction between social, cultural, developmental, and personal factors 
that promotes a successful outcome to adverse circumstances or situations (Hunter, 2021; 
Schetter & Dolbier, 2011). There are varying definitions and conceptualizations of resilience in 
the literature, it has been referred to as a character trait or disposition, a process, an outcome, a 
construct, a concept, and even a capacity (Schetter & Dolbier, 2011). For this discussion, 
resilience is defined as the ability to return to a sense of balance or homeostasis following 
instances of stress or adversity-a trait that develops over time (Gu & Day, 2007).  
 
Resiliency levels can fluctuate, and can be impacted by a variety of internal and external factors. 
Internally, resilience can be impacted by many factors-personal characteristics, wellness 
practices, dynamics within family of origin, intimate partner dynamics, as well as emotional 
regulation knowledge and skills and more (Hunter 2021). Externally, many factors can impact 
one’s level of resilience including occupational, social, cultural, economic, community-based 
interactions and circumstances, as well as the timing, instance, and nature of repeated stressors 
(Edmeade, & Buzinde, 2021, Padesky & Mooney, 2012). Those with increased resilience can 
effectively regulate emotions such as stress, overwhelm, and anxiety (Tait, 2008). Those with 
increased levels of resilience also tend to have increased optimism and lower stress levels 
(Schetter & Dolbier, 2011).  
 
Resiliency can be cultivated- when looking to mitigate the impact of chronic stressors, such as a 
global pandemic, developing one’s personal resiliency can be a desirable choice (Padesky & 
Mooney, 2012). Resiliency development although personal, involves accessing and utilizing 
relevant supportive resources at individual, social, and community levels (Schetter & Dolbier, 
2011). Intentionally fostering sustained resilience involves a series of daily choices to face and 
manage life’s daily challenges and victories. Specifically, resiliency involves implementing an 
attitude of adaptability, realistic positivity, and discernment when facing a problem or stressor 
(Edmeade, & Buzinde, 2021, Padesky & Mooney, 2012). Developing resiliency often involves a 
period of self-reflection following a challenge or stressor, posing such internal questions as How 
has this experience helped me grow, or change? (Schetter & Dolbier, 2011). Resiliency can also 
be further developed and cultivated with the assistance of licensed counselors. 

 
Development of sustained wellness 
Wellness is a counseling and clinical supervision theory, and a philosophy of life. Wellness is an 
individual pursuit of optimum functioning and wellbeing through the integration of mind, body, 
and spirit (Hunter, 2021; McCann & Pearlman, 1990; Myers & Sweeney, 2004). As human 
beings pursue holistic wellness, practices are systemically and simultaneously adjusted as needed 
over time (Hunter, 2021). Wellness practices can include an array of activities stretching across 
different areas of functioning, including physical, mental, emotional, social, spiritual 
environmental, and financial, to identify a few (APA, 2022b; Myers & Sweeney, 2004; The 
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Global Wellness Institute (GWI), 2022). GWI postulates that wellness can exist on a continuum 
given current life circumstances ranging from poor health to optimal states of wellbeing. Those 
seeking to engage in wellness can do so on reactive or proactive levels (GWI, 2022). Often 
wellness is suggested as a vehicle to achieve balance in personal and professional functioning. 
Wellness initiatives should be holistic, considering the individual's personal, cultural, and 
historical circumstances (Barringer & Orbuch, 2013; GWI, 2022).  Wellness is a consistent and 
active pursuit of daily choices, lifestyles, and activities that promote a state of total health (GWI, 
2022). 

 
Wellness, resiliency, and the internal family systems model 
The Internal Family Systems (IFS) Model is a therapeutic approach used in the counseling 
profession, within which individuals work to acknowledge all parts of themselves, in the pursuit 
of balance [Internal Family Systems Institute (IFSI), 2022]. Specifically relevant to wellness and 
resiliency, the IFS approach encourages an examination of both the internal and external selves 
that exist (and at times are conflicted) within us all (IFSI), 2022). Wellness and resiliency 
development require attendance to the sources of internal and external stressors, partnered with 
effective strategies to address each of these stressors. Wellness and resiliency development 
should be personalized, manageable, and realistic. Integration of a wellness and resiliency 
development plan based on IFS can result in long-term (post-COVID-19) sustainable health for 
all who subscribe to this perspective. Fostering wellness and resiliency is an intentional series of 
choices, a way of life, not a temporary to-do list. Here we explore how the IFS model can assist 
with wellness and resiliency development plans.  

 
Personalized, prescriptive plan  
Wellness and resiliency development exist on a continuum of personalized, daily choices- which 
are then monitored and adjusted as needed. The Personalized Wellness and Resiliency 
Development Plan (Appendix A) lists the prompts to guide users through the self-directed 
process. Users are encouraged to formulate the plan as a malleable document that will constantly 
change and be adjusted as needed. From a deeply personal, inner, and malleable perspective, 
wellness and resiliency development can assist in the management of COVID-19 induced stress, 
and future stressors as well. This plan will assist special educators to identify, adjust, and 
develop a baseline of overall health from which they can continue to grow and function 
throughout the lifespan.  
 
An initial consideration when completing the development plan is engaging in mindful self-
awareness and introspection. In its most simple form, mindful self-awareness can include 
reflective questions: what am I feeling, why could I be experiencing this feeling, or where in my 
body am I feeling it? With the use of mindful self-awareness, special educators can carefully 
consider the daily choices they are making to manage the intense stress they face. When users 
are able to attend to their bodies, and minds, and emotions, they are able to effectively connect 
with those aspects of their lives that serve them well, and those which do not. With increased 
awareness, users can acknowledge and accept each part of themselves, allowing for positive 
changes (IFSI, 2022; Schwartz, 2013). Increased, intentional mindful self-awareness can activate 
and balance the inner self. Increased self-awareness can also support daily wellness and 
resilience initiatives by increasing insight into the specific areas in which stress levels vary 
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(Guler & Ceyhan, 2021; Williams & Poel, 2006). This includes reflecting on typical daily 
activities and routines, as well as pointed efforts to change.  
 
In addition to increased mindful self-awareness, inner activation is a central aspect of wellness 
and resiliency development. Inner activation can require some reflection or experimentation: 
when do I feel most alive, activated, fulfilled, and excited about life? With increased self-
directed attention comes increased insight into functioning. Not only is the objective to pay 
attention to ourselves, but now, it is to acknowledge what is happening. Specifically, attending to 
what is being communicated, what is working, what isn’t, and what needs adjustment. According 
to the IFS perspective, personalized wellness comes with activation of the inner self, which can 
better position one to balance the outer self (Schwartz, 2013; IFSI), 2022). Activation of the 
inner self involves not only the increased self-awareness (of inner and outer selves), but now 
increased awareness of the many roles in life, father, special educator, son, brother, Jewish 
person, baseball coach etc. (Schwartz, 2013; Williams & Lynn, 2011). As users work to 
delineate the wellness and resiliency development plan-honest reflection about activation is 
essential- as this will drive much of the other wellness activities. For example, if users feel 
activated when helping others, how can this type of service activity become realistically 
integrated into daily/weekly life-while not acting as a stressor? This can be disruptive for some, 
as they may find that current activities and practices are not fulfilling for them-leading to 
substantial life changes.  
 
Next the plan should include personalized daily standards of functioning. A wellness and 
resiliency development plan can limit the pressure to meet external standards, and instead 
redirect attention and focus inward, to create and nourish one’s personalized standard for 
optimum daily functioning. When quality time is spent acknowledging and nourishing the inner 
self, the outer self can flourish (Schwartz, 2013; Williams & Lynn, 2011). This will include very 
specific activities that nourish the mind (reading a new book, listening to a new podcast, 
completing an art project etc.), body (engaging in exercise, yoga, meditation, hydrating, eating a 
balanced diet, self-grooming habits etc.) and spirit (engaging in personally engaging activities, 
attending religious events, engaging in spiritual practices, engaging in hobbies etc.). Specifically, 
self-care activities such as attention to physical health require personalized attention and self-
awareness of one's needs, limitations, and capacities (Guler & Ceyhan, 2021). Intentional self-
care and attention across various areas of functioning in life: physiological, social, and familial, 
can lead to an overall balance. Specifically, healthy daily eating and sleeping habits, regular 
exercise, formulating a routine/schedule, and establishment of regular emotional regulation 
activities can assist in the balance of the inner self (IFSI, 2022). With a balanced inner self, one 
is best positioned to perform academically, occupationally, and interpersonally. Further, choices 
made with intentional self-awareness today, can increase insight into areas or routines needing 
change-yielding healthy results tomorrow, and in the future.  
 
Next, focus can be redirected to what IFS counselors refer to as parts-work, which can be 
achieved by acknowledgment and intentional management of all roles or parts of oneself (IFSI, 
2022; Schwartz, 2013). This should be done by attending counseling. Within the counseling 
profession, the IFS model has been used at the individual, couples, and familial levels to treat 
various presenting concerns (IFSI, 2022). Specifically, the IFS model has been used to treat post-
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traumatic stress disorder, dissociative disorders, eating disorders, mood disorders, and 
interpersonal/familial discord (IFSI, 2022; Schwartz, 2013).  
 
Lastly, the wellness and resiliency development plan will shift from internal to external-where 
users are challenged to seek out support and connection with others. Specifically, users will 
determine where intentional connection with partners, friends, loved ones, family, children, and 
others who are a part of the user’s daily life could be made. External connection can come from a 
variety of sources and may overlap with some other areas of the plan. For example, one may 
choose to join a bible study, or a soup kitchen, a cycling club, or yoga class. Other options could 
include mental health support groups for depression, anxiety, or stress, or occupationally 
oriented groups such as local chapters of state special educator associations. The intention is to 
draw a deeper connection with the parts of oneself that may be shared with others-bringing 
community and validation to the lived experience. Those who share roles, interests, and 
circumstances may offer support and validation. Support and connection with peers, partnered 
with validation can assist in mitigating the impact of stress (Tian et al., 2020). 
 
Wellness and resiliency among Special Educators  
Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 global pandemic, special educators have faced a variety of 
chronic professionally oriented daily stressors (Strear et al., 2021). The reaction to these stressors 
can add to or detract from the weight of these challenges. With optimally functioning special 
educators, the varying demanding roles and responsibilities can be effectively managed (Ansley 
et al., 2016). Healthy special educators, void of stress-induced health concerns, are better 
equipped to maintain critically needed focus and student attention, well as promote positive 
interactions with students (Ansley et al., 2016). Special educators who engage in stress 
management, such as wellness practices, report decreased stress levels and illness, partnered with 
increased reports of energy and attendance rates (Ansley et al., 2016; Kolbe & Tirozzi, 2011). 
Wellness and resiliency development among special educators can include increased mindful 
self-awareness, activation of the inner self, acknowledgment of the many roles and parts they 
have, increased socialization, and increased self-care activities. Engagement in self-care 
practices can assist in allowing the school administrators, staff, and educators to be more fully 
present with the learners in the classroom (Strear et al., 2021). Resilience has been noted as a 
necessary trait among educators (Gu & Day, 2007; Downing, 2017). The development of an 
open and reflective mindset can sustain individuals as they navigate the daily challenges of 
providing special education services within a pandemic. Wellness and resiliency are connected- 
both of which can promote an overall increased professional quality of life for not only special 
educators, but the exceptional learners they serve (Lawson & Myers, 2011).  

 
Wellness and resiliency throughout COVID-19 and beyond 
Within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, chronic high-stress levels among the nation’s 
special educators must be addressed. While the pursuit of holistic wellness and resiliency 
development sound positive, this way of life has become increasingly more elusive as the impact 
of the COVID-19 global pandemic continues to grow. The pandemic has forced many to stretch 
beyond the norm within personal and professional areas of life, resulting in psychological 
distress and alterations in wellness practices (Gupta et al., 2021). Unfortunately for many, 
wellness has evolved into items on the never-ending to-do list, detracting from its healing 
potential. We hope to shift this perspective by assisting special educators in integrating wellness 
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and resiliency into daily living. The creation of a wellness and resiliency development plan could 
assist educators by addressing not only the potential damage the pandemic has done, but can 
assist them in enduring whatever the future of CVOID-19 may bring. Formulating a wellness and 
resiliency development plan can assist in solidifying a healthy way of life to sustain these 
professionals throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. With healthy special educators 
comes effective exceptional teaching and learning for our children with exceptional learning 
needs.  
 
The COVID-19 global pandemic has adversely impacted overall wellness and mental health 
across several demographic factors (Gupta et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has applied 
unprecedented pressure on professional functioning (Herman et al., 2021). Special educators can 
work toward wellness and resilience development daily, in pursuit of lasting health. By its 
nature, wellness is intended to be not only a healing source but also a preventative process and 
tool to sustain lasting health (GWI, 2022). Specifically, the goal of wellness is not necessarily to 
balance work and life, as both are parts of our outer self, but to balance our internal, or inner self 
(Schwartz, 2013). When we work to arouse and balance our inner selves, we are best positioned 
to promote healthier, sustainable choices for our outer selves (Schwartz, 2013). Special 
Educators who intentionally pursue resilience and wellness with every choice-can nourish their 
inner and outer selves today, serving their health tomorrow, and the beyond. 

 
Conclusion 

 
As the nature of the COVID-19 pandemic continues to evolve, how professionals care for 
themselves and manage stress must also continue to adjust. Prior to the initiation of the COVID-
19 global pandemic, the special education profession was one with substantial daily stressors. As 
the pandemic progressed, these professionals faced unprecedented daily stress levels. Here we 
have illuminated the unique stressors and COVID-19 specific stressors these professionals face 
daily. We have also illuminated the potential impact high levels of chronic stress can have on 
individuals personally and professionally. We have highlighted the importance of wellness and 
resiliency development plans for these professionally, not only to support their current 
functioning, but as the pandemic continues. Wellness and resiliency development plans include: 
initiation of mindful self-awareness, examination of inner-self activation, development of 
standards of optimum daily functioning, the importance of parts work, and lasty the external 
work of seeking support, connection and validation from others. The wellness and resiliency of 
special educators will promote exceptional teaching and learning among our children with 
exceptional learning needs. With healthy special educators comes exceptional teaching and 
learning for our children with exceptional learning needs.  
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Appendix A: Personalized, Prescriptive Wellness and Resiliency Development Plan 
 

• Mindful self-awareness (Example: daily reflective journaling-what am I feeling? Why 
could I be feeling this? Where in my body do I notice this feeling?) 

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• When do I feel most activated- most energized as a human being? (Example: When 
serving others, When in nature? When attending a religious or spiritual event? When 
taking good care of myself? When I accomplish my goals, When engaging in my hobbies? 
When well rested, When meditating, When spending time with friends or loved ones, 
When freeing myself from the expectations of others etc.  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• What are my standards for optimum daily functioning: (Examples: eat 3 balanced 
meals, hydrate, exercise, limit caffeine intake, engage with partner and family in a fully 
present manner, shower etc.)  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• What are my parts-(via therapy or self-exploration) managers, exiles, firefighters? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

• Seek support and connection from others (Example: peers, loved, ones, support groups 
for those who share a common interest or concern (mental health support groups, cycling 
groups, yoga class, art classes etc.) 

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Abstract 

People with developmental disabilities (DD) lack access to many aspects of sexuality education 
and often experience restrictions in romantic relationships. One factor contributing to this lack of 
access includes parents feeling uncomfortable providing appropriate sexuality education to their 
children with DD despite being the primary source of this information. To better understand 
what supports are available to parents, the current thematic review explored the existing 
literature on sexuality education for individuals with DD that explicitly includes parent 
involvement. Resulting literature was thematically clustered into four categories (a) parent 
opinion on curriculum/program content or delivery; (b) parent participation as a training 
recipient; (c) parent feedback and post-implementation outcomes, and (d) recommendations from 
program developers on how to better utilize parents. Current literature highlights how parents 
can have a meaningful role in the development of sexuality programs, and how individuals with 
DD can greatly benefit from programs that include parent involvement. 
Keywords: sexuality education, developmental disability, parents 
 

Parent Involvement in Sexuality Education Programs for Individuals with Developmental 
Disabilities: A Thematic Review 

 
Parents play a significant role in the daily lives of adults with developmental disabilities (DD) 
who rely on parents and other family members far longer than typically developing (TD) peers or 
siblings (Pownall et al., 2012). Parental duties include assisting their adult child in finding 
employment, acquiring daily living skills, and providing socialization opportunities. While TD 
adults in Western cultures tend to form social relationships without parental involvement, parents 
of adults with DD have much greater influence in facilitating, supporting, and/or controlling 
interpersonal relationships (Cheak-Zamora et al., 2015; Healy et al., 2009). Parents often 
determine their child with DD’s exposure to relationship experiences (Foley, 2012) and have 
influence over dating activities (Rushbrooke et al., 2014). Thus, many family members (and/or 
staff) may become gatekeepers to knowledge and opportunities related to intimate and sexual 
relationships for adults with DD (de Wit, 2022).   
 
Whether directly or indirectly, parents of individuals with DD are the most consistent and 
influential source of information about interpersonal and intimate relationships for their children. 
Due to many factors, individuals with DD rely less on peers and teachers, and more on parents 
and caregivers for information related to sexuality (Pugliese et al., 2019). However, parents have 
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trouble initiating discussions about sexual relationships, feel uncomfortable or embarrassed, or 
struggle with how to teach about sexuality (Pugliese et al., 2019; Stein et al., 2018). It appears 
that parents want sexuality education for their children, but they are not sure how to provide it 
and are looking to professionals for support.   
 
There is an abundance of literature stating that people with DD lack access to many aspects of 
sexuality education and experience restrictions in forming romantic relationships (Black & 
Kammes, 2019). Although more parents and professionals recognize the need for sexuality and 
healthy relationship education for individuals with DD (Stein et al., 2018; de Wit et al., 2022), 
there is a lack of consensus regarding who should provide this education. Most of the 
professional literature focuses on teachers and/or staff members providing sexuality education. 
Yet, given the importance of parents in their adolescent or child’s life, it is important to 
investigate the role of parents in providing sexuality education.  
 
Sexuality Education Through the Decades 
Parents need preparation and support in providing accurate information to guide the development 
and maintenance of healthy intimate relationships for their children with DD. Over 50 years ago, 
Kempton and colleagues (1978) recognized the need for parent education and published “A 
Guide for Parents: Love, Sex and Birth Control for Mentally Retarded.” However, it is not clear 
how many parents used this information and whether they were supported in doing so. Starting in 
the 1970s, a few sexuality training programs for people with DD emerged that included minimal 
parent involvement (Kempton, 1978; Rothenburg et al., 1979). These trainings focused on 
teaching about anatomy, sexual development, and sexually transmitted infections and included 
meetings to provide information for the parents and opportunities to ask questions.  
 
In the 1980s, Demetral (1983) described a training program for both mothers and daughters with 
respect to hygiene and menstruation. However, most other training during that time was provided 
by staff in disability support programs without the inclusion of parents. In the 1990s, the focus 
shifted to providing group therapy for parents. Pendler and Hingsburger (1991), Meister (1994) 
and Blakey (1996) all described group therapy sessions designed solely for parents focused on 
fostering acceptance of their child’s sexuality, reducing parents’ anxiety, and building realistic 
relationship goals for their children with DD. In these sessions, therapists provided parents with 
information as well as offered opportunities to engage. Parents were encouraged to talk with 
each other, discuss their concerns, engage in group problem-solving about challenging situations, 
and discuss ways to talk to their young adult with DD.  
 
Another development in the 1990s was asking for parent input regarding the content of sexuality 
training for young adults and adults with DD. Walcott (1997) asked for parent input when 
developing a training manual. In monthly meetings, Brooks (1992) provided parents with an 
overview of what was being taught in an education program for adolescent/young adults with 
DD and provided parents with tools for how to continue conversations with their children outside 
of school. Brooks also asked parents about their adolescent/young adult’s behavior following 
receipt of sexuality training. Similarly, Carter (1999) provided parents an outline of course 
content and a schedule of sexuality training topics covered with their children without parents 
present and encouraged parents to continue and extend class discussions at home. 
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Historically, professionals who developed and implemented sexuality training programs for 
individuals with DD involved parents only minimally. Professionals provided information to 
parents about what their children would be learning away from home, or group therapy was 
provided to support parents, but teaching parents what information to discuss with their young 
adult or how to provide support has not been common practice. 
 
Purpose of the Review 
Therefore, the purpose of this review was to identify and summarize current studies discussing 
sexuality education curricula or programs for persons with DD that specifically included parents 
or caregivers and persons with DD within the same study. The goal was to thematically 
summarize research published in this area to understand how parents/caregivers are being 
included within sexuality education program development and implementation. This review will 
add to the knowledge base in this area and help provide a framework of what is already being 
done and guidelines for moving forward with research in this area. 

 
Method 

 
The research team searched multiple academic literature databases in January of 2020 and again 
in January of 2022. See Figure 1 for a visual representation of the selection process. Search 
engines explored were (a) Academic Search Premier, (b) ERIC, (c) Psychology and Behavioral 
Sciences Collection, (d) Social Sciences Full Text, and (e) ProQuest (all databases). The search 
was limited to peer reviewed, full text, and English language articles. Search terms used were: 
(a) sex education or sexuality curriculum, AND (b) intellectual disability or mental retardation 
or developmental disability or learning disability or cognitive delay or Autism, AND (c) parent 
or caregiver or guardian. After the removal of duplicates, initial searches resulted in a total of 
762 articles. Abstracts of all articles were screened to determine fit. During this process, we 
excluded 670 articles, resulting in 92 articles going through a full article review. The most 
common reasons for abstract exclusion were due to articles discussing “sex and gender of 
participants” and/or “parenting related to sex and gender” as opposed to “sexuality education.” 
During full review, two members of the research team reviewed each article, and each reviewer 
created a summary of the article's information. During this process a further 23 articles were 
excluded as they did not fit the criteria. We excluded another 43 articles because they focused on 
parent attitudes and communication around the topic of sexuality with their child with DD and 
did not describe a specific program or curriculum. As the topic of sexuality education has gone 
through significant changes in recent decades, we also excluded another 14 articles that were 
published prior to the year 2000 to keep the review current. A final set of 12 articles were 
retained for thematic analysis. Although we conducted an ancestral search on the final articles, 
we found no additional articles.  
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Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart of the study selection process (Page et al., 2020) 
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The research team conducted a thematic review of the article summaries (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
All three authors read each summary to determine emerging themes. We specifically extracted 
information regarding descriptions of the parent/caregiver involvement in the study, in what 
ways they were involved, results that arose from the studies or intervention delivery, and any 
recommendations or next steps the authors provided. All three researchers then met to compare 
and discuss their summaries, and together developed final overarching themes. 
 
Of the 12 articles summarized, four took place in the United States: Washington D.C., Illinois, 
New York, and California. Those outside of the United States took place in: Taiwan (2), 
Macedonia, Turkey, Israel, Austria, England, and Canada. The two articles that took place in 
Taiwan were separate articles discussing the same intervention. See Table 1 for a summary of the 
studies reviewed. 
 
Table 1 
Descriptions of studies examining parent involvement in sexuality education programs for 
individuals with DD  

First author 
(year) 

Location Participants Parent intervention 
description 

Parent data 
collection 
methods 

Chou et al. 
(2019) 

Taiwan 57 parents of adults with 
ID aged 36-75 

43 mothers, 14 fathers 
 

Program provided to 
parents and included 

watching movies, engaging 
in small group discussions, 

and receiving feedback 
from the group 

Interviews and 
questionnaires 

Chou et al. 
(2020) 

Taiwan 73 adults with ID aged 
19-43 

45 males, 28 females 
 

6 parents 

Program provided to adults 
and parents viewed two 
movies and engaged in 

group discussions 

Interviews 

Corona et al. 
(2016) 

US 
(New York) 

8 adolescents with ASD 
aged 12-16 

 
8 parents 

6 mothers, two fathers 

Program provided to youth 
and concurrently parents 
attended informational 
sessions that included 

strategies to support the 
youth 

Questionnaires 

Frank et al. 
(2019) 

US 
(Illinois) 

None—article is 
description of the 
intervention only 

3 workshops developed for 
and provided directly to 

parents 

None—article is 
description of the 
intervention only 

Klett et al. 
(2012) 

US 
(California) 

3 female youth with 
ASD aged 9-12 

 
3 mothers 

Individualized social 
stories developed for each 
youth, parents trained to 

deliver the intervention and 
take observational data 

Interviews and 
surveys 

Kok et al. 
(2015) 

Turkey Youth with ID aged 10-
19 
 

62 parents aged 31-49 
38 mothers, 24 fathers 

Parents were interviewed 
pre-treatment to determine 
content of programming, 

and then were given 
content information for 

each session 

Interviews 
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Murray 
(2019) 

Canada Youth with ID aged 16-
21 
 

Parents and teachers of 
these youth, no 
demographic 

information given 

Program provided to youth 
and parents/teachers 

attended one informational 
meeting 

Surveys 

Plaks et al. 
(2010) 

Israel 10 youth with ID aged 
15-24 

 
14 parents 

Program provided to youth 
and concurrently parents 
attended information and 
group support sessions 

Interviews and 
questionnaires 

Plaute et al. 
(2002) 

Austria 200 adults with ID aged 
17 or older 

 
50 parents, mostly 

mothers 

Program provided to both 
adults and their parents in 

the same room and focuses 
on education as well as 

building communication 

Interviews and 
surveys 

Strang et al. 
(2020) 

US 
(Washington D.C.) 

31 youth with ASD aged 
12-19 

 
46 parents 

30 mothers, 16 fathers 

Program manual that was 
developed was analyzed 
and assessed by parents 

Interviews 

Tarnai et al. 
(2008) 

US 
(Pennsylvania) 

None—article is 
description of the 
intervention only 

Individualized social 
stories for youth that 
parents can deliver 

None—article is 
description of the 
intervention only 

Tissot 
(2009) 

England 7 youth with ASD aged 
11-19 

6 males, 1 female 
 

Parents of these youth, 
no demographic 

information given 

Individualized programs 
given to the youth; 

consultations occurred with 
parents as needed per 

participant 

Interviews 

Note. ID-intellectual disability; ASD-autism spectrum disorder 
 

Results 
 
This thematic review resulted in four overarching themes or ways that parents are often involved: 
(a) parent opinion on curriculum/program content or delivery; (b) parent participation as a 
training recipient; (c) parent providing feedback and outcomes after the curriculum was 
delivered; and (d) recommendations from program developers on how to utilize parents in the 
future.  
 
Parent Opinion on Curriculum/Program Development or Delivery 
Of the 12 articles reviewed, seven included parents during the development process to elicit 
opinions on the curriculum/program (Frank & Sandman, 2019; Klett & Turan, 2011; Kok & 
Akyuz, 2015; Plaute et al., 2002; Stankova & Trajkovski, 2021; Strang et al., 2021; Tissot, 
2009). The authors of these studies sought parental input on what topics to cover, desired 
knowledge, and behavior changes they wanted to see in their child following implementation. In 
one article (Tissot, 2009), parents reviewed the curriculum and provided feedback after its 
creation by the researchers. Another study (Frank & Sandman, 2019) had parents participate in 
more extensive workshops, allowing them to contribute ideas on the curriculum content and 
delivery methods. Parents then reviewed materials after they were created. All articles discussed 
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the importance of incorporating parent opinions or ideas in the curriculum/program, and all 
discussed the importance of the parental role and the fact that parents are often the best situated 
to meet their children’s needs.  
 
Parent Participation as Recipient of Training 
Seven out of 12 articles discussed parents being directly involved as participants in the delivery 
of instructional content (Chou et al., 2019; Chou et al., 2020; Corona et al., 2015; Kok & Akyuz, 
2015; Murray, 2019; Plaks et al., 2010; Plaute et al., 2002). Only two articles included parents in 
both the development and delivery processes (i.e., received the curriculum directly after 
providing feedback during the curriculum development process: Kok & Akyuz, 2015; Plaute et 
al., 2002). The parent components were mostly a mix of psychoeducational instruction with the 
ability to discuss or share with other parents. For most studies, the parent component ran 
concurrently but separately from the components delivered to participants with DD. In one study 
(discussed in two articles; Chou et al., 2019; Chou et al., 2020), parents viewed two movies 
related to sexuality education, and then engaged in group discussions with the other parents and a 
group leader. In four studies (Corona et al. 2015; Kok & Akyuz, 2015; Murray, 2019; Plaks et 
al., 2010), parents received parallel training separately, but at the same time their child with DD 
simultaneously received instruction. Most commonly, these groups covered the content, as well 
as facilitating discussions on strategies to support their family member in their learning. Plaute et 
al. (2002) provided instruction for the parents separately for the first three sessions, then parents 
and their adult child with DD received instruction together for the final two sessions of the 
group. Murray (2019) included parents by having them attend only one informational meeting 
before the groups began.  
 
Parent Feedback and Post-Implementation Outcomes 
Most studies reported on the outcomes of the person with a disability, and not on the parents as 
participants. Consequently, details about parental characteristics such as which parent was 
present, age ranges of parents, or their relationship with their child was not always clear. The 
only study that measured parent sexuality knowledge pre and post implementation was Kok and 
Akyuz (2015). They found that all parents reported an increase in their sexuality knowledge, as 
well as reporting an increase in their self-efficacy and comfort with teaching sexuality topics to 
their child with DD. All other studies that included parents in the intervention either (a) solicited 
parents’ opinions of the programs/curriculum provided, (b) assessed parents’ overall comfort 
with sexuality education for their child with DD, or (c) collected feedback from parents on their 
child’s outcomes in sexual knowledge or sexual behaviors. Some studies gained feedback from 
parents through measures and questionnaires (Chou et al., 2019; Chou et al., 2020; Corona et al., 
2015; Klett & Turan, 2011; Plaks et al., 2010; Strang et al., 2021). In some studies, parents 
participated in qualitative interviews to provide feedback on their experiences and any changes 
they observed in their child (Chou et al., 2019; Chou et al., 2020; Klett & Turan, 2011; Murray, 
2019; Plaute et al., 2002; Stankova & Trajkovski, 2021; Tissot, 2009). All studies that gained 
feedback from parents reported that they (a) saw an increase, or a positive and helpful change, in 
their child’s sexuality knowledge, (b) were more comfortable with the topic of sexuality, (c) and 
that they perceived their respective program as helpful and useful for both them and their 
children. 
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Parents’ Recommendations for Future Programs and Research 
Across the reviewed studies, a consistent theme emerged: parental recommendations for future 
studies and program development/curriculum. All studies emphasized the pivotal role parents 
play in sexuality education for individuals with disabilities and underscored the need for 
comprehensive parental inclusion in future sexuality education groups. Many of the studies 
highlighted that parents require direct information to enhance their comfort levels. Parental 
comfort was identified as a crucial factor for beneficial outcomes related to parent-provided 
sexuality education for persons with DD. Studies that involved parents in the curriculum stressed 
the importance of gaining parents’ opinions and feedback to ensure that the material aligns with 
parents’ priorities.   In three studies (Chou et al., 2019; Chou et al., 2020; Plaks et al., 2010) 
authors specifically discussed the importance of helping parents feel more comfortable 
discussing sexuality with their children. They also discussed parents learning to accept their child 
as a potentially sexual being and helping them advocate for sexual and relationship rights. All 
studies recommended utilizing parents in developing sexuality curricula with researchers 
focusing on parents as active participants in sexuality education research. In summary, involving 
parents comprehensively and addressing their comfort and knowledge is essential for effective 
sexuality education programs for adults with DD.  

 
Discussion 

 
This thematic review provides insight into how parents or caregivers are being included in 
research and development of sexuality education programming for their family members with 
DD. Since 2000, there has been a notable increase in both involving parents in the design of 
sexuality curricula as well as utilizing them as participants in training programs. This is an 
important shift given the significant impact that parents have in the lives of their children with 
DD, especially in sexuality education and development (Foley, 2014). Active parent participation 
is extremely important to ensure that curriculum content is appropriate to their children’s lived 
experiences, and that it is delivered in a feasible and useful format. Unfortunately, parents are 
still being relatively under-utilized as active participants in interventions or curricula.  
 
Research on parents of nondisabled children and adolescents has demonstrated that empowering 
parents to discuss sexuality with their children is effective in increasing parent-child 
communication and supports healthy decisions about sexual behavior (Bundy & White, 1990; 
Klein et al, 2003). We would assume that similar benefits apply to parents of adolescents and 
adults with DD.  Although written advice is available for parents on how to talk to their children 
about sex, most of this material is written for parents with typically developing (TD) children. 
There is much less written for parents of children with DD, and even less for parents whose 
children with DD have matured to adulthood. While books may be helpful, they are not enough. 
It may be more beneficial to provide actual training and support for parents in how to approach 
topics of intimate and sexual relationships. Parents deserve opportunities to interact with others, 
share experiences, and gain practical skills in addressing these crucial conversations. While 
many of the studies reviewed did include a parent component within the curriculum, these were 
often of a more superficial and supplementary nature. Parents would benefit from more direct 
instruction not only in the sexuality content itself, but also in how to have conversations around 
sexuality and utilize that information with their child to increase knowledge, awareness, and 
healthy relationship activities.  
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Limitations 

 
The first limitation of this review is that it was conducted as only a brief thematic review. No in-
depth analyses or systematic review was conducted. Most articles reviewed did not report results 
of an intervention and only described the development or implementation of the intervention. 
And those that did report results mostly reported only on the individual with the disability who 
attended the program. Therefore, this review cannot provide information on whether certain 
programs involving parents were more effective than others. This review was conducted simply 
to provide a touchpoint of research in this area. Another limitation of this review is that we were 
looking for articles in which parent involvement in programs was either the focus of the article or 
was described in enough detail to provide sufficient information to review. This excluded much 
of the literature on sexuality interventions for adults with DD as many articles had either no, or 
only very brief, mention of how parents were involved. Even within the articles reviewed, there 
was still a significantly limited amount of text on the topic to review. 
 

Recommendations for Research and Practice 
 

This review provides implications for research and practice. For research, parents should be 
included more often in the development of curricula and within research projects. Parents are a 
very important factor for general development of this population and research will be more 
applicable if parents are included. Future research should focus on the best methods to provide 
support for the unique role that parents of children with DD play in the topic area of sexuality, 
including types of training and materials. It would be interesting to explore further what format 
of instruction and guidance is best suited to helping parents, and to examine the impact that 
communication training could have alongside direct content instruction or discussion-based 
groups. It would also be beneficial for future research to explore how sexuality and romantic 
relationship discussions impact the parental/child relationship overall. 
 
There are also recommendations for practice for educators and clinicians. For clinicians, this 
review emphasizes the importance of support groups for parents. Parents of individuals with DD 
benefit greatly from the opportunity to come together and engage in dialogue with other parents 
to help them feel more confident and less stressed when handling issues related to sexuality. 
They also can understand that many other parents are having the same struggles and experiences. 
For clinicians, it is recommended to engage with the topic of sexuality as a development and 
mental health issue and use sexuality education as an important component of healthy 
development when working with individuals with DD and their families. 
 
For educators, there should be an increased focus on providing sexuality information to parents 
to ensure they are more comfortable with the topic and feel prepared to have these discussions 
with their children. Parents are often the best educators for their child (Pownall et al., 2012), and 
everyone can benefit when educators utilize parents more effectively with planning and training. 
One recommendation could be the use of social stories (Tarnai & Wolfe, 2008), as these can be 
individualized to the child’s support needs and parental values and would be easy to implement. 
Parents often need to be taught both the content (i.e., materials and information) and the process 
(i.e., taught how and when to talk about the content with the child), we well as how to continue 
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learning and engagement for their child outside of a training or group. Specifically, parents need 
to be provided with sexuality information, as well as how to create opportunities for discussion 
and practice at home and within the community. Utilizing parents more effectively within the 
realm of sexuality education will increase the outcomes and applicability for the individuals with 
DD for whom the programs are intended and designed. 
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Abstract 
 

Teacher evaluation has been closely tied to professional development. In special education, 
professional development experiences are meant to promote special educator learning and 
implementation of high leverage practices. Yet, the connection between teacher evaluation 
outcomes and professional development decisions of special educators is largely unexplored. As 
part of a larger study that examined perceptions regarding the use of existing evaluation systems 
to assess their practice, this study explored how special educators perceive received feedback and 
its connection to their professional development needs and choices. The findings reveal a weak 
correlation between the feedback received in the evaluation process and its influence on 
professional development decisions and considerations for special educators. They further 
suggest a lack of encouragement on special educators’ reflective practices or changes made to 
their teaching. A positive correlation was identified between perceptions about clarity and 
feedback received, and professional development decisions. Implications for future research are 
presented. 
 
Keywords: special educators, teacher perceptions, teacher evaluation, professional development, 
accountability 
 
 

Teacher Evaluation and the Professional Development Connection:  
Perspectives of Special Education Teachers 

 
Teacher evaluation has been closely tied to professional development. As one of the main 
purposes of evaluating teachers, professional development has been touted as the means to 
support the growth of effective teachers and ameliorate perceived shortfalls of ineffective ones 
(Brownell & Jones, 2015). In general, professional development for teachers serves several 
purposes including providing knowledge about a new policy, law, or practice; addressing beliefs 
about educational issues; and providing teachers with new skills or strategies (McLeskey, 2011). 
In special education, professional development experiences are meant to promote teacher 
learning and implementation of high leverage practices. Frey (2009) found that targeted 
professional development has a positive effect on special education teachers’ instructional 
practices, particularly for new teachers, and the performance of students with disabilities. 
Although professional development is perceived as vital in the evaluation process, there is some 
research to suggest that the relationship between the two may be tenuous at best. Smylie and 
colleagues (2004) referred to it as the “weak link problem” (p.100) to explain what researchers 
perceive as the weak connection between evaluation and professional development. In addition, 
researchers have raised issues regarding the quality of professional development provided as well 
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as the methods of delivering it (McLeskey, 2011; Smylie, 2004). McLeskey (2011) noted that 
professional development in special education tends to be ineffective because of its failure to 
account for the complex nature of special education classrooms. 
 
For almost two decades now, teacher evaluation policies and accompanying practices have been 
conceived and promoted as the panacea for the perceived shortfalls in teacher quality and 
effectiveness. This is underscored by the recognition that teacher effectiveness is perhaps the 
most impactful factor in student achievement (Cherasaro et al., 2016; Council for Exceptional 
Children [CEC], 2012; Jones & Brownell, 2014; National Council for Accreditation of Teacher 
Education, 2010). Most state and local education agencies have adopted high-stakes teacher 
evaluation systems that have had ramifications for tenure, promotion, and remuneration 
(Darling-Hammond, 2013). According to Smylie (2014), the prolific adoption of teacher 
evaluation reforms by state and local education agencies was propelled by three forces: (1) 
teacher evaluation practice had been in an effective state for a prolonged period, (2) a strong 
federal push for teacher evaluation reforms, accompanied by financial incentives, and (3) the 
logic that new evaluation systems will improve educational performance. The logic that teacher 
evaluation efforts will improve education performance is premised on the notion that teachers are 
evaluated against a predetermined, scientifically validated set of behaviors that are able to 
distinguish effective teachers from ineffective ones. Teachers found to be effective are rewarded 
and ineffective ones are terminated or given opportunities to learn and improve their craft 
(Smylie et al., 2004) through professional development. Delvaux, Vanhoof, Tuytens, Vekeman, 
Devos, and Van Petegem (2013) were of the view that teacher evaluation serves two purposes: 
summative and formative. Summative evaluation has high-stakes and accountability intent: to 
identify and sort teachers into effective and ineffective ones. On the contrary, formative 
evaluation is used for the purposes of teacher growth and ongoing improvement (Derrington & 
Kirk, 2017), mainly through professional development. 
 
Special education teachers contend with being evaluated with systems that are neither designed 
nor validated for them (Brownell & Jones, 2015; Johnson & Semmelroth, 2014; Holdheide et al., 
2010; Holdheide, 2015; Sledge & Pazey, 2013). In a brief stating its position on special 
education teacher evaluation, the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC; 2012) noted the failure 
of existing evaluation systems to distinguish between effective and ineffective teachers or 
provide professional development related to the practice of special education teachers. The CEC 
referred to professional development as one of the “fundamental systemwide components” (p. 
74) of teacher evaluation systems and called for evaluation practices that support ongoing and 
systemic professional development opportunities based on feedback received from the annual 
cycle.  
 

Literature Review 
 

Evaluation Feedback and Professional Development 
The provision of feedback to guide teachers’ practice, instructional decisions, and professional 
development is the hallmark of well-designed and implemented evaluation systems (Cherasaro et 
al., 2016). Most evaluation frameworks require teachers to develop some form of professional 
development growth plans (PDPs) that often form part of the summative performance score they 
receive in the annual evaluation cycle. For example, commercially available tools, like the 
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Marzano Framework for Teaching, include a deliberate practice piece that requires teachers to 
use evaluation feedback, schoolwide improvement plans, and student growth data to identify and 
participate in professional development that improves student achievement (Carbaugh, Marzano, 
& Toth, 2017). In a study that examined the challenges in evaluation of special education and 
English Language Learner (ELL) teachers, Holdheide and colleagues (2010) found that 62% of 
state level directors surveyed incorporated professional development growth plans in evaluation 
processes to determine teacher effectiveness. They acknowledged that evaluation systems 
capable of detecting professional development needs of special education teachers would 
ultimately contribute to targeted and results-driven professional development and improve 
achievement of students. 
 
In general education, some studies have examined the feedback and professional development 
connection. In a study involving 3163 teachers, Delvaux and colleagues (2013) found that 
teacher experience, purpose of evaluation, and features of the evaluation system are positively 
related to the impact of teacher evaluation on professional development. In the study, new 
teachers (five years or less) reported greater effect of evaluation outcomes on their professional 
development than experienced teachers. In terms of purpose, the study found that summative or 
high-stakes evaluation systems had a marginal but significant effect on perceived professional 
development than systems with formative intentions. Regarding features of the evaluation 
system, Delvaux and colleagues reported that four features impact the perceived connection of 
evaluation systems and professional development: (1) clarity of the evaluation system, (2) 
relationship between teachers and evaluators, (3) credibility of the evaluator, and (4) 
administrators’ instructional leadership. Teachers who perceived a greater effect of evaluation 
feedback on their professional development if the criteria and purposes of the evaluation system 
were clear to them. Higher evaluator credibility, more instructional leadership, and positive 
evaluator attitude towards the evaluation system were all found to have positive influence on 
teachers’ reported effect on professional development. Jiang, Sporte, and Luppescu (2015) 
reported similar findings in their study of teachers’ perceptions of Chicago Public Schools’ 
Recognizing Educators Advancing Chicago Students (REACH) evaluation system. Although 
special educators constituted a subset of the participants in the study, the researchers reported 
specific findings that shed some light on evaluation feedback and special educator professional 
development decisions. Jiang and colleagues reported a strong relationship between clarity of the 
evaluation system and professional development experiences. Clarity is defined as the extent to 
which special education teachers understand the components, intent, purposes, and outcomes of 
the evaluation framework (Brobbey & Kmail, 2022; Jiang et al., 2015). Special education 
teachers reported having lower clarity than their general education counterparts. Special 
education teachers were also found to be less positive about the impact of evaluation feedback on 
their professional development practices.  
 
In special education, there is a dearth of empirical studies that have examined the effect of 
evaluation feedback on special educators’ professional development decisions. A few studies 
(e.g., Glowacki & Hackman, 2016; Lawson & Knollman, 2017) explored administrator/evaluator 
competence relative to evaluating and providing relevant feedback to special educators. 
Administrators or evaluators who lacked specific knowledge of evidence-based special education 
practices or backgrounds faced challenges in evaluating and providing specific feedback that 
applied to special education classrooms, particularly in self-contained settings (Lawson & 
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Knollman, 2017). Researchers have called for credible and trained evaluators (CEC, 2012; 
Glowacki & Hackman, 2016; Holheide et al., 2010) with the requisite expertise to evaluate the 
roles and responsibilities of special educators (CEC, 2012). The issue of clarity and purpose of 
the evaluation system is yet to receive attention in the special education teacher evaluation 
discourse. Special educators have been found to report significantly lower clarity than non-
special educators (Jiang et al., 2015). With respect to professional development, Jiang and 
colleagues (2015) reported that special educators were less positive regarding the extent to which 
the evaluation process impacted their professional development choices. The ample commentary 
about challenges with evaluating special educators with existing evaluation tools (e.g., Jones & 
Brownell, 2014; Holdheide et al., 2010; Jones, 2016; Sledge & Pazey, 2013) perhaps explains 
the reactions of special educators. 
 
Challenges with Using Existing Systems for Special Education Teachers 
Ideally, evaluation systems designed and validated for special education teachers should provide 
evidence-based feedback to guide their practice and professional development choices 
(Cherasaro et al., 2016). Researchers have, however, enumerated a few difficulties associated 
with evaluating special education teachers with systems adopted by states and districts. For one 
thing, states and districts tend to evaluate special education teachers with systems and tools 
validated for general education teachers (Sledge & Pazey, 2013). The responsibilities, contexts, 
and instructional approaches in special education differ from general education but are not 
factored into designing and implementing systems that reflect and account for the differences 
(Jones, 2016).  
 
Another issue is the philosophical and methodological differences underpinning the design of 
existing evaluation frameworks and the nature of teaching in special education (e.g., Brownell & 
Jones, 2015; Johnson & Semmelroth, 2014; Jones, 2016). One prominently used teacher 
evaluation framework in the U.S. is Danielson’s Framework for Teaching (FFT) (Kettler & 
Reddy, 2019). For example, Brownell and Jones (2015) found differences in theoretical 
orientations of the FFT rubric and special education teaching and learning. The constructivist 
orientation of the FFT runs counter to the behaviorist perspective, a prominent perspective that 
characterizes teaching and learning in special education. After analyzing the domains of the FFT 
and comparing it with the features that define effective special education teaching, Brownell and 
Jones (2015) found that the FFT failed to account for explicit teaching, a key feature of effective 
special education practice. This raises questions regarding the nature and validity of feedback 
provided to special educators and how relevant the feedback would be in their professional 
development considerations. 
 
Special educators also have additional distinct roles that are critical to the academic, emotional, 
and social outcomes for students with disabilities. These roles range from mandated 
responsibilities like writing individualized education plans, progress monitoring, and conducting 
specialized assessments among others to everyday classroom responsibilities like planning, 
teaching, and classroom management. Yet, existing evaluation systems do not account for the 
additional roles and responsibilities or provide feedback that special education teachers can use 
to improve these core and critical areas of their practice (Sledge & Pazey, 2013). Granted, some 
states and local education agencies have modified their evaluation practices and tools to 
recognize special education teacher roles (Holdheide, 2015), it is far from widespread practice 
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for states and districts to make intentional modifications and alignments with evidence-based 
practices and standards in special education. In spite of the known challenges associated with 
evaluating special educators with current evaluation systems, there is a scarcity of studies that 
have examined how special educators view the feedback they receive or the extent to which the 
feedback impacts their professional development. 
 

Purpose of the Study 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore special educator perception relating to the connection 
between evaluation feedback and professional development considerations. Specifically, we 
explored special education teachers’ perceptions regarding the feedback received from 
evaluations and the extent to which it influenced their professional development needs and 
aspirations. As part of a larger study that examined special educators’ perceptions regarding 
using the existing evaluation systems to assess their practice, this study examines how special 
educators perceive the feedback received and its connection to their professional development 
needs and choices. The study addressed the following research questions: (1) What are the 
perceptions of special educators relative to the influence of the annual teacher evaluation on their 
reflection and professional development decisions? (2) Is there a correlation between perceptions 
about clarity of evaluation framework, credibility of evaluator, and feedback received in the 
annual evaluation cycle and special educators’ professional development decisions? (3) Do 
special educator perceptions regarding evaluation feedback and professional development 
decisions vary by: (a) Job categories? (b) Gender? (c) Years of experience? 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 
Teacher evaluation is perhaps one of the most notable policy initiatives in education for the last 
two decades. We were guided by three theoretical considerations: Doyle and Ponder’s 
practicality ethic (1977), Fullan’s (2001) critical factors of policy implementation, and Cherasaro 
and colleagues’ (2016) theoretical model for performance feedback (Fig. 1). Fullan (2001) 
identified clarity and practicality as critical factors that influence the extent to which teachers 
alter their beliefs and practices in response to new policies. Clarity refers to the extent to which 
teachers perceive the intentions as clear and understandable while practicality refers to how 
practical teachers perceive the policy in terms of quality and availability of resources. Like Jiang, 
Sporte, and Luppescu (2015), we further defined practicality using Doyle and Ponder’s (1977) 
practicality ethic theory. According to Doyle and Ponder (1977), teachers’ reaction to policy 
initiatives intended to change their classroom practice, like teacher evaluation, is influenced by 
how practical they view the policy initiative. Doyle and Ponder posited that teachers would be 
resistant to adopting policies that they perceive as impractical. Teachers’ perception of 
practicality is based on three criteria: (1) the extent to which the policy aligns with teachers’ 
classroom conditions (congruence), (2) the extent to which the policy describes procedures that 
reflect classroom practices (instrumentality), and (3) the potential benefits or harm teachers can 
expect in implementing the policy (cost). 
 
Cherasaro and colleagues (2016) posited that teachers’ response to performance feedback is 
influenced by four interconnected features: (1) usefulness of feedback, (2) accuracy of feedback, 
(3) evaluator credibility, and (4) access to resources. Usefulness refers to the extent to which 
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teachers perceive the feedback provides specific recommendations in a timely manner while 
accuracy means the extent to which the feedback accurately depicts teachers’ performance. 
Evaluator credibility deals with the extent to which the evaluator possesses knowledge and 
understanding needed to offer useful feedback. The final feature, access to resources, refers to 
whether teachers can access resources such as mentors, experienced teachers, and other 
professionals to facilitate how they respond to the feedback received. 
 

 
Figure 1: Theoretical Framework for the connection between teacher evaluation and professional 
development. 
 
In this study, we conceptualized that special educators would perceive a greater influence of the 
evaluation system on their professional development needs and choices if they perceived the 
evaluation framework as clear; practical to their roles, responsibilities, and context; and 
providing relevant feedback.  
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Method 
 
Participants 
Quantitative methods were used to answer the research questions. Specifically, we used survey 
methodology, an approach that allows researchers to study a sample of the population (Creswell, 
2015). All 357 secondary-level (middle and high school), full-time, and certified special 
educators whose primary assignment was to teach students with disabilities in a large school 
district in the southeastern region of the United States were invited to participate in the study. 
Participants taught in general education, self-contained, and special school settings. General 
education teachers or other professionals who work with students with disabilities such as 
therapists, school psychologists, social workers, and paraprofessionals did not participate in the 
study (See Frey, 2009, p. 84). 
 
The school district from which participants were selected used the Marzano Focused Teacher 
Evaluation Model (Carbaugh et al., 2017) to evaluate its teachers. The evaluation system had 
three components: Instructional practice, deliberate practice, and a student performance piece. 
The instructional practice component was assessed through the annual classroom observations 
conducted by administrators using the Marzano teacher evaluation rubric. All teachers were 
observed at least one time in the school year, but new teachers were observed at least twice. The 
deliberate practice component required teachers to develop deliberate practice plans based on 
their own self-assessment and reflection on the previous year’s evaluation feedback, their 
school’s improvement plan, and student achievement data. The student performance component 
was generated from students’ performance on standardized assessments mandated by the state. 
All three components were finally weighted to generate a summative performance score to rate a 
teacher’s performance for the year.  

Instrument 
We adopted and modified an instrument from Jiang, Sporte, and Luppescu (2015). The 
instrument had 3 broad clusters of questions based on our conceptual framework. The clusters 
were clarity, practicality, and cost. The clarity cluster had three items that asked participants to 
rate their understanding of the evaluation systems including the major components of classroom 
observations, professional development plans, and student performance measures. The cost 
cluster also had three items and asked participants to rate their perception of the benefits or harm 
associated with the process. The practicality cluster, which was the biggest one, had 10 items 
that were further broken down into categories of evaluator credibility, feedback received, 
responsibilities and roles, and professional development.  

Internal Reliability 
We took steps to ensure the reliability of the instrument after it was modified. As a first step, we 
sought feedback from experts who reviewed it and provided feedback. Next, we piloted the 
instrument using a sample similar to the participants in this study. Following the receipt of expert 
feedback and the pilot, we revised and finalized the instrument. Final Cronbach’s alpha scores 
ranged from 0.70 to 0.89, similar to reliability scores of 0.68 to 0.87 on the original instrument 
(Jiang et al., 2015). 
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Procedures 
Dissemination of the Survey. Qualtrics was the platform utilized to disseminate the anonymous 
study online. Following district approval, personal email invitations to participate in the study 
were sent to potential participants who met the inclusionary criteria based on a district-provided 
list of email addresses (Ary et al., 2010). To ensure that ethical procedures were followed, 
informed consent from participants was obtained electronically. The invitation briefly introduced 
the study, its purpose, and why participants were being invited to participate. A brief explanation 
of any anticipated benefits or harm and information about privacy protection, confidentiality, and 
integrity of data were given. Qualifying criteria were also provided to help participants make 
informed decisions to participate or decline. Those who were willing to participate were directed 
to click an embedded link that directed them to the host website to complete the survey. Clicking 
on the link indicated survey consent and participants could terminate the survey before 
completion at any time. Reminder emails were sent to participants three times within the four-
week period of data collection. 

Data Collection. Data for the study were collected online through Qualtrics over a period of four 
weeks, from April 1, 2019, to April 26, 2019. Data collection was completely anonymous as we 
did not collect any personally identifying information that could be used to track participants 
who submitted specific responses (Woolf, 2015). At the end of the data collection period, 122 
participants responded to the survey. After initial review of the data, however, 96 responses, 
accounting for nearly 27% response rate were included in the final data analysis. In terms of 
demographics, participants whose responses were included in the data analysis consisted of 
approximately 42% special educators who worked with students in the general education setting, 
47% in self-contained, and 11 in special schools. Regarding gender, nearly 23% of respondents 
identified as male and 75% as female. Two participants opted not to disclose their gender. 

Data Analysis. At the end of the data collection period, we exported the data from Qualtrics onto 
a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, then cleaned and coded all data for analysis. Next, the coded data 
were analyzed using the SAS OnDemand for Academics statistical software for both descriptive 
and inferential statistics using the Proc Mixed and Proc Corr procedures (SAS, 2021; SAS, 
2017). Using our conceptual framework, we grouped the responses into the clusters of clarity, 
practicality, and cost perceptions. The practicality items were further grouped into four measures 
of evaluator credibility, feedback received, responsibilities and roles, and professional 
development. We accounted for missing data by using an average of responses per cluster of 
questions, which allowed us to count respondents who skipped some questions but responded to 
the other items. As an example, participants who skipped one out of a cluster of three items were 
counted and included in the analysis. We calculated descriptive statistics such as frequency 
distributions and measures of central tendency (mean, mode, and median) to give us an overview 
of the data and a comprehension of the trends. We also conducted inferential analysis including 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) to understand the variability of perceptions across the categories 
of gender, job settings, and years of experience. Proc Mixed was used to perform the ANOVA 
and the multiple comparison t-test. Additionally, we calculated the interaction effects to give us a 
deeper sense of the variability of perceptions across the demographics of gender, job categories, 
and years of experience. Also, Pearson correlation coefficients were used to understand the 
interrelationship between clarity, practicality, and cost, and professional development decisions 
by using the Proc Corr procedure with the option Alpha to obtain the Person correlation 
coefficients and the Cronbach's alpha.  



Journal of the American Academy of Special Education Professionals 
 

                   JAASEP SPRING/SUMMER 2024                                  Page 64 of 147 

Results 

Perceptions Regarding Influence of Annual Evaluation on Professional Development 
Decisions 
To find the extent to which special educators’ perceptions regarding the annual evaluation cycle 
influenced their professional development decisions, we asked participants to indicate their level 
of agreement. Specifically, we asked participants about the extent to which the evaluation 
results: (1) encouraged them to reflect on their practice, (2) guided future professional 
development choices, (3) influenced their future professional development activities, and (4) 
caused them to make changes in their teaching and practice. The results showed that evaluation 
results did not have a strong influence on their professional development decisions. Participants 
neither agreed nor disagreed on these questions (x= 3.02, SD=0.98; Table 1). The results suggest 
that the evaluation results only encouraged special educators to marginally reflect on their 
teaching practice (x = 3.45, SD=1.02; Table 1), but it did not guide or influence professional 
development changes. 
 
Table 1 
Descriptive findings of professional development and cost 
 

Descriptive Statistics 
Variable Measure N Mean Standard 

Deviation (SD) 
Overall 
Mean  

Overall 
(SD) 

Min. Max. Cronbach’s 
Alpha  

Professional 
Development 

 

Reflect on my teaching 95 3.45 1.02 

3.20 
 

0.87 
 

1 5 

0.89 
 

Guide future choices 
 

95 3.06 1.01 1 5 
Strongly influences future 
choices 
 

95 3.02 0.98 1 5 

Made Changes 94 3.24 1.05 1 5 

 
Cost 

 

Increased anxiety 95 3.96 1.15 
 

3.66 
 

 
0.64 

 

1 5 
 

0.70 
 

Effort outweighs positive  
results 

95 4.081 1.14 1 5 
Influence of evaluation on 
effectiveness 

94 2.93 0.91 1 5 

 
The interaction between gender and classroom setting in terms of special educators reflecting on 
their practice following the evaluation feedback was significant. The highest approval rating was 
for female special educators in self-contained settings at 3.59, followed by male special 
educators in self-contained classrooms at 3.54, females in general education settings at 3.45, and 
male special educators in general education settings with the lowest level of satisfaction at 2.45. 
On average, we found that the approval rating of female special educators in self-contained and 
general education classrooms exceeded that of their male counterparts in general education 
settings by 1.14** (** indicates p-value ≤ 0:05 and * indicates p-value ≤ 0:10), and 1.00* 
respectively. Also, the approval rating of male special educators in self-contained classrooms 
exceeded that of their male counterparts in general education settings by 1.09**. These findings 
suggest that male special educators in general education settings were adamant about using the 
evaluation feedback to reflect on their teaching practice. 
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The ANOVA findings also revealed that regardless of gender, classroom setting, or years of 
experience as special educators, participants could not agree that the evaluation ratings or 
feedback they received guided their future professional development decision and choices. The 
95% confidence interval for the average approval score ranged between 2.86 and 3.27, 
equivalent to “neither agree nor disagree” on the response scale. We found similar outcomes 
when participants were asked whether the annual observation impacted their future professional 
development considerations or motivated them to effect changes in their teaching and practice as 
noted in Table 2.    

  
Table 2 
ANOVA for response cluster of professional development. 
 

Effect Reflect on my teaching Guide future choices Strongly influence 
future choices Made changes 

P-value Pr > F Pr > F Pr > F Pr > F 
Gender 0.0999 0.5729 0.822 0.5016 

Experience 0.4253 0.9656 0.9693 0.1714 
Job Description 0.036 0.4104 0.2164 0.3610 

Gender * 
Experience 

0.6027 0.8649 0.5916 0.2994 

Gender * Job 
Description 

0.0994 0.765 0.6289 0.5482 

Experience * Job 
Description 

0.2099 0.6191 0.4237 0.1357 

Gender * 
Experience * Job 

Description 

NS+ NS+ NS+ NS+   

+Was not significant and the model was reduced by excluding the indicated (NS) interaction.  

Correlation Between Clarity Perceptions and Professional Development Decisions 
Special educators’ perceived clarity or understanding of the evaluation framework, including the 
student growth component and how summative scores were calculated positively correlated with 
perceptions about professional development. We found a positive correlation between level of 
clarity with student growth metrics and how it is calculated, and participants' future professional 
development choices and activities (0.20* and 0.26**, respectively; Table 3).      Although the 
correlation among the variables of clarity and professional development choices and decisions 
were significant, the magnitude of the correlation coefficient falls between 0.18* and 0.24**, 
indicating weak correlation. 

Correlation Between Evaluator Credibility Perceptions and Professional Development 
Decisions 
We also analyzed the extent to which perceived evaluator credibility measured perceptions of 
evaluator’s ability to conduct accurate assessment of special educator instructions, roles, 
responsibilities, and practice; understand strengths and weaknesses; remain fair and unbiased; 
and understand the special education classroom dynamics. On these measures, the results showed 
that the evaluator’s ability to conduct an accurate assessment of instruction, roles, and practice, 
or ability to understand special educator strengths and weaknesses had weak positive correlations 
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(0.27**–0.36**; 0.22**–0.31**; Table 3) with all professional development variables. We also 
found a weak positive correlation between the perceptions of fairness (0.22**–0.36**; Table 3), 
the evaluator’s level of understanding (0.32**–0.34**; Table 3), and all professional 
development measures.  
 
Feedback Perceptions and Professional Development Decisions 
The four variables under the feedback measure included perceptions pertaining to 
appropriateness of evaluation rubric to special educator roles, responsibilities, and practice; 
usefulness of feedback received; specificity of feedback to roles, responsibilities, and practice; 
use of feedback for improvement; and whether feedback included guidance on how to make 
improvement. We found a positive correlation between participants' professional development 
decisions and three feedback variables: appropriateness of rubric to job roles, responsibilities, 
and practice (0.29**–0.40**); usefulness of feedback (0.43**–0.46**); and specificity of 
feedback to job roles and practice (0.41**–0.49**). Relative to the connection between 
perceptions on whether the feedback included specific guidance on how to improve and how 
participants made professional development decisions and choices, we found a moderate positive 
correlation (0.32**–0.48**). 
 
Overall, the correlation between feedback received during the evaluation process and 
participants’ professional development decisions and choices appear to be moderate, except 
when the feedback shared included specificity in how to improve areas of perceived weaknesses.  

Cost Perceptions and Professional Development Decisions 
Special educators’ perceptions of the “cost” or impact of the evaluation process on their stress 
levels is positively correlated with their professional development decisions, The extent to which 
special educators perceived the evaluation process as impacting their overall effectiveness has a 
positive moderate correlation with the likelihood that they would reflect on their own teaching 
practice or use the feedback to guide future professional development choices (0.58** and 
0.60** respectively; Table 3). In addition, we found a moderate positive correlation (0.56**; 
Table 3) between perceived impact on effectiveness and the extent to which special educators 
reported that observation results will strongly influence their future professional development 
activities.  
 
On the other hand, we found that even special educators' views regarding the effect of the 
evaluation on their overall effectiveness did not move them to make changes in their teaching or 
practice, showing a weak positive correlation (0.46**; Table 3). We also found a weak negative 
correlation (-0.24*–0.40**; Table 3) between perceptions pertaining to the worth and anxiety 
levels associated with the evaluation process and all professional development variables. 
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Table 3: Pearson Correlation Coefficients for response clusters of clarity, practicality, professional development, and cost 
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Clarity: Framework 1 0.65** 0.70** -0.04 -0.02 0.09 0.03 0.24** 0.05 0.00 0.07 0.08 -0.18* 0.25** 0.13 0.06 0.23** - 0.18* -0.13 0.07 

Clarity: Student Growth 
Measure 

 1 0.83** 0.00 0.07 0.08 0.11 0.26** 0.13 0.10 0.18* 0.10 -0.15 0.23** 0.20* 0.18* 0.26** 0.12 -0.15 0.20** 

Clarity: Summative Score 
Calculation 

  1 -0.04 -0.01 0.10 0.13 0.23** 0.11 0.11 0.24** 0.09 -0.16 0.24** 0.26** 0.24** 0.29** 0.00 0.13 0.15 

Evaluator: Accurate 
Assessment 

   1 0.73** 0.54** 0.66** 0.32** 0.64** 0.52** 0.52** 0.48** -0.16 0.31** 0.35** 0.36** 0.27** 0.00 -0.15 0.48**  

Evaluator: Understands 
Evaluatee 

    1 0.59** 0.68** 0.28** 0.65** 0.47** 0.53** 0.43** -0.21** 0.31** 0.22** 0.25** 0.25** -0.25** -0.17* 0.44** 

Evaluator: Fairness      1 0.75** 0.25** 0.47** 0.36** 0.34** 0.28** -0.12 0.36** 0.24** 0.28** 0.22** -0.16 -0.24** 0.38** 

Evaluator: Understands 
Classroom 

      1 0.37** 0.62** 0.56** 0.57** 0.52** -0.15 0.32** 0.34** 0.33** 0.34** - 0.04 - 0.18* 0.43** 

Feedback: Appropriate 
Rating Scales 

       1 0.52** 0.46** 0.52** 0.51** -0.38** 0.39** 0.35** 0.29** 0.40** - 0.07 -0.30** 0.42**  
 

 

Feedback: Useful Feedback         1 0.71** 0.71** 0.63** -0.28** 0.46** 0.43** 0.44** 0.43** - 0.09 - 0.20* 0.57** 

Feedback: Identified 
Improvement Areas 

         1 0.73** 0.62** - 0.15 0.49** 0.41** 0.46** 0.44** 0.05 - 0.18* 0.44** 

Feedback: Used Feedback 
for Improvement 

          1 0.60** -0.26** 0.45** 0.50** 0.52** 0.57** 0.05 - 0.20* 0.48** 

Feedback: Improvement 
Guidance 

           1 - 0.15 0.32** 0.48** 0.39** 0.44** 0.01 - 0.19* 0.47** 

Feedback: Recommend 
Different Rubric 

            1 - 0.33** -0.30** -0.27** -0.23** 0.04 0.26** -0.39** 

Professional Development: 
Encourages Reflection 

             1 0.66** 0.65** 0.59** -0.18* -0.40** 0.58** 

Professional Development: 
Guides Future 

              1 0.87** 0.66** 0.03 -0.31** 0.60** 

Professional Development: 
Influences Activities 

               1 0.64** 0.07 -0.24* 0.56** 

Professional Development: 
Changes 

                1 - 0.04 -0.32** 0.46** 

Cost: Increased Anxiety                  1 0.54** -0.19* 

Cost: Effort Outweighs 
Positive Results 

                  1 -0.41**  

Cost: Influence of 
evaluation on Effectiveness 

                   1 
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Discussion 
 
Using the feedback and data generated from the annual evaluation cycle to help educators make 
informed professional development decisions and choices for the purpose of improving the 
practice and teaching is seen as one of the main purposes of teacher evaluation. We wanted to 
understand the extent to which this premise holds true for special educators. Results from the 
study suggest that special educators could not agree on the key thought that the feedback 
received in the evaluation process should influence their professional development decisions and 
considerations. We also found that the process did not encourage special educators to reflect on 
their practice or made changes to their teaching as a result. We found a positive correlation 
between perceptions about clarity and feedback received and professional development 
decisions. 

Evaluation Process Marginally Encourages Reflection on Practice or Influence Professional 
Development Decisions 
Given that professional development considerations serve as one of the core purposes of teacher 
evaluation (Brownell & Jones, 2015; Holdeheide, 2015; Johnson et al., 2021), we expected to see 
the process encouraging deeper reflection and change in practices, and ultimately informing 
special educators’ professional development considerations and decisions.  Like the district 
where participants were drawn from, school districts typically require teachers to develop some 
sort of professional development or deliberate practice plan based on a critical self-reflection and 
assessment on the previous year’s evaluation feedback (Carbaugh et al., 2017). The results 
indicate, however, that the evaluation process only marginally encouraged special educators to 
reflect on their practice and did not guide future professional development decisions and choices. 
This finding is similar to that of Jiang and colleagues (2015) who reported that special educators 
were less positive about the impact of the evaluation process on their professional development 
decisions. Studies have pointed to the misalignment between existing evaluation instruments and 
evidence-based practices in special education (Johnson et al., 2021; Morris-Mathews et al., 
2021), as well as skepticism about the responsiveness of instruments to special educator practices 
(Brobbey & Kmail, 2022; Brownell & Jones, 2015).  If the evaluation cycle did not encourage 
special educators to reflect on their practice or make changes in their teaching practices, it is 
pertinent to understand how they are making data-driven and informed decisions for professional 
growth and student learning. Further research is warranted to understand this dynamic. 

Clarity and Professional Development Considerations 
Our analysis revealed a positive, but weak correlation between clarity of the evaluation 
framework and special educators’ professional development decisions. Perceived clarity of the 
evaluation framework has been found to have greater impact on teachers’ performance in the 
process (Benedict et al., 2013) and their professional development (Delvaux et al., 2013). 
Delvaux and colleagues (2013) reported that teachers with deeper clarity of the purposes and 
criteria of the evaluation system also perceived greater impact on their professional development 
considerations. We suggest that the weak correlation may be attributed to the fact that special 
educators in this study (See Brobbey & Kmail, 2022) and other studies (Jiang et al., 2015) 
reported not having deeper knowledge of evaluation frameworks and their components.  
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Evaluator Credibility 
On the characteristic of evaluator credibility, we found that special educator perceptions are 
positively correlated with perceived impact on professional development considerations. The 
evaluator credibility variable with the strongest correlation with special educators perceived 
professional development was the evaluator’s understanding of what happens in a special 
education classroom. Evaluator’s perceived fairness was also positively correlated, but the 
magnitude of the correlation was weak. Delvaux and colleagues (2013) found that teachers' 
perceptions of evaluator’s fairness had no statistically significant effect on their perceptions 
about the effect of the evaluation system on their professional development. Evaluator 
knowledge of the special educator roles, responsibilities, instructional practices, and classroom 
dynamics is crucial in the evaluation process. Studies have indicated that evaluators face 
challenges in evaluating special educators in view of the uniqueness of their roles and practices 
(Brobbey & Kmail, 2022; CEC, 2012; Holdheide et al., 2010; Lawson & Knollman, 2017). 

Feedback Received and Professional Development Decisions 
Our findings revealed a moderate correlation between variables on feedback received and 
professional development considerations. There is a significant positive correlation between the 
feedback and the professional development choices, however. The correlation coefficient 
between these two categories was as strong as we expected. The correlation between the 
feedback and the professional development is weak, which we find problematic. One of the 
fundamental purposes of the evaluation process is to identify educators’ strengths and 
weaknesses, then use the evaluation feedback to guide future professional development offerings 
and decisions with the goal of improving areas of weakness and reinforcing areas of strength. A 
plausible explanation for the weak correlation is that participants did not receive actionable 
feedback upon which to base their professional development decision and choices. Our finding 
gives further credence to researchers’ call to design evaluation rubrics and systems that can 
provide specific, actionable feedback on evidence-based instructional practices, with which 
special educators can make informed professional development decisions to improve their 
practices, and ultimately, student achievement (Hill & Grossman, 2013; Johnson et al., 2021).  

Perceived Cost Influences Professional Development Considerations 
Our study revealed that special educators’ perceptions about the overall impact of the evaluation 
process on their effectiveness (cost) correlated with their likelihood of reflecting on the feedback 
received and using it to inform their professional development decision and choices. On the other 
hand, we noted a negative correlation between all professional development variables and 
participants’ perceptions about the effort put invested and its worth. In other words, if special 
educators perceived that the resources and time invested were worth the effort, it moved them to 
reflect on their practices and influenced their professional development considerations. This 
finding suggests that for the educators to translate the outcome of the evaluation process into 
actionable professional development decisions, consideration should be given to the impact or 
cost of their process on their stress and anxiety levels (Jiang et al., 2015). 

Limitations 
 
The findings of the study should be interpreted within the limitations of the methods and 
approaches used. In quantitative studies, the sample size and samples which are obtained from 
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only one school district may impact the representativeness and generalizability of findings. For 
that reason, the findings may not be generalizable to other populations of SEs, particularly in 
districts that do not evaluate their teachers with the Marzano Focused Teacher Evaluation Model.  

Implications for Future Research 
 
The findings of this study are important to the special education teacher practice and preparation 
because they point to the fact that general teacher evaluation frameworks are less responsive in 
generating actionable feedback to the professional development needs of special educators. More 
research is needed to understand how special educators are making professional development 
choices and decisions with feedback received from evaluation systems that are not designed for 
them. Further studies involving more evaluation rubrics across multiple districts and a larger 
sample size are also needed to understand if the findings from our study hold true with different 
evaluation systems. Research is needed to contrast the different evaluation models across the 
districts and compare the results with the results of this research. 
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Multiliteracies 
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Abstract 

 
Multiliteracies provide a unique opportunity to students with extensive support needs (ESN) 
because they extend literacy practices to include print-based texts along with the visual, audio, 
gestural, and spatial modes, thereby engaging students in literacy practices and higher-level skills 
regardless of their fluency in language or learning modality.  However, many teachers of 
students with ESN are not familiar with multiliteracies or how to implement these in their 
classrooms. This paper provides a framework for implementing multiliteracies in the classroom 
using the four knowledge processes specified in the pedagogy: experiencing, conceptualizing, 
analyzing, and applying.  
 
Keywords: multiliteracies, extensive support needs, literacy 
 

Raising Expectations in Literacy for Students with Extensive Support Needs Using 
Multiliteracies 

 
Bella teaches a high school self-contained class for students with extensive support needs. Many 
of her students are not yet fluent in reading and writing. Bella has high expectations for her 
students and wants to introduce them to high-interest and age-appropriate content. However, 
Bella observed that most of her students were not engaged and struggled to relate to the 
material. John, a student in her class, was distracted during her lesson. He bounced on his chair, 
put his head down on the desk, and glanced only briefly at her presentation. As Bella did not 
want to make him anxious, she asked John simple factual questions on the text, testing his 
comprehension and recall, getting a limited response with much prompting. Additionally, John's 
behaviors and engagement seemed to confirm Bella's belief that he could not cope with the level 
of instruction. She continued to ask the same level of questions with the same prompting over 
several weeks, hoping that he would improve. However, it was clear that she had to find a way to 
engage John better and provide him opportunities to develop higher literacy skills. 
 
Students with extensive support needs (ESN) are students with significant cognitive impairment 
and are expected to require extensive lifelong support to participate in school, home, and 
community settings. Research suggests that literacy education for students with ESN is limited to 
low-level literacy skills like picture identification or learning basic sight words and functional 
skills despite recommendations by scholars who have shown successful literacy outcomes while 
accessing appropriately modified grade-level literacy texts (Browder et al., 2009; Katims, 2000; 
Ruppar, 2015; Ruppar, 2017). Teachers in self-contained classes (those classes where only 
special education students attend) often use poorly constructed material and have limited literacy 
activities partly due to their low expectations of the abilities of students with ESN (Ruppar, 
2017). The failure of schools to engage these students in challenging literacy practices affects 
these students' social, emotional, vocational, and leisure outcomes (Forts & Luckasson, 2011). 
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Scholars have suggested that using expansive literacy practices, where language, reading, and 
writing are only a part of the many forms of meaning-making, can provide more positive literacy 
outcomes for students with ESN and improve teachers’ perceptions of their students’ abilities 
(Kliewer & Biklen, 2001). For instance, teachers can include visuals (still and moving), music, 
smell, taste, hand movements, and dance as part of literacy meaning-making in conjunction with 
print-based texts. (See Table 1 for additional examples of the numerous modes that can be part of 
the meaning-making efforts of students who may not be fluent in traditional literacy.)  
Hudson et al. (2013) demonstrated the effectiveness of using systematic instruction with multiple 
modalities in teaching grade-level text reading, in which students were provided with an adapted 
text using visuals, images and tactile objects for responding, and graphic organizers to aid in 
comprehension.  Scholars have also shown that socio-cultural pedagogies like multiliteracies 
which use multimodal teaching can improve literacy outcomes in students with disabilities and 
change teacher perceptions about student abilities (Cummins & Early, 2010; Krishnan, 2021; 
Leander & Lovvorn, 2006). Kilinic et al. (2016) showed that early elementary students with 
disabilities had better speech, engagement, and accessed higher thinking skills when they 
participated in a dramatic rendering of their literacy text. Similarly, Collins (2011) described the 
transformation of an 8-year-old boy, unenthusiastic about reading until he engaged in a student-
authored classroom play by creating art and designing costumes. Unfortunately, teachers with 
students with ESN are often not familiar with multiliteracies or how to implement them in their 
classrooms (Krishnan, 2021). 
 
Table 1 
Description of the Multiple Modes of Expression in Multiliteracies 
Mode                                                    Description and Examples 

Written Writing and reading (handwriting, the printed page, the screen) 
Oral Live or recorded speech, listening 
Visual Still or moving image (representing meaning to another); view, scene, 

perspective (representing meaning to oneself) 
Audio Music, ambient sounds, noises, alerts (representing meaning to another); 

hearing, listening (representing meaning to oneself) 
Tactile Touch, smell, taste, grasp, cooking and eating; Kinaesthesia, physical 

contact, skin sensations (heat/cold, texture, pressure), aromas; manipulable 
objects, artefacts 

Gestural Movements of hands and arms, dance, facial expressions, eye movements 
and gaze; demeanors of the body, gait; clothing and fashion, hair style, 
action sequences, timing, frequency, ceremony and ritual  

Spatial Proximity, spacing, layout, interpersonal distance, territoriality, 
architecture, building, streetscape, cityscape, landscape 

Note. Adapted from “The What of Multiliteracies (2): Multimodality” by M. Kalantzis and B. 
Cope, 2018; see http://newlearningonline.com/multiliteracies/theory. 
 
The purpose of this paper is to describe the process of designing experiences using 
multiliteracies and provide an example for implementing multiliteracies with students with ESN.  
 
 

http://newlearningonline.com/multiliteracies/theory
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What are Multiliteracies? 
Multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996) refer to designing student experiences using 
expansive notions of literacy, including multimedia technologies, multimodality, and varied texts 
(for example, social media texts; song lyrics; texts in contexts such as signs, labels, and 
directories; and texts in dialects). Thus, multiliteracies encourage multiculturism by accepting all 
textual modes, whether officially recognized (e.g., the Oxford English Dictionary) or 
unrecognized (e.g., text messages, graffiti, nonverbal or non-written texts), considering them 
worthy of interpretation, analysis, and production. Finally, multiliteracies use four knowledge-
creating processes to design experiences in learning, including experiencing, conceptualizing, 
analyzing, and applying, as shown in figure 1 (Cope and Kalantzis, 2015).  

Figure 1 describes the activities that a teacher can use to design lessons using these four 
knowledge processes. Each process has two categories, one providing essential learning and one 
providing more expert learning opportunities. For example, a teacher may design activities in 
experiencing (upper left quadrant in figure 1), first by creating or recalling familiar experiences 
with activities like talking about lived experiences at home or community and later by exposing 
students to newer experiences through activities like science experiments or community outings. 
Similarly, a teacher may design activities in conceptualizing (upper right quadrant in figure 1), 
first by naming and identifying concepts with activities like defining terms or labeling a diagram, 
and later learning a new theory through making concept maps or drawing diagrams. Next, the 
teacher may address analyzing (lower right quadrant in figure 1) first functionally by including 
activities like creating a flow diagram to explain an event and later critically, by holding a debate 
or asking students to predict consequences of given events. Finally, the teacher can initially 
apply the knowledge in transformed practice (lower left quadrant in figure 1) appropriately 
within the classroom context through activities like presentations, drama, art, writing or a hands-
on project and then creatively using these projects in a new social context or setting.  
 
Implementing multiliteracies in the classroom can be seen as a four-step process in which the 
teacher implements each of the four components described above. Teachers may pick any subject 
area to implement multiliteracies in the classroom. However, before implementing the lesson, the 
teacher may want to pick the most appropriate topic for their class, decide on the multimodal 
platform, and pre-teach any tools, programs, applications, or devices to use in the lesson. 
Research shows that teachers have successfully implemented multiliteracies in diverse contexts 
like language, science, social studies, math, and digital literacy (Allison & Goldston, 2018; 
Kenna et al., 2018; Takeuchi, 2015).  
 
When deciding on a topic, it may be helpful for teachers who work with students with ESN to 
choose one that would be motivating, engaging, challenging, and valuable in the real world. It 
must be noted that these students may continue to need physical support for activities needing 
motor skills; learning supports like scaffolding, prompting, and simplified tasks; and social or 
communication supports in the form of assistive devices. However, scholars have suggested that 
the framework of multiliteracies provides more opportunities for students with ESN to show 
their competence by expanding notions of accessibility from merely providing physical access 
(large print, braille) to providing intellectual access (situated experiences, graphic organizers, 
word banks, word prediction) and social access (developing interactions with social groups) 
(Narain & Surabian, 2014).  
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Figure 1: Designing lessons with multiliteracies 
 
Note: Adapted from A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies: Learning by Design (p. 17, 18) by B. Cope 
& M. Kalantzis, 2015, Palgrave MacMillan. Copyright 2015 by Cope & Kalantzis.  
 
Bella decided to engage John in a literacy activity where he could narrate the story of his life, 
interests, and preferences. Bella considered many options like hands-on projects, guest speakers, 
community outings, or viewing videos. For example, John could use an album, a poster, or a 
diorama to tell his life story. Alternatively, John could make a video of his family, school, and 
community to narrate his experiences. One platform that allows students to engage multimodally 
is the digital multimodal book. Students can create multimodal books using application 
programs for tablets or computers like Book CreatorTM, Kid in Story Book MakerTM, or My Story 
School eBook CreatorTM. These programs allow students to input text, images, video, or audio 
from an existing library, the Internet, or record directly into the application.  
 
Bella considered the context, modes of communication, student interests, and student preference 
before deciding on the activities. For instance, although challenging and engaging, a hands-on 
project of building a model atom would not suit students whose motor skills did not allow them 
to participate in the activity. Likewise, a visual or audio project would not be the best choice for 
a visually impaired or hard-of-hearing student. Bella deliberated on John’s strengths and 
preferred activities. She asked John if he would like to put together images and videos of his 
family, school, or community and write or speak comments on these images and videos. John 
was enthusiastic about the idea. As John already possessed a tablet at school, she decided to use 
the software application Book Creator (www.bookcreator.com), which she installed on his 
tablet. 
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Pre-teaching Skills 
Students can start by learning the application's essential features, like creating background 
designs or changing the color and font size, and then to more difficult actions such as inputting 
text, audio, or video. It might be helpful to establish a routine time for the tablet application so 
that the students can anticipate and look forward to the learning experience. This process may 
take a few days to a week, and assists in highlighting any barriers to access that the teacher can 
address before the start of the project. The students do not need to be fully competent in using 
the tools or devices, only be introduced to them. Teachers can also pre-program students’ AAC 
devices to input any words or phrases that the student may require in the project. 
 
Bella planned to use the tablet application with John three times a week during his journal time 
at the end of the day. She introduced one aspect of the application's features in each session. For 
example, John could start by creating the book, the title, the background color, or the design and 
selecting font sizes or colors for the text. Next, he could input existing images or videos stored on 
the device or the internet and position them on the book's pages. Then, John could take pictures 
or videos directly from the application. Finally, he could add comments via text, audio, video, or 
draw using the digital pen. Students using AAC devices could easily use the tablet to input and 
position images and use the device to add their comments on the images. 

 
Implementing Multiliteracies with Students with Extensive Support Needs 

 
Step 1. Experiencing in Situated Practice 
 
Experiencing 
Research shows that when students get immersed in experiences in the real world or share what 
they are familiar with, their confidence and self-esteem improve, and they engage better in the 
learning process (Burke, 2013; Prasad, 2013; Skerrett, 2013; Steele, 2005). In our example, to 
situate the learning in the students’ lives, the teacher may collect pictures (print or digital) and 
videos of family members and friends, places that the family visits, celebrations, or the student's 
favorite objects at home. If the family is unable or unwilling to provide pictures or videos, the 
teacher or staff may take pictures and videos of the student’s school life or the routine 
community outings. From these existing images and videos, the students can select the pictures 
they want in the book. This step is part of the knowledge process of experiencing the known or 
the familiar. When the students are ready for new experiences, they may take new 
pictures/videos at school and home to add to the book's pages using their tablet devices. In this 
way, students with extensive support needs can move from being passive consumers of media to 
becoming active producers of media.  
 
Bella realized that she would need to involve John's family and friends to provide images and 
videos of his home and community experiences. She contacted the family, and they were happy to 
send her many pictures from various stages of John's life. Bella also contacted the therapists 
who worked with him and some friends who provided other pictures of John in the community, at 
parties, summer camps, and horse riding. She showed these pictures to John, and he chose the 
ones he wanted to place in the book. Bella observed that John liked to place the pictures at a 
slant on the page and sometimes showed his sense of humor by placing them upside down.  
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Step 2. Conceptualizing 
In this process, teachers scaffold and support students in the knowledge process of systematic, 
analytic, and conscious understanding using multiple modalities. Research shows that students 
successfully develop concepts when multiliteracies are used to provide explicit, scaffolded 
instruction in diverse subjects including, media literacy, social studies, and digital literacy 
(Cooper, Lockyer, & Brown, 2013; Tan & Guo, 2014). Initially, students name or identify 
concepts. Thus, students can add a caption to the pictures and videos to conceptualize by naming 
in our example. The caption could be progressively a word, phrase, or sentence in textual, visual, 
audio, or other communication modes.  
 
Students can extend the activity to conceptual categories like people, actions, objects, or places 
in the images or videos. By providing intellectual access to concepts using multimedia, making 
captions presents an opportunity for students to grow in digital literacy and communicate using 
signs and symbols, particularly for those using AAC devices. Further, students can also sort 
images and videos into categories like home, school, or community in this step. Students using 
AAC devices will need access to these conceptual categories on their devices. 
 
The advanced step in this process is conceptualizing with theory. The students generalize, 
abstract, predict, and hypothesize from what they have learned in the conceptualizing stage. 
Conceptualizing with theory is vital for understanding relationships between concepts and is 
crucial for academic success. For instance, in this step, students can compare or contrast the 
images using criteria given by the teacher (possibly color, size, shape, weather, places) or 
develop their own criteria. Teachers can provide students access to conceptualizing through the 
use of graphic organizers, pictures, or videos describing the concepts. Additionally, students can 
connect the images to other topics like clothing, holidays, the weather, or the seasons.  
 
John typed in a sentence about each image and video with a bit of help from Bella. Bella 
observed that John participated enthusiastically in this activity, and she saw that he was 
learning to spell new words and make longer sentences. To stretch John’s learning further and 
move on to conceptualizing with theory, Bella decided to use a sorting activity. To make the 
sorting activity more student-centered, Bella had John determine the criteria for categorizing the 
images and videos. John wanted to sort the pictures according to the color of the shirt he wore in 
the pictures. Bella supported his decision and considered his effort as valid and meaningful. 
Bella noticed that as John became more engaged in her lessons, her interactions with John 
began to change. John responded to her questions and wanted to continue their conversations. 
For example, when she asked John to choose a picture and write a sentence on it, the 
conversation went like this:  
 
Bella (holding up two pictures): Okay, let’s look at two pictures you selected yesterday, and you 
can choose on which one you want to write a sentence. We have the picture with mom and dad 
and a picture of you. Which picture do you want to use? 
 
 John: This picture (pointing to a picture of himself). 
Bella: Great! What do you want to say about the picture? It's a great picture, by the way! 
John: I went sailing on a sailboat. 
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Bella: Oh, I don't see a sailboat in the picture. Did you go sailing before or after this picture was 
taken? 
John waits. 
John: After. 
Bella: Oh good! Let's add your sentence to the book. Do you want to record your voice or type in 
the text? 
 
There were several essential teaching strategies adopted by Bella, that allowed John to 
participate in the two stages of conceptualizing successfully. First, Bella set up the lesson for 
success using meaningful materials situated in the student's life. Then, she used the affordances 
of digital technology to provide access to John, who may have had a more challenging time 
writing. If John did not want to type, he could have chosen to record his voice in the book. 
Further, Bella also observed John closely and gave meaning to his silences and gestures when he 
was waiting. This close observation helped John continue with his work. Finally, Bella presumed 
John's competence during her instruction. For example, when John described the picture as “I 
went sailing on the sailboat,” she did not tell John that his sentence was incorrect as there was no 
boat in the picture. Instead, she probed further into John's response. By presuming competence, 
the teacher opened a new learning space for John to think about the timing and the sequence of 
events.  
 
If Bella wanted to engage students who use AAC devices, once the students decided what images 
they wanted in their book, she would have to program their devices for the possible vocabulary 
words that the students would need to make sentences about the images, which she could record 
into the book. One of the activities that could help students improve their literacy outcomes 
might be to spell some words or even recognize the starting and/or ending sounds of the words. 
 
Step 3. Analyzing 
During the knowledge process of analyzing, students explain orally, visually, or through 
multimedia what they have understood or argue for a claim they have made. Research shows that 
students gain insights into the problems of power inequity, gender-stereotyping, and injustice, 
when taught to apply a critical lens (Ajayi, 2010; Tan & Guo, 2014). In our example, teachers 
can help students think about why they selected particular images and videos and not others. 
Some scaffolding may be initially necessary to encourage students to think more deeply about 
their choices. One way to scaffold the responses of the students is to use cloze sentences like “I 
chose this picture because, _________” and then provide choices for the students.  
 
Students can examine functional cause and effect, draw inferences, and look for logical 
connections. When analyzing funcionally, students can draw diagrams comparing the images or 
videos. A Venn diagram is an example of a tool that would help the students visualize 
similarities and differences. Graphic organizers like a timeline or cause-effect diagrams can 
provide the students with more opportunities to extend their learning. Students proficient with 
using the pen tool on the application can draw pictures or shapes on the pages directly. Students 
not proficient in using writing tools can use teacher-made graphic organizers and select items 
that go in each category verbally, gesturally, or using their AAC devices. 
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The second stage of analyzing is analyzing critically, in which students critically evaluate one's 
own and others' motives and experiences. In this process, the students become aware of the 
emotions and intent of people around them. A crucial aspect of analyzing critically is making a 
claim and providing a reasonable explanation for the claim. For example, the students can 
identify emotions in the images and explain what caused people in the images or videos to feel a 
particular way. Another example is to reflect on whose interests were served in the images and 
whether their preferences were considered during the activities. These analyzing activities, even 
when done in small steps, will contribute to building self-advocacy skills in students. Some 
students, including those using AAC devices, may need scaffolding depending upon their skill 
level in using the device. For example, in response to the question, why did (a person) feel (an 
emotion), some students may need a template programmed in their devices using the sentence 
format: ____________ felt __________ because _______________. Others may need the 
sentence with icons, and still others with pictures.  
 
Bella used the images and videos to generalize the emotion words that John knew. John 
identified emotions like happy, tired, excited, worried, and relaxed. Then, Bella helped John put 
some images on a timeline. She encouraged John to reflect on how he and his family have 
changed over the years by looking at the timeline he created. John could find some similarities 
and differences when looking at images of school on the timeline and commented that he did not 
like his elementary school class because it was too noisy. He showed critical awareness by 
explaining his claim that he enjoyed going to the drama class at school because his friends in 
that class were nice to him.  
 
Step 4. Applying 
Students apply their knowledge when they use it in the real world. Scholars have shown that 
students can successfully apply their knowledge in new settings to demonstrate understanding of 
their subject (Ajayi, 2010; Prasad, 2013; Skerrett, 2013). For example, as a first step, after the 
students have finished the book, they can present it to their class. This classroom presentation is 
an example of applying the knowledge appropriately (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015). The presentation 
can be a simple classroom event, or the students may invite their families and friends to 
participate in the event. The teacher may decide to use the classroom presentation to rehearse and 
then have a final session with families and friends present. Students fluent in reading can read 
their book and talk about the pictures they selected. Other students who are not yet fluent in 
reading or speaking can use the application function that reads the text aloud or use their AAC 
devices to present by asking a peer or staff to move on to the next page. Narain and Subarian 
(2014) state that even the act of students with significant disabilities participating in a group 
literacy activity with the whole class by virtually turning a page begins to reposition their 
identity as competent learners.  
 
In applying creatively, students use their knowledge in a setting different from the classroom in 
an innovative manner. One option is to use the book presentation as student input at the IEP 
meeting. When students present their book at the IEP meeting, the team can consider their input 
on their preferences and interests while considering goals and services for the student. 
Alternatively, students could use this book as a multimodal resume when applying for a job or as 
part of their transition plan to adulthood.  
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John presented his book at his IEP meeting. He was very excited to come to the meeting. He 
pointed to the tablet almost immediately as he entered the conference room saying, “We are 
going to watch my book on Ms. Bella's tablet.” He was smiling and very relaxed. After everyone 
had assembled, John started the presentation. He walked up to the screen without prompting, 
pointed to the pictures, and read the sentences. After John read the first page, he used his tablet 
to move on to the next page. John commented on the pictures, adding details about his family 
vacation, houseboat, and horse riding. Then he pointed to each video and his favorite activities 
and commented on them, describing them clearly. He also described where the activities were 
happening at school. For example, he said, “PE with Mr. Chang in the gym,” and “we are 
having brunch in the cafeteria.” The team members saw a relaxed John, without any of the 
behaviors noted in the classroom, giving a very competent presentation. 
 
Implementing Multiliteracies in Other Content Areas 
The above example describes how teachers can use multiliteracies to teach students to create 
narratives about themselves. Research indicates that teachers can use multiliteracies to teach any 
content area such as science, social studies, math, or vocational skills successfully (Allison & 
Goldston, 2018; Dalton, 2014). For example, Allison & Goldston (2018) show that students 
showed greater engagement in the science activities with multiliteracies while also developing 
their scientific literacy skills. An example of using the pedagogy of multiliteracies for a lesson in 
life sciences is described below using the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) for 
elementary school, grade 3: LS4-3-3. Construct an argument with evidence that in a particular 
habitat some organisms can survive well, some survive less well, and some cannot survive at all. 
In this example, the chosen modality is hands-on tactile and physical manipulation rather than 
the digital modality of the previous example. 
 
Step 1. Experiencing 
Experiencing the Familiar. Students walk around a familiar park, yard or school playground, 
pick up leaves, take pictures of trees, shrubs, flowers. Then, they put these together in 
scrapbooks. 
 
Experiencing the New. Students plant seeds in plastic bags soaking them with wet cotton bits. 
They observe and record the growth of the plants multimodally, for example, on worksheets, 
orally (or through AAC devices), or pointing to choices on their devices or paper. 
 
Step 2. Conceptualizing 
Conceptualizing with Naming. Students label the parts of the plant- namely, roots, stem, leaves 
in the plastic bag or on pre-made worksheets again multimodally in several ways (orally (or 
through AAC devices), marking, writing, pointing, coloring) 
 
Conceptualizing with Theory. Students draw diagrams of plants and label the parts. They also 
draw diagrams of trees and label the parts. Then, they compare the two diagrams (orally or via 
AAC devices, written, images, or videos) by detailing how the parts of the tree are different from 
the parts of the plants in the plastic bag.  
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Step 3. Analyzing 
Analyzing Functionally. Students examine what happens when the seed does not get 
water/sunlight. Students may draw a Venn diagram or use a pre-drawn diagram and state 
differences in the plants with water/sunlight and without water/sunlight (orally or via AAC 
devices, written, images, videos).  
 
Analyzing Critically. Students reflect on their own feelings regarding plants. This activity could 
include questions like what plants or flowers they like and why. They may also discuss the 
importance of plants, trees, flowers, and parks in their own lives and the life of other people or 
animals. Again, as in all the steps above, giving students their mode of expression is crucial to 
their engagement and their opportunity for success. 
 
Step 4. Applying 
Applying Appropriately. Students plant flowers in a pot to take home or keep in class. Students 
can learn to take care of plants in the classroom. Students take care of plants at home. 
 
Applying Creatively. Students can have a potted flower sale for the entire school; they can sell 
potted herbs to staff or parents; they can gift potted plants to teachers around school to keep in 
their classes, which could be later taken care of by the students as vocational skill training; or 
they can volunteer at a local farm or garden. 
 

Conclusion 
 

The examples provided here are a starting point for implementing multiliteracies with students 
with ESN. The four knowledge processes of multiliteracies, namely, experiencing, 
conceptualizing, analyzing, and applying, provide many affordances to these students. Situating 
learning in real-life experiences becomes meaningful and relevant to the students (Llopart & 
Esteban-Guitart, 2018). When combined with appropriate tools and opportunities for success, 
scaffolded conceptualizing helps students gain knowledge and demonstrate competence. Further, 
students can access higher-level thinking skills by reflecting on the material they are learning 
during the knowledge process of analyzing (New London Group, 1996). Finally, students learn 
to generalize and creatively apply their knowledge in the real world by applying the knowledge 
in familiar and unfamiliar settings. Thus, the pedagogy of multiliteracies is uniquely suited to 
teaching students with ESN and helps provide challenging literacy and higher-level skills to all 
students regardless of their fluency in language or learning modality. 
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Abstract 
 

This study analyzed the influence of resource availability on inclusion of children with various 
disabilities in rural early childhood development centers in Zimbabwe. A qualitative descriptive 
design utilizing questionnaires and interviews was used to collect data from 36 teachers, 12 
school-heads and 24 parents of children with disabilities who were purposefully sampled. 
Deductive thematic analysis was used to identify themes emerging from open-ended 
questionnaire items and interviews. The study revealed that disability-friendly commercial 
resources were unavailable, and this negatively influenced the inclusion of children with 
disabilities who were unable to freely participate in play activities and so were isolated to a large 
extent. This is despite widely available indigenous resources that were not utilized as inclusive 
supports. The study’s findings are utilized to build a case for a heritage-based model of inclusive 
education. 
 
Keywords: disability-inclusion, indigenous resources, rurality, heritage-based inclusive education 
 
Influence of Resource Availability on Disability-inclusion in Under-resourced Early 
Childhood Development Centers 
 
Introduction  
Despite the growing body of knowledge and scholarship globally in disability-inclusive 
education, there is sparse research that is context sensitive related to resource availability issues 
in Low and Middle Income (LMI) countries in Africa and on the African continent in particular. 
There is therefore, not much understanding of the proximal and distal eco-cultural circumstances 
of childhood disability that can shape indigenous disability-inclusive education processes in 
early childhood in order to integrate with pre-existing Global North practices and knowledge. 
This study set out to find out how resource availability influenced the inclusion of children with 
disabilities in early childhood development centers in primary schools in Zimbabwe, a low 
income country in Africa that is emerging from years of economic crisis.  
 
Global impacts of limited resources 
Globally, literature showed a trend in which resources play a key role in inclusive early 
childhood development. Literature revealed that lack of resources negatively influences inclusion 
of students with disabilities. Some countries where studies revealed this are shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 
Studies finding that lack of resources negatively influences inclusion  
 
Country Study 
United States Okoro et al., (2018); Tatter (2019); Anderson (2019). 
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United Kingdom   Griffiths (2020); Stewart (2020). 
India  Limaye (2016); Singh (2016); Tripathi (2018); Chakraborti-Ghosh 

(2017). 
Nigeria  Adeniyi et al., (2015). 
Kenya  Owuor (2014); Omondi (2016); Okongo et al., (2015). 
Malawi  Chavuta et al., (2008). 
Namibia  Mokaleng (2019). 
South Africa  Walton (2018); Adewumi (2019). 

 
In addition to the studies that found that lack of resources negatively influences inclusion, the 
literature also revealed that low budgetary allocation results in inadequate resources for 
inclusion. Literature from the U.S. (Okoro et al., 2018; Tatter, 2019; Anderson, 2019), Namibia 
(Zimba et al., 2007; Sukhraj, 2008), Zambia (Hayes & Bulat, 2017), Cameroon (Mbibeh, 2013), 
Botswana (Dart, 2007), Kenya (Peter & Nderitu, 2014), and South Africa (Ntsnwisi, 2008; 
Tshifura, 2012) revealed that low budget allocations result in inadequate resources for inclusion.  
 
Studies in Hong Kong revealed that lack of resources is a reason for failure to include learners 
with disabilities and that resources for inclusive education have not been infused into general 
education to ensure effective teaching in inclusive classes (Zhang, 2011; Cheuk & Hatch, 2007). 
In Australia, Forlin (2006) reported that inclusive education had not been sustained by 
appropriate support structures at school level. Similarly, studies in New Zealand revealed that 
lack of human and material resources can provide the basis of both covert and overt 
discrimination against children with disabilities and their families in the educational setting 
(Purdue, 2009; William et al., 2014). From the above studies, one might conclude that without 
appropriate resources, schools cannot include all children with disabilities. Literature has 
indicated that availing resources positively influences the inclusion of children with disabilities 
(Adeniyi et al., 2015; Okongo et al., 2015). However, some studies found that schools often have 
more resources than they use for inclusive education and that without appropriate coordination, 
simply availing more resources did not necessarily improve inclusivity (Grönlund et al., 2010; 
Oliva, 2016).  
 
Other studies in relatively well-resourced economies also found that educational personnel may 
be unaware of resources that already exist for inclusive education in the system, such as in the 
U.S. (Daane et al., 2000), Egypt (Moberg, 2000) and Finland (Sadek & Sadek, 2000). The 
present study, therefore, focused on establishing how the availability or unavailability of 
resources in an emerging economy influences the inclusion of children with disabilities in early 
childhood development.  
 
Findings from studies in other emerging economies from countries in Africa have concurred with 
global studies that have shown that without appropriate resources, schools cannot include all 
children with disabilities. For example, in Cameroon (Mbibeh, 2013),  Namibia (Zimba et al., 
2007), Botswana (Dart, 2007),  Kenya (Peter & Nderitu, 2014) and South Africa (Ntsnwisi, 
2008; Eloff & Kgwete, 2007; Tshifura, 2012), it was found that parents, teachers and 
administrators were of the opinion that low budgetary allocations were an impediment to the 
implementation of inclusive education for children with disabilities. Low budgetary allocations 
may result in schools not having enough funds to implement inclusive education. Furthermore, 
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most of these national budgets cannot sustain provision of assistive devices and teaching aids for 
children with disabilities. This implied that national budgetary decisions taken at that macro-
systems level had profound effects in schools at the microsystem level and these effects were an 
impediment to the implementation of inclusive education for children with disabilities. The 
present study sought to establish the extent to which the above global scenario applied at early 
childhood level in rural elementary schools that are traditionally regarded as under-resourced.  
 
Rural schools 
Rural schools and the communities in which they serve have often been overlooked by 
researchers of inclusive education. This is despite the observation that the educational landscape 
may be very differently experienced in rural areas compared to urban areas and that there is a 
large proportion of learners attending rural schools (Musengi & Musengi, 2021). On one hand, 
they may be perceived as having constraints to inclusive education due to rurality. On the other 
hand, unlike urban areas, rural areas may be perceived as having stronger community ties of 
Ubuntu, the African worldview rooted in a collective sense of responsibility for group survival 
deriving from harmony achieved through interdependence and interconnectedness (Mkabela, 
2005; Owusu-Ansah & Mji, 2013).  
 
In this light, rural communities may have unexplored, intrinsic strengths that can be utilized for 
inclusive educational practices. This study set to explore how the particularities of rural 
communities can be considered to utilize indigenous knowledge to overcome perceived 
limitations by appropriately responding to diversity in rural schools. The study adopts 
understandings of rurality that recognize it as multi-faceted, complex, and fluid. It discusses 
cleavages of disadvantages as they exist between urban and rural schools as well as those that 
exist within rural schools. The study utilizes the social location of disability to analyze how its 
intersection with rurality can influence inclusive educational biographies.  
 
As alluded to in the preceding paragraph, rurality may be conceived of in two different ways 
which are further explored here. Halfacree (2006) and Cloke (2006) posit physical and 
representational understandings of rurality. In the physical perspective, rurality is viewed as 
specific locations with low population densities, and which rely on natural resource economics 
(Cloke, 2006). According to Brann-Barrett (2015) this view is limited by its reliance on an 
urban-rural dichotomy in which the urban is typically placed at the center and the rural is 
identified as ‘the other’. Brann-Barrett (2015) goes on to cite Corbett and White (2014) who also 
point out that this philosophy ignores the interconnectedness of rural and urban spaces. For 
example, technological connections enable rural relationships with urban and even global spaces. 
 
On the other hand, the representational rural is the imagined in which Tuters (2014) says can be 
used to signal deficiency and backwardness or to designate communitarianism, nature, and 
tradition. Pinie et al., (2014) indicate that these imaginations of the rural often prescribe what the 
rural must be, while preventing it from “speaking back”. Pinie et al., (2014) go on to argue for 
adopting understandings of rurality that recognize it as multi-faceted, complex, and fluid. Overly 
deterministic and unit-dimensional representations of the rural are informed by Western 
Cartesian binary thinking which also informs the scientific determinism on which the medical 
model of Special Needs Education and inclusivity continue to be grounded.  
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The Zimbabwe Context 
Zimbabwe is a southern African landlocked, low-income, largely rural former British colony that 
is emerging from years of economic crises. It was ranked 146 out of 191 countries in the 2021/22 
Human Development Index, a composite measure used to quantify average achievement on three 
basic dimensions of human development, that is, a long and healthy life, knowledge and a decent 
standard of living (UNDP, 2021). A World Food Program (2023) report explains Zimbabwe’s 
widespread poverty on the basis of 42% of the 15 million population as people living in extreme 
poverty and 26.7% of children having stunted growth. The report goes on to list limited 
employment opportunities, liquidity challenges, recurrent climate-induced shocks and economic 
instability as contributing to Zimbabwe’s low-income economy status. The country has a strong, 
charity-grounded and largely urban system of special schools for learners with specific 
disabilities that was inherited from the colonial, pre-independence era. Since the special schools 
were not enough to cater for all learners with disabilities, the post-independence government 
introduced inclusive education.  
 
Despite introducing inclusive education, Zimbabwe does not have legislation specific for special 
or inclusive education and relies on general education legislation and policies. For example, the 
general Education Act (1996) outlaws discrimination from education on a list of grounds that 
does not specify disability although disability is generally understood to be one of the grounds on 
which one cannot be excluded from education. Similarly, the National Disability Policy (2021) 
advocates free access to education if resources permit. With this general understanding therefore, 
most children with disabilities are typically in rural schools where they are taught in under-
resourced general education classrooms, with minimal policy direction. Hence, the current study 
to find out how resource availability influences inclusion.  
 

Method 
Study Design 
The present study utilized a qualitative descriptive design that aligns to constructionism (Burr, 
1995; Doyle et al., 2020) and the multiple, subjective realities of how resource availability 
influences inclusion in a particular context. It provides straightforward descriptions of socially 
produced experiences and perceptions (Lincoln et al., 2017; Sandelowski, 2010) regarding the 
utility of resources for children with disabilities in early childhood development centers. The 
descriptive design was chosen for its flexibility as it is not aligned to specific methods (Doyle et 
al., 2020), thereby allowing the “borrowing” from other designs of methods appropriate to the 
current study. This flexibility of the descriptive design is preferable to forcing a research 
approach into a design that is not quite appropriate for the nature of the intended study. Data 
from open-ended questionnaires and interviews yielded rich, detailed descriptive perceptions of 
how resource availability affects the inclusion of children with disabilities in early childhood 
development.  
 
Sample and sampling procedure 
The target population that the sample was chosen from consisted of 309 school-heads, 2 085 
teachers of learners at the Early Childhood Development (ECD) level of elementary schools and 
an estimated 89 000 parents of learners who met the criteria for the study. The criteria were that 
school-heads and teachers had to be employed in an economically disadvantaged, rural primary 
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school while parents had to be biological parents or guardians of schoolchildren with disabilities 
from these schools. Purposeful sampling was used in the current study to achieve what Creswell 
and Piano Clark (2011) called the identification and selection of information-rich cases for the 
most effective use of limited resources.  
 
The typical case strategy of purposeful sampling (Palinkas et al., 2015) was used to select 
teachers who teach children with disabilities. Typical teachers in this study had elementary 
teacher training and so these formed the core of the teacher sub-sample to enable them to provide 
information on how resources influence the inclusion of these learners in their classes. The 
maximum variation strategy of purposeful sampling (Palinkas et al., 2015) was used to select 
parents of children with disabilities so that they could provide a range of resource influences on 
their ECD level children in inclusive elementary school settings. Parents of children with varying 
types, severities and experiences of disabilities were deliberately selected. Palinkas et al.’s 
(2015) stratified purposeful sampling was used for selecting school-heads. This technique was 
used to capture how school-heads with major variations in administrative background perceived 
resource influences on inclusion of children with disabilities at early childhood development 
level in different primary schools. School-heads with various types of qualifications and 
experience in different sizes of schools were deliberately selected. The present study consisted of 
72 participants. Of these 72, thirty-six were teachers, 24 were parents and 12 were school-heads. 
 
Data analysis 
Deductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to identify themes emerging from 
six open-ended ECD-level teachers’ questionnaire items, six open-ended school-heads’ 
questionnaire items and 18 open-ended items from the parents’ interviews. Analysis was driven 
by the researcher’s analytic interest in how resource availability influences inclusion of children 
with disabilities at the early childhood development level. The researcher was interested in how 
resource availability influenced inclusion and focused on this particular feature in coding the 
data as this had potential to speak to or even expand on something approximating the original 
research question. Following Frith and Gleeson (2004), analysis was done primarily at the 
semantic level where themes were identified within the explicit or surface meanings of the data. 
According to Chafe (2017), it is important to keep analysis at a level at which those to whom the 
research pertains are able to understand so that they can use the findings. To this end, the 
analytic process involved a progression from description, which entailed simply organizing data 
to show patterns in semantic content, summarizing the data and then interpreting it by theorizing 
the significance of the patterns and their broader meanings and implications (Patton, 1990; Braun 
& Clarke, 2006) regarding resource availability and utility for inclusivity. Researcher judgment 
was used to determine what counted as a theme and this was dependent on whether something 
important was being captured in relation to the analytic question of how resource availability 
influenced inclusion.  
 

Results 
 
This section presents the results of the present study in answer to the question on the extent to 
which the availability of resources influences the inclusion of children with disabilities at the 
early childhood level of rural elementary education. These results are organized into two themes 
that emerged from analysis, that is, Resource allocation and Resource availability and utility.   
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Resource allocation 
Participants were asked questions relating to their knowledge and experiences with allocation of 
resources for inclusive education of learners with disabilities at the early childhood development 
level. Some of the participating school-heads were of the view that government does not allocate 
a budget for children with disabilities in regular schools. The school-heads indicated that their 
mainstream schools lack a disabled children’s budget allocation from government. They viewed 
budget allocations for children with disabilities as restricted to special schools. The following 
excerpts of qualitative data collection illustrate the above finding: 
 

“Government allocates more money to special schools. We only get our usual per capita 
grants” (Head 5). 
 
“Budgets for children with disabilities are only allocated in special schools such as 
Henry Murray” (Head 2). 
 
“Mainstream primary schools are not having budgetary allocations for the Government 
but only in special schools” (Head 12). 
 
“We are not a special school, so we do not have money set aside for children with 
disabilities (Head 8). 
 
 “Since I became Head here, I have never seen that money for children with disabilities 
from government. Usually that money for disabled children that you are talking about 
does not come at all. It is not useful to talk about it as if it comes” (Head 10). 
 

Some school-heads were, however, aware of government’s budgetary allocations to mainstream 
schools. Those who were aware of the allocation pointed out that the money allocated for 
children with disabilities in the mainstream schools was inadequate. They indicated that the low 
budgetary allocations were, therefore, negatively affecting inclusion. These views are 
demonstrated in the following excerpts: 
 

“Money for children with special needs is allocated but it is very little. You cannot do 
much with it” (Head 3). 
 
“Government allocates money for disabled children, but it is not much. The money is late 
in coming” (Head 9). 
 
“Low budgetary allocations hinder inclusion of learners with disabilities in ECD 
centers” (Head 11). 
 
“The success of inclusion of children with disabilities in ECD centers depends on the 
allocation of resources. Government needs to allocate more resources for inclusion 
(Head 7). 
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Resource availability and utility 
Asked for their thoughts and experiences with available resources, participants had various 
experiences. The primary school-heads revealed that the availability of necessary resources leads 
to the success of inclusion of children with disabilities in ECD centers. The heads indicated that 
centers with fewer resources have challenges in making inclusion effective. They highlighted 
that availability of resources makes management of children with disabilities easier in ECD 
centers. These views are illustrated in the following excerpts: 
 

“Our ECD classes lack the necessary resources for implementing proper inclusion of 
children with disabilities. We need resources” (Head 6). 
 
“With few resources obviously, we cannot do much for children with disabilities. We 
need more resources for effective inclusion of these children” (Head 3). 
 
“Centers with adequate resources implement inclusion successfully but those with little 
resources have challenges to implement inclusion” (Head 1). 
 
“The availability of resources enables children with disabilities to be easily managed and 
included” (Head 8). 
 

Like the school-heads’ views, some teachers indicated that budgetary support from government 
was needed. The teachers pointed out that budgetary support was necessary to complement their 
improvisations and innovations. They indicated that lack of support from government would 
result in inadequate assistive devices and learning materials, which would negatively affect 
inclusion of children with disabilities. These views are demonstrated in the following excerpts: 
 

“We may improvise certain things using locally available resources, but it is never going 
to match the actual thing that government should have provided. So government needs to 
play its part and provide money for assistive devices” (Teacher 32). 
 
“Although the teacher should be resourceful, government should chip in with funds to 
buy learning materials” (Teacher 26). 
 
“Too much improvising on our part could end up harming the disabled child. There is 
need for government to buy necessary assistive devices” (Teacher 18). 
 
“Inadequate resources are a barrier to the success of inclusion of children with 
disabilities in ECD Centers though we improvise where necessary (Teacher 30).  
 
“Lack of wheelchairs and other assistive devices influence negatively the inclusion of 
children with disabilities in ECD” (Teacher 34). 
 
“Government should support these children with hearing aids and so on so that they are 
assisted in their learning from an early age. We cannot be expected to be innovative 
where there are no gadgets such as hearing aids. These should just be provided by 
government so that we have inclusive education” (Teacher 15). 
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Some of the primary schoolteachers revealed that the availability of resources leads to the 
success of inclusion of children with disabilities in ECD centers. The teachers indicated that 
available resources enabled children with disabilities to socialize with non-disabled children and 
to participate in various aspects of life. They pointed out that appropriate resources empower 
children with disabilities so that they learn effectively. These views are demonstrated in the 
following excerpts: 
 

“Resources influence the inclusion of children with disabilities very strongly for them to 
mix and interact with others” (Teacher 33). 
 
“Resources are the key to the inclusion of children with disabilities in ECD” (Teacher 
21). 
 
“Buying and making resources available enables children with disabilities to be included 
in all aspects of life” (Teacher 11). 
 
“Logically, ECD learners need resources hence the availability of resources impacts to a 
greater extent the inclusion of children with disabilities as the resources will equip and 
empower the skills necessary for his or her development” (Teacher 1). 
 
“Children in ECD centers learn through play so children need a lot of appropriate 
resources to influence the inclusion of children with disabilities. This implies that no 
resources mean no learning will take place” (Teacher 2). 
 

Conversely, the teachers were of the view that lack of resources was a hindrance to the inclusion 
of children with disabilities. Teachers indicated that resources were important for inclusion and 
that without them it would be extremely difficult if not impossible to implement inclusive 
education for children with disabilities. This is illustrated in the following excerpts: 
 

“Lack of resources leads to failure in the inclusion of children with disabilities in ECD 
Centers” (Teacher 30).  
 
“Without resources it is not easy to include children with disabilities in our classes” 
(Teacher 12). 
 
“Successful inclusion can only happen if we have the resources. Otherwise, it is a waste 
of time” (Teacher 3). 
 
“Without resources children with disabilities would not be able to mix with others, 
therefore no inclusion” (Teacher 33). 

 
The parents were in general agreement that non-availability of resources negatively affects the 
inclusive education of their children with disabilities. In the interviews with parents of children 
with disabilities, some parents indicated their own lack of resources, such as school uniforms 
negatively affecting the inclusion of children with disabilities. They pointed out that without 
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school fees, the child’s education would be interrupted frequently. These views are demonstrated 
in the following verbal quotes: 
 

“The child will not go to school and the Head will chase the child away wanting school 
fees which I do not have” (Parent 2). 

 
“Because I do not always get school fees in time, the child will not go to school and it will 
affect the child’s learning” (Parent 3). 

 
Asked to explain how the resources they avail to their children with disabilities influence 
inclusion, many parents observed that they had very few resources and sometimes lacked money 
to pay for school fees. This is shown in the following quotes: 
 

“When a child goes to school without fees, the school will frequently send him or her back 
to collect money for fees. A lot of learning time will be lost” (Parent 24). 
 
“Lack of fees and uniforms makes disabled children begin to look like beggars” (Parent 
9). 
 
“Disabled children whose fees has not been paid can easily lose the respect of others in 
the school” (Parent 6). 

 
One parent pointed out that when her child, fails to go to school because of non-payment of 
school-fees, the child spends the day playing with friends in the village. She said: 

 
“When I do not pay fees in time and X is sent back home, he spends the day 
making and playing with make-shift toys out in the fields and is joined by others 
when they return from school in the afternoon” (Parent 22). 
 

Some of the parents of children with disabilities viewed the schools’ lack of resources as 
hindering inclusion. The parents indicated that non-availability of equipment in the schools 
hinders the inclusion of children with disabilities in ECD. They also pointed out that if the school 
does not have assistive devices, the child would not be easily included in learning. This is 
demonstrated in the following verbal quotes: 
 

“Lack of resources hinders the child’s learning” (Parent 7). 
 
“If resources are not available, this will exclude the child from learning” (Parent 18). 
 
 “Without equipment for teaching Braille or sign language in schools, children with 
disabilities will not be able to learn these things” (Parent 10). 
 
 “When assistive aids are not available in the school, children with disabilities struggle 
with their learning” (Parent 8). 
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“Ramps are very important in schools. Our school does not have them. This could affect 
the inclusion of children with disabilities who need to attend school there” (Parent 21). 

 
Conversely, other parents indicated that availability of resources within the schools enables 
inclusion of their children with disabilities. The parents pointed out that availability of resources 
such as ramps, books and assistive devices would facilitate the inclusion of their children with 
disabilities. They indicated that play centers at schools are very useful for the inclusion of 
children with disabilities in ECD. These views are illustrated in the following verbal quotes: 
 

 “Play centers enable children to develop intellectually, physically and emotionally as 
they play” (Parent 6). 

   
 “Play centers enable the disabled child to interact with others” (Parent 9). 

 
“Children learn through play thereby develop social skills and physical fitness at the 
play centers” (Parent 14). 

   
 “Playing at home is better as we know there are no real play centers” (Parent 18). 

 
“At home all children are included in playing with the rough materials there” (Parent 
2). 
 
“Availability of play centers at a school makes both disabled and non-disabled children 
relax and mix freely. This is good for inclusion” (Parent 24). 
 

Participants generally viewed lack of resources as negatively impacting the inclusion of children 
with disabilities in early childhood education centers in primary schools and some parents 
pointed out that these children were better included in home-based play centers that were not 
considered ‘real’ or formal. 
 

Discussion 
 
The present sub-section is a discussion of how resources influence the inclusion of children with 
disabilities in early childhood development as revealed by the results of the study. It emerged, 
from the current study, that participants believed that the availability of disability-friendly 
resources positively influences the inclusion of children with disabilities in ECD centers. 
However, the unavailability of funding to buy assistive devices and play materials was viewed 
by participants as the major impediment to children with disabilities and those without 
disabilities participating freely together in play. Availability of funding was likely to facilitate 
disability-friendly structures, which were then also likely to enable children with disabilities to 
become independent within the ECD centers. Such independence would most likely result in 
inclusion in various activities in and out of the classrooms. This finding of the present study, that 
availability of disability-friendly resources positively influences the inclusion of children with 
disabilities, is consistent with international literature, for example in the UK (Griffiths, 2020; 
Stewart, 2020), US (Okoro et al., 2018; Tatter, 2019; Anderson, 2019), Australia (Anderson & 
Boyle, 2017), Laos (Grimes, 2010), Vietnam (Rydstrom, 2010), China (Deng & Poon-McBrayer, 
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2004), Sweden (Leddy, 2015), Botswana (Shumba & Taukobong, 2009), Ethiopia and Thailand 
(Schiemer & Proyer, 2013), Nigeria (Adeniyi et al., 2015), and Malawi (Chavuta et al., 2008), 
which all found that availability of resources positively influences the inclusion of children with 
disabilities. Similarly, previous Zimbabwean studies, for example Mushoriwa (2002), Chireshe 
(2013) and Chimhenga (2016), established that availability of resources was an important factor 
influencing inclusion.  
 
The finding of the present study, that availability of resources would influence inclusion 
positively, however, contradicts Gronlund et al. (2010), who observed that simply availing more 
resources does not necessarily improve inclusivity in a school. Gronlund et al. (2010) noted that 
without appropriate coordination, the availability of more and more resources could lead to 
negative consequences for inclusive education. A possible explanation for this difference is that 
Gronlund et al. (2010) investigated the extent to which varying levels of resources were actually 
being utilized to improve educational outcomes in schools, while the current study did not focus 
on varying levels but, rather, on availability and unavailability of resources. In addition, the 
current study did not restrict itself to educational outcomes but broadly focused on the influence 
of available or unavailable resources on inclusion for children with disabilities.  
 
The current study also revealed that participants viewed the unavailability of resources in ECD 
centers as negatively influencing the inclusion of children with disabilities to a large extent. 
Participants were agreeable that without adequate resources, schools cannot include more 
children with disabilities. The lack of appropriate support structures in schools was viewed as 
negatively affecting the inclusion of children with disabilities in ECD. This lack of appropriate 
support structures was compounded by a lack of adequate funds to buy assistive devices and play 
materials in schools. In combination, these deficiencies were a big barrier to the inclusion of 
children with disabilities in ECD. Without appropriate support structures, children with 
disabilities were unlikely to be able to freely participate in play activities and so would be 
isolated. This was ultimately likely to negatively affect the inclusion of children with disabilities.  
 
The finding that lack of resources negatively influences inclusion concurs with prevailing 
literature, for example in Australia (Westwood & Graham, 2003), Canada (Wiart et al., 2013), 
New Zealand (Purdue, 2009), Hong Kong (Zhang, 2011; Cheuk & Hatch, 2007), India (Limaye, 
2016; Singh, 2016; Tripathi, 2018; Chakraborti-Ghosh, 2017), Kenya (Omondi, 2016), Owuour, 
2014), Lesotho (Serpell, 1999; Johnstone, 2007), Namibia (Eloff & Kgwete, 2007; Zimba et al.,  
2004; Zimba et al., 2007; Mokaleng, 2019) and South Africa (Department of Education, 2001; 
Stofile & Green, 2007; Walton, 2018; Adewumi, 2019) which all found that without adequate 
resources, inclusion is negatively affected.  
 
Similarly, previous Zimbabwean studies, for example, (Mpofu, 2000, Chimedza, 2008; Musengi 
& Chireshe, 2012; Mpofu et al., 2007; Mpofu et al., 1997; Chireshe, 2013, Chimhenga, 2016; 
Majoko, 2016; Musengi, 2019) established that inadequate resources negatively affect inclusion. 
The current study’s findings therefore support literature which reveals that shortage of resources 
is an impediment to the inclusion of children with disabilities. The current study’s finding is 
consistent with Oliva’s (2016) finding that schools often have more resources than they actually 
use for inclusive education. Freely available local resources that were being successfully utilized 
to include children in play activities at home were decried as rather informal as participants 



 
Journal of the American Academy of Special Education Professionals 

 
JAASEP SPRING/SUMMER 2024                                  Page 97 of 147 

 

 

appeared either unaware of their value or unable to fully utilize them in ECD centers in schools. 
Focus tended to be on low budgetary allocations which resulted in inadequate resources which, 
in turn, become a barrier to inclusive education. Paradoxically, this focus on low national budget 
is belied by the current study’s finding that many school-heads appeared to be unaware of the 
availability of government’s additional funds for each school that enrolls children with 
disabilities.  
 
The current study found that many school-heads appeared to be unaware of the availability of 
government’s additional funds for each school that enrolls children with disabilities. The school 
heads’ unawareness of additional funding revealed a knowledge gap, which, therefore means that 
available additional funds are not being requested. In turn, this implies that no additional 
resources may be sourced for children with disabilities, thereby negatively influencing the 
inclusion of children with disabilities. The current study’s finding on the school-heads’ 
knowledge gap about additional funds for children with disabilities supports other studies, for 
example in the US (Daane et al., 2000), Egypt (Moberg, 2000) and Finland (Sadek & Sadek, 
2000), which all established that principals may not have a good understanding of inclusive 
education as they may have received limited training on how to run an inclusive school. In the 
current study’s finding, unawareness of government’s additional funding for learners with 
disabilities means that resources available from government are not being utilized, thereby 
negatively affecting inclusion of children with disabilities at ECD level. 
 
It also emerged, from the current study, that some participants viewed the unavailability of 
necessary resources from government as impeding the increased enrolment of children with 
disabilities and, therefore, their inclusion in ECD. Some school-heads and school-teachers 
viewed the provision of resources for inclusion as a government responsibility, which was not 
being fulfilled. The focus on government failing to provide resources is a focus on what 
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory called the macro system. The macro system 
includes government and political systems over which parents and educators have little control.  
 
The educators viewed government, over which they had no control, as failing to provide 
resources for inclusive education. In terms of how they conceptualize inclusive education, this 
implies that the school-heads and school-teachers see the school as unchangeable until resources 
are availed from government in order to influence inclusion by increasing numbers of children 
with disabilities in schools. On the other hand, the parents of children with disabilities viewed 
the inclusion of their children as being negatively influenced by local unavailable commercial 
resources that needed to be availed at home, class and school in order to enable the holistic 
development of individual children with disabilities. The parents’ focus on resources that are 
unavailable from home, class and school keeps responsibility for inclusion within 
Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem and mesosystem levels in the ecological theory. The microsystem 
consists of the child’s nuclear family, while the mesosystem consists of the extended family, 
neighbors and education workers. Placing responsibility for unavailable resources within 
families, neighborhoods and local schools in this way implies potential for changing the schools 
locally.  
 
Parents’ conceptualization of inclusion potentially focuses on underutilized, existing school and 
community resources to change the schools, and therefore, influence inclusion by better serving 
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individual children with disabilities. This contrasts with placing responsibility for unavailable 
resources on government, which results in an external locus of control that does not promote 
local self-help activities for inclusion of children with disabilities. The professionals focused on 
how unavailable resources decrease the quantity of children served from external resources, 
while parents focused on local resources that were not being utilized to improve the quality of 
service to the individual child with a disability. Since most of the parents who participated in the 
current study were the biological parents of children with disabilities, they were interested in the 
actual outcomes for their individual child rather than increasing numbers of hypothetical children 
with disabilities.  
 

Conclusion 
 

The current study revealed that disability-friendly commercial resources were unavailable and 
this negatively influenced the inclusion of children with disabilities who were unable to freely 
participate in play activities and so were isolated to a large extent in ECD centers in schools. 
This is despite freely available indigenous resources that were not utilized as inclusive supports 
in schools but were being successfully utilized in informal, home-based play situations. There 
would therefore appear to be a case for increasing awareness of the value of locally available 
resources and empowering teachers to use them in order to generally adopt a heritage-based 
model of inclusive education. It is critical to empower teachers to view locally available 
resources as the main, necessary resources rather than as back-up needed for inclusive education. 
Improved awareness of government budgetary allocations would also be needed in order to 
increase uptake by centers enrolling children with various disabilities. An increased uptake of 
available government funding would improve availability of assistive devices and other play 
materials in schools.  
 
The study recommends that government budgets for and provides disability-friendly resources to 
all primary schools so as to accommodate learners with disabilities in inclusive schools. Learners 
with disabilities have more needs than non-disabled peers and, therefore, require more resources 
which government and other stakeholders need to provide to avoid punishing parents of children 
with disabilities by requiring them to foot the bills for the additional resources. It is also very 
important for schools to identify locally available resources which can be adapted to become 
disability-friendly to facilitate inclusive education. There is also a need for schools to devise 
ways of monitoring and supervising the utilization of resources that would have been provided 
for children with disabilities in order to ensure efficient use and therefore inclusion at ECD level 
in primary schools.  
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Abstract 

 
Special Education teachers are often held to the same accountability standards as general 
education standards when it comes to effective teaching. This can cause frustration and 
disconnect between professionals and their job description. A set of research-based, high-
leverage practices has been developed to provide special education teachers with guidance as to 
what makes them an effective teacher. While the use of high-leverage practices has been 
accepted and implemented into many districts for teacher effectiveness, special educators need 
more systematic methods for evaluating the effectiveness of their practice using high-leverage 
practices. The purpose of this study was to create a tool for administrators to use in providing 
direct, content level guidance related to high-leverage practices. The purpose of this study was to 
create a tool through the use of the recommended high-leverage practices that can be used to 
adequately evaluate special educators’ performance in the classroom and the inclusive setting.   
 
Keywords: special education, high-leverage practices, rubric, teachers, evaluation  
 

 
Evaluating Special Educators Knowledge of High Leverage Practices: Finding a High-

Leverage Rubric 
 
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2002) was enacted to improve the educational 
achievement for all children through the use of scientifically, research-based instructional 
strategies and challenging academic content. The NCLB Act defines scientifically based research 
as "research that involves the application of rigorous, systematic, and objective procedures to 
obtain reliable and valid knowledge relevant to education activities and programs” (NCLB, 2002, 
p. 115). According to Brown (2016) evidenced-based has become an important topic in schools, 
educator professional development, and teacher preparation programs. School leaders need to be 
very careful when endorsing programs and practices that advertise that they are evidenced based. 
Their decisions can have lasting effects on student learning outcomes.  
 
McLesky et al (2017) stated, “the roles and practice of special education teachers have 
continuously evolved as the complexity of struggling learners unfolded, along with the quest for 
how best to serve and improve outcomes for this diverse group of students” (p. 1).  The ability 
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for school districts to meet the needs of the population of struggling learners is impaired by the 
historically high shortage of trained special educators (Monnin, Day, Strimmel, & Dye, 2021).  
The U.S. Department of Education indicated that 49 states and the District of Columbia reported 
shortages of special educators (2021). Digging deeper into the data, 98% of the schools in the U. 
S. have reported these shortages. Additionally, teachers are leaving the profession at the same 
rate that the population of students with disabilities (SWD) are increasing. (National Education 
Association, 2019).  Therefore, providing high quality, evidenced based, training for new and 
veteran teachers is critical for the profession to meet the unique needs of struggling learners and 
SWD. 
 
According to McLesky et al (2017) teacher preparation and professional development programs 
have been charged with providing training for teachers and preservice teacher candidates with 
evidenced based instructional strategies that will have a positive impact on struggling learners. 
The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) and the University of Florida’s Collaboration for 
Effective Educator Development, Accountability, and Reform Center (CEEDAR) approved a 
proposal in the fall of 2014 to develop a set of High Leverage Practices (HLPs) to support 
special education teacher candidates. The HLP writing team developed the set of HLPs need to 
be developed that directly applied to the classroom practices of teachers in the K-12 
environment. According to Brownell, Holdheide, Kamman, And McCray (2021) the Office of 
Special Education Programs (OSEP) funded the development of the HLPs in order to improve  
accountability and evaluative practices in teacher education. OSEP desired to have the practices 
to improve and align “state policies (such as licensure and certification, and program 
approval/review standards) and educator preparation practices for general and special education 
teachers and school leaders” (p.16). (Brownell, Holdheide, Kamman, And McCray (2021) 
indicated that OSEP wanted to make sure that special and general education teachers were 
trained and supported in order to implement research-based instructional strategies. Additionally, 
school leaders must be prepared to support both general and special educators in meeting the 
unique needs of struggling learners and SWD. 
 
The HLPs identified by the HLP workgroup from CEC and CEEDAR include 22 practices that 
K-12 educators can use to teach a variety of different learners. According to McLeskey et al 
(2017) the 22 practices are incorporated into four components of a teachers practice. These 
components are: collaboration, assessment, social/emotional/behavioral practices, and 
instruction. 
 
Collaboration: effective teachers must collaborate with a variety of individuals in order to 
effectively support a learner’s development. “Collaboration allows for varied expertise and 
perspectives about a student to be shared among those responsible for the student’s learning and 
well-being” (McLesky et al, 2017, p.15). Through collaboration among the various service 
providers obtain a much more thorough and comprehensive understanding of the student and 
their unique educational needs. McLesky et al (2017) Continue by stating, “collaborative 
activities should be focused on (a) designing each student’s instructional program to meet clearly 
specified outcomes and (b) collecting data and monitoring progress toward these outcomes” 
(p.15). There is a diverse body of research (Francis, Gross, Turnbull, & Turnbull, 2013; 
Palmer et al., 2019, Shogren, K. A., McCart, A., Lyon, K. J., & Sailor, W, 2015,  Shogren, 2012, 
Young, Morgan, Callow-Heusser, & Lindstrom, 2016) that indicate that building collaborative 
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relationships between educators, service providers, and families result in positive outcomes for 
SWD. 
   
The second component identified by the HLP workgroup was Assessment. According to 
McLeskey et al (2017), “assessment plays a foundational role in special education. Students with 
disabilities are complex learners who have unique needs that exist alongside their strengths. 
Effective special education teachers have to fully understand those strengths and needs” (p.41).  
The CEC Initial Standards list the data-based decision making as a required essential skill for a 
new or veteran special education teacher (Council for Exceptional Children, 2020), Standard 4: 
Using Assessment to Understand the Learner and the Learning Environment for Data- based 
Decision Making: 

 
Candidates assess students’ learning, behavior, and the classroom environment in order to 
evaluate and support classroom and school-based problem-solving systems of 
intervention and instruction. Candidates evaluate students to determine their strengths 
and needs, contribute to students’ eligibility determination, communicate students’ 
progress, inform short and long-term instructional planning, and make ongoing 
adjustments to instruction using technology as appropriate. (p. 2) 

There has been a strong research base supporting the use of the HLPs in this component Hattie, 
2008). McLesky et al (2017) concluded that: 

Establishing a clear, consistent, and positive learning environment serves as the 
foundation for all other high-leverage practices (HLPs). It increases the likelihood of 
student academic and social behavior success, it increases educator opportunities to 
engage in effective instructional practices, and it fosters caring and respectful interactions 
between educators and students. (p. 57) 

McLesky et al (2017) additionally stated that “the ability to interact with adults and peers and to 
manage one’s own behavior across settings is essential to student success” (p. 60). Often, SWD 
do not master these behavioral and social skills the way typically developing children do. 
Therefore, these HLPs are critical practices in helping SWD acquire and use these vital skills.   

The fourth component identified by the HLP workgroup was Instruction. According to McLesky 
et al (2017) “teaching students with disabilities is a strategic, flexible, and recursive process as 
effective special education teachers use content knowledge, pedagogical know- ledge (including 
evidence-based practice), and data on student learning to design, deliver, and evaluate the 
effectiveness of instruction” (p. 69). Researchers (Fuchs et al, 2015, Moats, 2014, Vaughn, 
Danielson, Zumetta, & Holdheide, 2015) indicate that teachers, particularly special education 
teachers often need to successfully instruct prerequisite foundational skills in order for struggling 
students to successfully mastery grade-level standards.  
          
As with the other components and HLPs, there is strong research supporting the HLPs in the 
instruction component (e.g. foundational skills: Fuchs et al., 2015; Moats, 2014; Vaughn, 
Danielson, Zumetta, & Holdheide, 2015; What Works Clearinghouse, 2009a; specific learning 
goals: Fuchs and Fuchs,1986, Hattie, 2008; adapting curriculum materials: Konrad, Joseph, & 
Eveleigh, 2009, Moore & Readence, 1984, Nesbit & Adesope, 2006, Scruggs and Mastropieri, 
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2000,  Moody, Vaughn, & Schumm, 1997; Schumm, Moody, & Vaughn, 2000; Schumm & 
Vaughn, 1992; Schumm, Vaughn & Saumell, 1992; Teach Cognitive skills: Cook, B. G., & 
Cook, S. C. 2013; Student engagement:  Cornelius-White & Harbaugh, 2010; Jensen, 2013; 
Assistive and Instructional Technologies:  Okolo & Bouck, 2007,  Israel et al., 2014; Smith & 
Okolo, 2010; Intensive Instruction:  Fuchs, Fuchs & Vaughn, 2014; Vaughn et al., 2012; 
Generalizing skills: Falcomata and Wacker, 2013, Mesmer, Duhon, and Dodson, 2007; 
Constructive Feedbck:  Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Thurlings et al., 2013). 

The research supporting the development and use of HLPs is broad and deep. HLPs have been 
used successfully in the training of new teachers who will work with SWD. In addition, using the 
HLPs in professional development activities in order to support current educational professionals 
who work with SWD is highly supported. Therefore, the use of a tool to measure successful 
implementation of HLPs would also be beneficial to teachers of SWD.  The purpose of this 
research project was to create a tool that can be used to adequately evaluate special educators’ 
classroom performance through the use of the recommended HLPs.  

The research questions for the project are as follows: 
 

1. What are the perceptions of the local ESU special education professionals and 
administrators related to using the HLP Rubric and content as an evaluation or goal 
setting tool? 

 
2. What are effective methods for ESU administrators to build background knowledge 

related to the high-leverage practices in special education prior to the rubric tool use? 
 
3. Is the proposed rubric an effective evaluative tool that can be used to measure the 

performance of special educators? 
 
4. How do teachers rate themselves using an HLP rubric before and after training on HLPs?  
 
5. What do practicing teachers identify as imperative to special education teacher specific 

evaluation?  

Participants. Purposeful sampling was selected for this study to examine effectiveness of the 
HLP Rubric on Special Education professionals. For the purpose of rubric evaluation, the team 
chose to focus on special education professionals evaluated and developed by the local serving 
ESU or local ESU districts. This allowed us to sample a group of individuals who have 
background knowledge in special education terminology and content. 

All special education administrators, special education professionals and related service 
providers within the local ESU service area were invited to attend and participate. 19 
professionals voluntarily took part in the study and consented to study protocols.  Service 
providers and Regional Consultants were asked to participate and included in the sample since 
they are evaluated by the local ESU on a special education evaluation process.  
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Table 1 
Number of school contracted participants 
 
Special Education Directors/Administrators 2 
6-12 Secondary Special Education Teachers 5 
K-5 Elementary Special Education Teachers 6 
Service Providers-Contracted from Local ESU  

Occupational Therapist 1 

Transition Coordinator 1 

Regional Consultants-Contracted through Local ESU  

NE ASD Specialists 2 

NE MTSS Regional Team 2 

 

Participants provided input through surveys, online data collection tools and group discussions.  

Method. This mix-methods study began with researchers creating the HLP rubric during the 
2019-2020 school year. The implementation of the rubric was completed during the 2020-2021 
school year. The local ESU provided a hybrid model professional learning opportunity to all 21 
districts. At the time of this study, the CEEDAR Center had not released their Self Evaluation 
rubric. During the study and publishing time, this document was created. Data was triangulated 
from a 3-phase process.  

1) Pre and Post Survey 
2) Participant Google Folder Information and Interaction 
3) Online Discussion Platforms and Zoom Discussion Session Recordings 

Quantitative data analysis from the pre and post survey took place in the following method:  

The qualitative data analysis process was completed through an inductive approach with 
evaluation of the online discussion forums and recordings of discussions. Thematic coding took 
place on both the online information formats and the Recordings.  The researchers read online 
information for and listened and documented common themes or ideas which allowed them to 
organize categories. Themes emerged that aligned to the HLPs content areas.  

1) Collaboration 
2) Assessment 
3) Social Emotional Behavioral Learning 
4) Instruction 

This process included multiple sets of data and to increase credibility of the data, triangulation of 
data was conducted by multiple researchers and theoretical evaluation. Multiple evaluators 
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listened to the recordings and reviewed the online discussion platforms. Each identified 
emerging themes and key data elements. Themes each researcher identified then were compared 
and identified as matching.  

Setting. Data collection took place in a Midwestern State’s local Educational Service Unit, ESU, 
boundaries. Populations within the region are small with 21 school districts of which 19 being 
considered Frontier or Rural. The local area supported by the Educational Service Unit includes 
14,000 square miles (Local ESU, n.d.). Electronic methods to deliver professional development 
are preferred with travel to the local training site taking up to two hours each way. Distance 
limits attendance in in-person training. For this reason, the method chosen to provide PD related 
to the HLPs was through a distance, virtual book study through the use of Google Drive and 
Zoom platforms. It is important to note that the local setting did experience “at home” work 
during the COVID Pandemic during the first months of the study.  

Procedures 

The research process consisted of three phases: Pre-study, Professional Development and 
Growth, and Post-evaluation. 

Pre-study. Researchers worked together to create the detailed rubric tool. This tool provided 
enough detail to allow for guidance for administrators and self-reflection for participants. 
Resources from the CEEDAR Center’s HLP website were used in the development. An email 
was sent to all participants in the local ESU area. Any individual working as a special education 
professional or administrator was invited to participate. Participants were provided with a 30 
minutes session detailing the participation requirements. All participants joined in a Zoom 
Session to review the process. They were instructed to complete pre-study activities prior to the 
Virtual Book Study. Anonymous folders were created to organize participant materials. Pre-
study activities consisted of two main activities.  

1) Participants attended an informational/learning session related to the process 
and study procedures.   

2) Completion of the study agreement was sent via Adobe Sign and Fill.  

Participants had the ability to revoke participation at any time during the study. Participants 
agreed through an electronic consent form using the Adobe Sign and Fill program to participate. 
As a participant, individuals agreed to: 

1. Connecting with high-leverage practice learning materials 
2. Developing goals and reflecting throughout the process 
3. Meeting on Zoom to discuss each content area 
4. Completing a pre and post survey  

Upon agreement to participate, participants used their online folder to complete the following 
pre-data collection activities:  
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1. Individuals completed a self-evaluation of their skills relating to the HLPs using the 
study created through the HLP rubric. 

2. Participants reflected on their self-evaluation and used an individualized goal setting 
process. 

3. Participants completed the pre-survey related to their previous interaction and 
knowledge level with high leverage practices 

Professional Development and Growth 

Virtual Book Study. Once each individual had completed the study pre-reflection activities, 
they received the virtual professional development/book study information. The virtual book 
study was organized using information from the CEEDAR Center. The virtual professional 
development included:  a weekly lesson focus, objective, resources and reading materials, 
activities to be completed, and meeting date/time and link. Each session used a flipped model of 
instruction. Participants were asked to pre-read related sections of the CEEDAR Center online 
book, watch HLP videos from the CEEDAR Center and set goals and questions for the online 
learning session.    The content included the following components:  

1. Community Discussion 1: Introduction to the High Leverage Practices 
2. Community Discussion 2: Getting to Know the High Leverage Practices 
3. Community Discussion 3: Examination into the HLP of Collaboration 
4. Community Discussion 4: Examination into the HLP of Assessments 
5. Community Discussion 5: Examination into the HLP of Social Emotional Behavioral 
6. Community Discussion 6: Examination into the HLP of Instruction and Conclusion of the 

Book Study 

Collaborative discussion. Interaction with the material took place in two ways:  

1. Online learning sessions were scheduled and recorded in case participants could not 
attend and for data purposes. Researchers built a list of guiding questions to begin the 
conversation. Participants joined the discussion by responding to prompts.    

2. Online discussion occurred anonymously via electronic means in a discussion-board 
format. ESU researchers prepared discussion questions based on each area of high-
leverage practice and content from online discussion boards. Researchers kept narrative 
data of discussion topics during hybrid sessions. 

Post Evaluation. The Post evaluation process included three main components:  

1) Quantitative 
a) A Quantitative post evaluation was sent to all participants to identify 

i) Their knowledge and understanding of HLPs 
ii) Perceptions related to using the HLP rubric as an evaluation tool  

2) Qualitative  
a) Data was analyzed from online folder storage methods related to:  

i) Completed reflection plan for each participant 
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ii) Online discussion board questions and reflections 
iii) Recordings of the online sessions and reflections 

All data were put into place to ensure that protection of participants took place. Educationally 
licensed and protected Google folders. All materials were placed within the folders with only a 
numeric identifier of the participant. Participant folders included a copy of group norms and 
expectations; an outline of anticipated readings, discussions, extension materials, and meetings 
dates; a copy of the HLP rubric on which participants could rate themselves; an organizational 
guide graphic organizer to assist participants in taking notes during learning; and a template to 
support the participant setting his/her professional development goal for the book study. 

Discussion 
 

The goal of the study was to create a tool that can be used to adequately evaluate special 
educators’ and related providers' classroom performance through the use of the recommended 
high-leverage practices. This study sought to examine the perceptions of special education 
professionals related to using a HLP rubric for evaluation of professional standards.  Likert scale 
data and from the pre and post survey were analyzed for themes.  Qualitative data from recorded 
conversations and the online discussion board were analyzed through the constant comparative 
method. The findings of this study indicate that the proposed rubric is an effective tool that can 
be used to measure the performance of special educators or as a professional self-evaluation and 
portion of the staff support process.  
 
Participants noted that professional development related to the High Leverage Practices was 
imperative to understanding rubric components. They also noted significant growth related to 
their understanding of the High Leverage Practices through a systematic development planning 
process. Growth was presented from surveys to identify that Special Educator confidence in 
using the High Leverage Practices increased when presented with rubric self-evaluation and 
development opportunities as noted from the mean increase of 4.45 to 8.0 on a 10 point Likert 
scale.   
 
Practicing teachers who participated in this study identified that the self-reflection opportunities 
(rubric pre evaluation, goal setting, discussions, and post evaluation) throughout the survey and 
development process allowed them to reflect on their personal implementation of Special 
Education processes.  Through coding of qualitative data, research identified that reflection 
themes focused around collaboration, assessment, behavioral support and instructional strategies 
and instruction. This was not surprising as the online virtual study focused on specific HLP 
elements. Additionally, training on the rubric components were noted as critical as data 
demonstrated by a mean growth of 3.64 related to the confidence in completing the self-
evaluation rubric.  
 

Limitations 
 
Findings should be interpreted with several limitations in mind. First, this study was conducted 
with one, rural, education region in a mid-western state, therefore, results may not generalize to 
other states. Second, teachers who participated in the study did so on a voluntary basis, creating a 
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preconceived interest in the use of the rubric. This research provided an introductory opportunity 
to explore a HLP rubric which could be used for evaluation purposes. While the teachers feel 
that the HLPs can impact their practice, a limited number of administrators participated. Finally, 
this study was conducted online, which may have limited researchers’ ability to gauge participant 
full body language and limited them to facial cues which may have made the understanding of 
participants hard to gauge. If teachers were not able to join, they were provided with recorded 
materials; however, these were not provided on a platform that allowed researchers to track 
views or time spent on recordings. Utilizing a different platform for recorded information may be 
beneficial for future research. 
 

Implications for Practice 
 
The survey results could indicate that in order to use the created HLP evaluation rubric as an 
evaluation or professional growth tool, acclimation to the HLPs and rubric content may prove 
beneficial Teacher growth within the understanding of HLP content was impacted by the virtual 
book study. Discussions demonstrated that the rubric could assist teachers in drawing a 
connection from their practice to Evidence Based Practices. 
 
In addition, the results could indicate that the HLP evaluation rubric helped the professionals to 
grow in their practice. Data identified the HLP rubric could lead to effective professional goal 
setting within the school setting. Reflection demonstrated from the participants reflected changes 
to practice and procedure.  It is also possible that the HLP evaluation rubric be connected to 
teachers' Professional Learning Plan as a guide. This could indicate areas in which administrators 
support and plan effective professional development for Special Education teachers. 
An unintended implementation arose from impacts to the COVID Pandemic shut down. 
Developing online instructional methods allowed all participants to continue growth during times 
of shut downs and limited in person meetings. Despite the fact that online book study occurred 
during limited opportunities for physical gathering, participants interacted with one another 
through an organized format.  
 

Implications for Future Research 
 
This study raises several questions to investigate in the future. First, conducting a study utilizing 
a Rausch modeling technique to compare data and assess the rubric’s capacity to truly measure 
special educator performance. Second, conducting an observational research study using the 
rubric would strengthen the data already collected by showing the validity of the rubric. Finally, 
research on the validity and reliability of the HLP rubric including both practicing and preservice 
teachers who serve students in the inclusive setting as well as in special education classrooms 
should be conducted.  
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Abstract 
 
The positive promotion of social and emotional wellbeing in schools can be seen as a means to 
lessen the impact of social difficulties and behavioral problems on educational engagement.  This 
study employed a multicomponent, whole school approach to promoting positive social and 
emotional wellbeing.  School personnel identified nine primary Key Stage 2 pupils (ages 8 – 10) 
who were at risk of exclusion due to their disruptive and aggressive behavior.  These pupils 
attended five maintained primary schools located across England.  Following analysis of four 
baseline data points for stability, the Building Schools of Character (BSC) program was 
commenced.   During this period, classroom observations were conducted weekly over the 
course of one academic school year.  All pupils showed a marked decrease in disruptive behavior 
and were no longer considered at risk of exclusion by staff.  These findings suggest a whole 
school positive social and emotional development approach can decrease disruptive behavior in 
the classroom.  
 
Keywords: Character Education, Special Educational Needs, Anti-social Behavior, Emotional 
Wellbeing, Inclusive Practice 
 

Supporting children experiencing social and emotional needs who are identified by school 
staff as at risk of exclusion due to disruptive classroom behavior 

 
Background 
The education system is continuously under scrutiny on whether there is enough support to 
promote children’s social and emotional wellbeing (Smith, 2015).  A significant amount of 
research links poor mental health with poor educational outcomes.  The UK in particular has a 
low international ranking for child wellbeing and increased statistical probability of early drop-
out in education (Cornaglia, Crivellario and McNally, 2012, 2017, 2018, 2019).  Furthermore, 
approximately 10% of school-aged children in the UK who have a significant mental health 
difficulty require assessment and possible intervention (Green, McGinnity, Meltzer, Ford and 
Goodman, 2005).  Kim-Cohen and colleagues (2003) state nearly 8000 children and young 
people suffer from severe depression, and over half of all adults with mental health problems 
were diagnosed in childhood.  Moreover, less than half of these were treated appropriately at the 
time (Kim-Cohen, et al., 2017).  Research indicates that the peak age for mental health problems 
occurs in adolescence.  Therefore, targeted mental health support in childhood is seen as 
essential to prevent lifelong consequences in areas that include educational achievements, 
employment, relationships, income and substance use (Eisenberg, Golberstein and Hunt, 2009; 
Eisenberg, Hunt, Speer, 2013; Mental Health organization, 2014). 
 
However, if vulnerable pupils are not actively acculturated into a cooperative learning 
environment schools will continue to struggle to meet their needs.  According to a Department 
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for Education survey 71% of teachers and 62% of support staff state that low level classroom 
disruption is most disruptive to pupil learning (DFE, 2012).  Often this on-going disruptive 
behavior left unaddressed escalates to more challenging behaviors that leads to marginalization 
and eventual exclusion of pupils who struggle with social, emotional and mental health needs 
(NICE, 2021).  Thus, compounding the challenges these pupils face and undermining their 
mental health and wellbeing. 
 
The long-term consequences of not meeting social, emotional and mental health needs of 
vulnerable pupils with early intervention expose the complex cyclical relations between mental 
health, socio-economic deprivation, anti-social behavior and low educational attainment 
(Shneiders et al., 2003).  While some pupils are able to defy statistical trends, it has been widely 
reported that school pupils from socially and economically deprived communities are more likely 
to suffer from mental and social health issues (DfE, 2012; DfE, 2021).  There is also a 
correlation between indicators of social deprivation and antisocial behavior in the classroom and 
a relationship between such behavior and a risk of a failure to reach expected attainment at 
school also exists (Strand, 2015).  The latter can also result in further social, emotional and 
behavioral challenges (Strand, 2015; DfE, 2021).   
 
It is argued here that formal educational contexts such as schools are best placed to recognize 
and attempt to disrupt the cyclical inter–relations between school marginalization, exclusion and 
poor life outcomes.  The positive promotion of social and emotional wellbeing in schools can, 
consequently, be seen as a means to lessen the impact on mental health difficulties and 
behavioral problems on educational attainment (NICE, 2013).   The inclusion agenda within the 
UK education system obligates schools and teachers to reduce exclusion of all pupils, including 
those that demonstrate behavioral difficulties.  This has led to localized responses placing 
pressure on schools and individual teachers to create strategies for all pupils to be educated in the 
same classroom environment, without necessarily providing the required training or resources to 
meet the diverse needs of all pupils.  This is not as simple as it might seem as there is often a 
trend for the individual to be problematized rather than the system. As a consequence, strategies 
can result in reactive approaches that can move away from inclusion in its broadest sense 
(Vostanis et al., 2013).   
  
From their survey of primary and secondary schools Vostanis and Humphrey (2021) report a 
common trend of reactive strategies that individualize pupils’ particular mental health 
problems.  This pathogenic deficit approach focuses on resources for support, problematizes the 
individual child and is reflected in identified barriers which create issues in supporting such 
children.  These barriers include poor understanding of individual roles, tensions in priorities and 
the need for increased professional support (Hackett, et al., 2010; Vostanis and Humphrey, 
2021).  This moves attention away from more universal consideration of promoting social and 
emotional wellbeing and mental health in all children.  
   
The inability to provide support to children engaging in anti-social behavior in childhood not 
only has consequences for individual life outcomes, but also has a financial impact on a range of 
supporting agencies.  According to Scott et al. (2001) a greater focus on prevention has the 
potential to be more cost effective than reactive approaches.  Stoiber and Gettinger (2020) argue 
as the numbers of children presenting problematic behaviors in schools grows, teachers voice 
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concerns of being unprepared to address their pupils mental health needs.  According to Hayes 
(2002) school-based intervention should not only aim to address individual issues but also be 
proactive in improving the general mental health climate within the school.  Using longitudinal 
data, Durlack, et al. (2011) reports that intervention programs which teach social and emotional 
learning demonstrate significant improvement in pupils’ mental well-being in addition to 
improved behavior and academic performance.  However, programs which target specific pupils 
have been reported to stigmatize and label and thus whole-school approaches are a preferred 
intervention strategy (Mowat, 2015). As McEvoy and Welker (2000) argue antisocial behavior 
and academic failure should not be treated as separate issues but as context specific.  It is by 
modifying the context that both issues can be addressed. 
 
Research aims 
Considering the above, this study investigated the efficacy of a multicomponent whole school 
approach designed to promote positive social and emotional wellbeing, as a means to address 
anti-social behavior and its impact on school inclusion and academic attainment. The aim being 
to determine if a school wide preventative program can reduce disruptive behavior in the 
classroom. 
 
Research Question 
Can teaching a school wide character education program decrease disruptive behavior in the 
classroom of pupils placed at risk of exclusion and on the Special Educational Needs Register for 
social, emotional and mental health needs? 
 

Methods 
Participants 
School personnel selected nine primary Key Stage 2 pupils who were at risk of exclusion 
because of their disruptive and aggressive behavior.  All pupils attended five maintained primary 
schools located in England who were recruited to implement the Building Schools of Character 
(BSC) program (White, 2010).  To participate, pupils had to meet the following criteria: (a) be 
identified by school staff as being at risk of exclusion because of behavioral concerns, (b) have a 
Special Educational Needs statement of Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs, (c) give 
personal consent and agreement to participate, and (d) have parental consent to participate in the 
study. 
 
Table 1 
Participants (pseudonyms used) 
 

Participants   Age M/F Free School 
Meals (FSM) 

SEN 
Statement 

Year 
group 

ethnicity 

Hamza 8y9m M Yes Yes 5 Pakistani 
Alfie 9y2m M Yes Yes 5 White 

British 
Ashani 10y1m M Yes Yes 6 Black 

Caribbean 
Rahul 9y5m M Yes Yes 5 Indian 
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Lewis 8y11m M Yes Yes 4 White 
British 

Kymani 10y3m M Yes Yes 6 Black 
Caribbean 

Conall 9y3m M Yes Yes 5 White 
British 

Archie 9y1m M Yes Yes 5 White 
British 

Sayeed 8y9m M Yes Yes 4 Bangladeshi 
 
Experimental Design 
Experimental research as currently practiced in educational settings most often involves 
randomly assigning a number of participants to different conditions (experimental and control 
group) and observing the effects. However, random assignment and large numbers of 
participants are not necessary to demonstrate causal relations (Nock, Michel and Photos, 2007) 
within real world settings. Nock et al. (2007) assert that what is needed is controlled variation of 
the independent variable and measurement of the effects of this variation. The Single Case 
Experimental Designs (SCED) use all of the protocols associated with an experimental design, 
incorporating controlled variation techniques, allowing the researcher to examine causal relations 
between intervention and outcome.  Therefore, SCED is well suited for educational research. 
In a SCED study, a behavior is identified (e.g. disruptive behavior) and measured over a period 
of time (baseline period). An intervention (e.g. Building Schools of Character program) is 
applied, and changes in the behavior are tracked (intervention phase). It is suggested here that 
within the SCED framework and based on the results and the question(s) to be answered the 
design most appropriate for use in education, is the multiple-baseline design. However, 
regardless of the design option chosen, SCED relies on data from continuous assessment to 
describe the current level of behavior and predict future behavior if no intervention was applied. 
Data from the intervention phase(s) are then used to test these predictions (Kazdin, 2011). 
 
Therefore, a multiple Single Case Experimental Design was undertaken within an action research 
framework to investigate the efficacy of the BSC program for reducing disruptive behavior in the 
classroom for at risk pupils.  Specifically, a multiple baseline design was used to collect data for 
all nine pupils designated by school personnel as disruptive and at risk of exclusion.  Therefore, 
prior to the implementation of the BSC program baseline data was collected weekly for one 
month. This provided data required to establish behavioral stability.  Once the baseline phase 
was completed, the BSC program was implemented and classroom based observational data was 
collected weekly for the remainder of the school year for all participants. 
 
The Single Case Experimental Design has several essential features that make it a good choice 
for educational research when evaluating the efficacy of an intervention: (1) identification of a 
baseline measure, (2) continuous and repeated measurement of the Dependent Variable (DV), (3) 
manipulation of the Independent Variable (IV), (4) replication of the intervention effects within 
the same subject over time, allowing the subject to serve as his or her own control (Kazdin,  
2011; Cooper, Heron, and Heward, 2007), (5) the possibility to replicate the intervention effects 
across multiple settings or participants, and (6) Visual analysis and representation of the data.  
Moreover, Continuous assessment throughout the duration of the study serves as the foundation 
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for drawing inferences about the treatment effects and allows for patterns in performance to be 
detected under various conditions (Hrycaiko and Martin, 1996). In addition, Comparisons of 
performance are made as conditions are manipulated over time (Cooper, 2021; Kazdin, 2011). 
Therefore, the replication of the effects of the treatment allows description, prediction, and 
testing of predictions throughout the investigation (Kazdin, 2011). Therefore, the SCED is a 
robust and effective approach to educational research. 
 
Procedures 
Following the recruitment of schools, identification of pupils and full consent obtained; the base 
line phase of the study began.  During the base line phase staff training also occurred. Staff 
training was provided to all participating schools to prepare staff for implementing the Building 
Schools of Character (BSC) program.  The BSC program is a multicomponent school based 
intervention designed to provide facilitated prosocial development. The components are 
Integrative Character Education (White and Shin, 2016) and Restorative Justice within 
Braithwaites (1998, 2018) reintegrative shame management framework (White, 2010; White and 
Warfa, 2011). The staff training included one day dedicated to Integrative Character Education, 
and three after school training evenings focused on restorative justice with designated school 
staff.  Once the training was completed and the base line data collected the primary investigator 
conducted one character education class at each school during the first month of implementation 
to complete the training for staff.  In addition, the primary investigator facilitated restorative 
justice conferences on several occasions at all five schools over the first two months to enhance 
the staff’s understanding of the process.   
 
The intervention: Building Schools of Character 
The character education component is situated within Bakhtin’s (1978) discourse associated with 
his theory of dialogue and the power of utterances and storytelling.  The main aim of the 
character education discourse is designed to facilitate wellbeing through the development of 
rational and ethical decision making, problem solving and conflict resolution.  Teachers provide 
two sessions a week for the first three months and then one session per week after.  One session 
is provided within a Personal, Social and Health Education framework and uses mediated 
discourse to introduce the pupils to the key words and what they mean and look like in action. 
These words are Respectful, Responsible, Trustworthy, Caring, Fairness and Honesty.  The 
discourse is enlivened with video clips, literature exerts, etc. to elicit a vicarious understanding 
of what it means and what it look likes to be a fair, caring, honest, respectful, trustworthy and 
responsible person. The other session is provided within a Physical Education framework. 
Within these sessions, teachers or other school staff provide group activities that focus on 
cooperative problem solving, group dynamics that require cooperative dialogue and physical 
action to achieve the task and trust building activities to enhance group cohesion though lived 
experiences. 
 
The restorative justice component consists of face-to-face conferences that involve both the 
offender(s) and the offended.  The conferences are facilitated by a trained member of staff and 
focus on the harm done and ways to repair the harm caused rather than inflicting harm on an 
offender (Sherman and Strang, 2012, 2019). The facilitation of the process involves deliberation 
to decide what the offender(s) need to do to repair the harm and includes all people directly 
affected by the harmful behavior (Braithwaite, 2002). The conference is concluded when a 
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conclusion is reached when authentic consequences are agreed, how the offender(s) will repair 
the harm, and a verbal and signed commitment to be a responsible, respectful, fair, caring, honest 
a trustworthy member of the community going forward.  It should be noted that all those 
offended by the behavior of the offender(s) should take part.  In addition, it is considered 
appropriate to involve parents/guardians in this process if the harm is repeated or of a 
particularly disrespectful and irresponsible nature.  Furthermore, the facilitator is trained to 
consistently use the six words (i.e. respectful, responsible, trustworthy, fair, caring and honest) to 
mediate the dialogue and focus on the commitment to do no further harm. 
 
Data collection 
Baseline data was collected using classroom observations.  These observations occurred once per 
week.  Once baseline data points were collected, analyzed for stability, and deemed stable the 
intervention phase of the experiment began.  During intervention, classroom observations were 
conducted once per week over the course of one academic school year. The data was analyzed 
and graphed for visual analyses.  
 

Results 
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Figure 1: Visual Representation; Number of disruptive incidences during lessons at baseline and 
during intervention for each participant. 
 
All pupils in the study who were identified by the participating schools as the most challenging 
pupils and at risk for exclusion showed a decrease in disruptive behavior during the study.  All 
participants are identified using pseudonyms. For Alfie, Kymani, Lewis and Conall, there was a 
marked decrease of disruptive behavior within a month of implementing the intervention.  For 
Hamza, Ashani and Archie they became less disruptive within eight weeks.  Although Rahul and 
Sayeed struggled in the beginning, within 12 weeks they experienced a significant reduction in 
disruptive incidences during lessons.  As indicated by the data all pupils by the end of the school 
year showed a marked decrease in disruptive behavior and were no longer considered at risk by 
the school staff.  
 

Discussion 
 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the efficacy of the Building Schools of Character 
program in relationship to reducing disruptive behavior in the classroom for children on the 
special education needs register for social, emotional and mental health needs.  In England 71% 
of teachers indicate that classroom disruption is the leading issue related to disruption of teaching 
and learning (DfE, 2014) and most harmful to the learning process for all students. The results of 
this study indicate that there is a functional relationship between the Building Schools of 
Character program and a reduction in classroom disruption thereby addressing a major concern 
of teachers and improving the classroom experience for all leaners. Therefore, as these data 
suggest a whole school initiative that embraces a humanistic approach to behavior development 
and emotional wellbeing may provide an avenue for overcoming the primary issue teachers and 
support staff highlight as most disruptive to learning.  
 
Moreover, if disruption and other issues related to anti-social behavior are not addressed within a 
framework to promote and enhance wellbeing it is suggested here that children will continue to 
be marginalized and excluded from schools.  There are many proactive approaches in school to 
help pupils learn complex math or intricate literacy skills. However, most approaches to behavior 
are reactionary. These data indicate that by implementing a socioculturally framed character 
education program that embraces Vygotsky’s (1978) argument that learning precedes 
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development, schools can do what they do best; teach and pupils can learn within a caring, 
supportive and inclusive environment.  
 
Research indicates that there is a bidirectional relationship between educational attainment and 
life outcomes.  Education attainment has a direct correlation with improved mental health, 
physical health and economic health (PHE, 2014). In addition, research indicates that social and 
emotional competencies are a more significant indicator than IQ for educational attainment 
(Duckworth et al., 2019; Duckworth and Seligman, 2004). Moreover, it is a statutory duty for 
maintained schools to promote children’s and young people’s wellbeing (Children’s Act, 2004).  
Therefore, by implementing a proactive approach to developing social and emotional 
competencies schools may be able to meet the needs of their pupils and increase their 
engagement with learning, overcome marginalization, improve academic attainment and enhance 
life outcomes for all children. 
 
Implications for policy and practice 
Schools and policy makers should consider the following when selecting an implementing new 
practice and policy; (1) Social and emotional competencies are a stronger indicator of academic 
attainment than IQ, (2) Educational attainment has a direct correlation to life outcomes (mental 
health, physical health and economic health) and (3) Classroom disruption is the leading issue 
highlighted by school staff as the main cause of disrupted learning (DfE, 2014).   
 
Therefore, both policy makers and school administrators should; firstly, consider implementing 
whole school initiatives that promote social competency, emotional wellbeing and academic 
engagement through proactive teaching strategies that enhance social and emotional 
competencies.  Secondly, policy and practice should move away from reactionary punishment 
and reward protocols that seek compliance and embrace strategies that teach rational and ethical 
decision-making, problem solving and conflict resolution. Thirdly, schools need to embrace their 
statutory duties to provide all children in their community with an inclusive, caring setting that 
helps them excel within their community school. With these recommendations, policy makers 
and school administrators may be able to provide teachers with the ‘tool kit’ required to 
proactively teach the social and emotions competencies required when a child makes a behavior 
mistake instead of reacting to the mistake in a punitive manner. 
 
Limitations 
Although, the Single Case Experimental Design (SCED) is well suited to small sample 
investigations in the early stages of evaluation to ascertain the efficacy/promise of an 
intervention prior to large scale and costly studies more research is required. Therefore, until a 
more robust study (e.g. random control trial) is conducted there may be confounding variables 
(e.g. maturation) that have influenced the outcomes of the study and this should be considered 
when weighing the value of the findings. However, the SCED does provide adequate control 
through baseline data collection, stability, and individual response to intervention to suggest that 
further studies with a larger sample size are warranted. 

 
Implication for future research 
Since these data only depict behavior in the classroom future studies should consider (1) 
Replicating the current study across several settings (formal and informal), (2) Replicating the 
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current study with different ages or levels, (3) Replicating the current study while undertaking 
multiple levels of assessment (individual, class, whole school etc.), (4) Replicating the current 
study using mixed methods to bring the voice of the pupil, peers, teachers etc. into the findings 
(5) Conducting a large scale randomized control trial. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Results of this study are promising and expand current literature on the efficacy of whole school 
multicomponent approaches to enhancing the social and emotional wellbeing of pupils by 
decreasing in class disruptive behavior. However, this study investigated an initiative that 
implements an integrative character education program and restorative justice processes within a 
very specific framework of theory (Whitt and Warfa, 2011; White and Shin, 2017).  It would be 
erroneous to claim that all character education or restorative justice programs are equal. One 
benefit of providing universal (integrative character education) and targeted (restorative justice) 
approaches across the school to meet the social and emotional needs of pupils experiencing 
challenges within one initiative is that all children can gain from the teaching and learning 
embedded in the program.   
 
Within an inclusive framework, all schools are required to provide a curriculum that “promote 
the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of 
society, and prepare pupils at the school for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of 
later life” (Education Act, 2002; Academies Act, 2021). A whole school approach to enhancing 
rational and ethical decision making, problem solving and conflict resolution while decreasing 
disruptive behavior in the classroom provides the teachers and the pupils with a cooperative 
learning environment that can enhance the learning of social, emotional and cognitive 
competencies. Competencies required by all children to engage with school and embrace the 
benefits of academic success.  Moreover, as schools decrease disruption and increase social 
engagement children will more likely be able to build meaningful friendships and trusting 
relationships across the school and within their communities.  These prosocial friendships in turn 
have the potential to enhance the social and emotional wellbeing of children and may provide the 
support necessary to overcome challenges throughout life. 
 
Ethical considerations 
All procedures performed in this study were in accordance with the ethical standards of the 
institutional, and the BERA research committee ethical standards.  Formal consent was obtained 
from all school administrators, senior staff, teachers and teaching assistants. Formal parental 
consent was also obtained, and verbal consent was given by all pupils who participated. 
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Abstract 
 
Sexuality education is an essential part of a comprehensive curriculum for individuals with 
disabilities as emerging adults. Lack of socio-sexuality education for individuals with disabilities 
has been linked to limited resources and training for teachers/personnel, and restrictive attitudes. 
The present study examined the effectiveness of the Problem-Antecedent-Consequences-
Solution (PACS) curriculum to teach socio-sexuality skills for a group of adolescent students on 
the autism spectrum. Results indicated that four areas of flirting, using the stall, entering the 
bathroom, and passing gas resulted in significant differences for the participants. The curriculum 
showed promise for permitting adolescent students on the spectrum access to important socio-
sexuality information that might promote self-advocacy skills and protection from abuse. 
Keywords: Sexuality, socio-sexuality, curriculum, decision making, autism spectrum 

 
 

Using the Problem-Antecedent-Consequences-Solution Curriculum to Improve  
Socio-Sexual Decision-Making of Students on the Autism Spectrum  

 
Socio- sexuality education is a significant part of a comprehensive curriculum for adolescents 
with disabilities to learn about their own development (Sinclair et al., 2017) and interaction with 
society (Leutar & Mihokovic, 2007). Although socio-sexuality education is critically important, 
it is limited for all individuals with disabilities (Wolfe et al., 2019). Socio-sexuality education 
refers to information related to physiological and social aspects of sexuality (Wolfe et al., 2009). 
Lack of education for all individuals with disabilities about socio-sexuality has been linked to 
limited resources and training for teachers/personnel and restrictive attitudes (Saxe & Flanagan, 
2013; Travers et al., 2014).  Research related to socio-sexuality education indicates that persons 
with disabilities have low levels of knowledge about basic physiology and social/emotional 
aspects of relationships (Dukes & McGuire, 2009) and that low levels of knowledge can lead to 
increased issues with recognition of safer sex practices. Individuals with disabilities are more 
likely than the general population to encounter negative sexual experiences or to be sexually 
abused (Stoffelen et al., 2017).  
 
 
Individuals on the spectrum experience normal physical development and emergence of 
secondary sex characteristics at puberty (Sullivan & Caterino, 2008). Inappropriate sexual 
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behaviors and discriminating between appropriate/inappropriate times and places to perform 
behavior is an area of concern, particularly for males and masturbation (Jang et al., 2011; 
Kellaher, 2015; Koller, 2000; Ray et al., 2004; Sullivan & Caterino, 2008). In the study 
conducted by Stokes and Kaur (2005), results indicated that adolescents on the spectrum who 
have lower support needs found to be less aware of privacy related rules such as knocking on 
closed doors and not touching private body parts in public than neuro-typical peers and they 
displayed more inappropriate sexual behaviors, including inappropriately touching others or 
themselves or speaking about sexual activities in an offensive manner. In addition to issues 
related to problematic sexual behaviors, there also is a need for socio-sexuality education to 
provide information about relationships. Individuals on the spectrum also may need information 
and support for their relationships with others. Research shows that individuals on the spectrum 
want to engage in social behaviors, want to know about sexuality, want to have opportunities to 
engage in relationships such as dating and marriage, and believe that socio-sexuality education is 
a right to which they are entitled (Saxe & Flanagan, 2014; Schaafsma et al., 2016; Stokes & 
Kaur, 2005). Thus, the purpose of this investigation was to examine the effectiveness of a socio-
sexuality education curriculum for students on the spectrum. 
 
Content and Structure of Socio-Sexuality Education 
Comprehensive socio-sexuality curricula, in contrast with specialized curricula, cover a broad 
range of topics. The Sexuality Information and Education Council for the United States 
(SIECUS, 2004) has outlined “life behaviors of a sexually healthy adult” and identified six key 
areas that should be addressed that include relationships, personal skills and sexual behavior, 
among others. The Future of Sex Education (FoSE) Initiative (2012) also has outlined topical 
areas that overlap somewhat with SIECUS and are tied to the National Health Education 
Standards (NHES; 2007). Both sets of standards require “higher order thinking” (FoSE, 2012) 
associated with concept formation and decision-making. The NHES (2007) specifically includes 
skills related to analyzing influences, accessing information, interpersonal communication, 
decision-making, goal-setting, and advocacy. The inclusion of self-advocacy education topics in 
socio-sexuality curriculum also has been strongly recommended including components such as 
capacity (provision of knowledge and skills), opportunity (providing access to integrated 
settings) and positive self-perception (Travers et al., 2014).  
 
Decision-Making of Students on the Spectrum 
Decision-making is a systematic process that involves using available information to identify and 
develop an appropriate course of action, delineating probable consequences, and choosing and 
implementing the best course of action (Hickson & Khemka, 2013). Research indicates that 
skills related to decision-making are critical for protection as well as a person-directed quality of 
life for individuals with disabilities (Agran et al., 2002; Hickson & Khemka, 1999; Hickson & 
Khemka, 2001; Hickson & Khemka, 2013; Hickson et al., 2015; Khemka et al., 2005; Khemka 
& Hickson, 2006; Khemka et al.,, 2009; Travers et al., 2014; Wehmeyer et al., 2013). Research 
about decision-making and sexual abuse indicated that individuals on the spectrum may fail to 
develop alternative choices and might not anticipate the consequences of their actions. Further 
individuals on the spectrum may demonstrate deficits in understanding the motivations and 
intentions of another, which places individuals on the spectrum in danger of being coerced and 
taken advantage of (Hickson & Khemka, 2013). Individuals with developmental disabilities have 
documented difficulty comprehending situations, applying systematic decision-making 
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processes, and considering alternate skills related to these situations (Hickson & Khemka, 2013; 
Willner et al., 2010). 
 
Hickson and her colleagues (2015) developed a curriculum (ESCAPE-DD) to enhance decision-
making skills of adults with developmental disabilities (DD). The researchers were interested in 
the impact of the ESCAPE-DD curriculum on decision-making skill; the role of problem 
awareness in decision-making; and identification of factors related to the potential success of the 
curriculum. A part of the curriculum used a behavioral skill approach to teach decision-making 
in situations of abuse using vignettes. The behavioral approach used a reasoning based decision-
making strategy that included four steps: (a) identifying a situation as abusive; (b) generating 
alternatives; (c) considering consequences; and (d) choosing a course of action. The authors 
found that the ESCAPE-DD curriculum improved the overall decision-making and safe 
decisions, but that problem awareness did not significantly improve. Despite the finding related 
to problem awareness, research conducted by Hickson and her colleagues (2015) demonstrated 
that problem solving can be taught to individuals with DD and provides evidence that a 
behavioral approach to teaching decision-making is useful.  
 
Theoretical Basis of Socio-Sexuality Education  
The majority of socio-sexuality curricula do not have a theoretical or empirical basis (Wolfe et 
al., 2019). Without a theoretical basis, it is difficult to assemble strategies that “hang together” 
and provide a systematic skill acquisition plan. A theoretical approach consists of two evidence-
based practices of explicit instruction and visual supports that can be employed to effectively 
teach decision-making within the context of socio-sexuality education. 
 
Explicit Instruction 
In traditional learning environments, spoken language is the primary source of instruction; 
however, for many students with autism this approach is unsuccessful (Carnahan, 2009). 
Students with autism often have difficulty processing verbal information and the contrast 
between teaching and learning styles may result in individuals on the spectrum responding to 
teaching situations with frustration, escape tactics, and disruptive behavior (Sigman et al., 1997). 
In this approach based on behavioral principles, students are taught skills using a structured 
format of modeling, guided practice, and independent practice (Archer & Hughes, 2011). 
Modeling is a critical component of the instructional procedure wherein the teacher explicitly 
teaches what, how, when, and where students are learning. The teacher can also use examples 
and non-examples of what and what not to do to illustrate content.  
 
The use of explicit instruction is for students to learn skills in structured manner. Although 
primarily researched with students having learning disabilities, explicit instruction also has been 
used successfully to teach students on the spectrum (Knight et al., 2012; Root, 2019). Explicit 
teaching is an empirically supported intervention for students on the spectrum. This procedure 
involves such strategies as the presentation and practice of small definitive steps, visual aids, 
modeling, choral responses, multiple opportunities for review and guided practice, and corrective 
feedback (Tarnai & Wolfe, 2008). Explicit instruction is a planned and systematic practice in 
which teachers follow an explicit script and the instruction is given in a fast and continuous pace. 
Student engagement is fostered throughout the lesson and the instructor models, leads, and tests 
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the students on the information discussed. Immediate corrective feedback is also provided (Ganz 
& Flores, 2009). 
 
Visual Supports 
In conjunction with explicit instruction, the use of prompting procedures and visual supports 
among children with autism has been an effective method for teaching a wide range of behaviors 
and skills (Peterson et al., 2008). Visual supports contain a range of receptive and expressive 
methods that provide information about an activity, event or situation to facilitate students 
understanding of a topic and to skill demonstration (Wong et al., 2014). Some examples of visual 
supports are objects, images, token economy systems, or task organizers. These prompts are 
advantageous for students by clearly portraying the necessary expectations and illustrating what 
will happen next as well as promoting independence and confidence in the student. 
(Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Network, 2005).  
 
These supports which are more permanent than words assist individuals on the spectrum across 
settings, activities, and instruction by enhancing individuals’ understanding (Rutherford et al., 
2019). They might be low-tech such as objects, photos, pictures or high-tech such as 
communication devices, however, they are one of the most common intervention methods for 
individuals on the spectrum across the lifespan (Denne et al., 2018; NICE, 2012; Rutherford et 
al., 2019). Visual supports including visual representations are evidence-based practices for 
toddlers (0-2 years) to young adults (19-22 years) on the spectrum (Wong et al., 2014) and 
effective intervention method for individuals on the spectrum to acquire, generalize, and 
maintain skills (Bellini & Akullian, 2007). Visual supports can provide a structure and/or 
sequence that individuals on the spectrum need to engage in their daily-routines (Rao & Gagie, 
2006), can be individualized easily to provide assistance in the areas of social and behavioral 
learning (Meadan et al., 2011), and can be used standalone or integrated with other approaches 
effectively to address many skills such as social, communicational, behavior, motor, and 
adaptive (Arthur-Kelly et al., 2009).  
 
Purpose of the Current Study  
Varying research has been conducted regarding relationship experiences of individuals on the 
spectrum (Hancock et al., 2020). Research indicates that individuals on the spectrum express 
sexual behaviors as well as a clear desire for romantic relationships (e.g., Byers et al., 2013; 
Strunz et al., 2017; Sullivan & Caterino, 2008). Nonetheless, individuals on the spectrum, as 
with any other people, have a fundamental right to be free to enter into consensual intimate 
relationships. Although there is an increasing need to understand the sexual development of this 
population so that their needs may be successfully met (Sullivan & Caterino, 2008), there is not 
enough research studies examining the impact of curricula. Thus, the purpose of this study was 
to examine the effectiveness of the PACS curriculum for a group of adolescent students on the 
spectrum. Specifically, this study attempts to answer the following question: 
 
1. What are the impacts of the PACS curriculum on socio-sexual decision-making skills of 

adolescent students on the spectrum?  
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Method 
Participants 
A sample of 15 students on the spectrum were recruited from a social skills training program. 
The participants took part in the social skills program for one hour of the day with the rest of the 
day spent on academic instruction in self-contained classrooms. An interview completed with 
five teachers to identify individuals who met the eligibility criteria for the study: (1) 
inappropriate sexual behaviors in classroom; (2) deficits in knowledge regarding the sexual 
education; and (3) no visual or hearing difficulties to interfere with participation in the study. All 
participants used verbal language and took part in a social skills program in a specialized school 
for students on the spectrum. Following the identification of 15 students, informed consent 
procedures were conducted by sending forms to participants’ parents. Of the 15 consent forms 
that were sent home, nine were returned with written consent. In addition, the terms of 
participation were described to each student and they were given an opportunity to decline 
partaking in the study. The final sample consisted of 6 boys and 3 girls who ranged in age from 
11- 16 years. Specific information regarding the participants’ socioeconomic status was not 
available. All sessions were carried out in a private room within the agency. Due to the nature of 
the present study, boys and girls participated in separate sessions. 
 
Materials 
PACS Decision-Making Guide 
A visual representation of the PACS decision-making model was created. The chart listed each 
of the four steps (i.e., problem, alternatives, consequences and safe decision) as well as a 
pictorial representation for each of the steps. This was done to facilitate the student’s 
understanding of each of the steps.  
 
Yes/No Paddles 
Yes/no paddles were created for students to use when answering the pre-test and post-test 
questions. One side of the paddle was green and featured the word “Yes” while the other side of 
the paddle was red and featured the word “No”. Reason of using paddles instead of verbal 
responses was to prevent participants to affect each other's response and to collect responses 
from all participant at once. 
 
Example/Non-Example Pictures 
An example and non-example picture was created for each scenario. Each picture was an 8.5 by 
11-inch photograph that consisted of an individual(s) portraying the designated scenario. For 
example, in the “undressing” scenario the example photograph consisted of a person undressing 
outside, while the non-example photograph depicted a person undressing in a bathroom. The 
pictorial representations of each scenario were used to assist the students in identifying which 
behaviors were and were not appropriate.  
 
Safe Decision Cards  
A safe decision card was created for each scenario which featured three criteria that must be met 
in order to make a safe decision. For example, in the “touching other’s private parts” the three 
safe decision criteria were as follows: (a) do you know the person; (b) did you get an ok; and (c) 
are you in a private place? In addition, pictures were used to represent each of the printed 
criteria. The topics selected for intervention were determined by asking five teachers at the 
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school to identify social or sexual issues that they have or had seen displayed by the student that 
they deemed important for instruction. For example, one teacher indicated that if a boy had 
talked to the student in the hall one time, the girl declared he was a boyfriend (did not know who 
was a friend v. “intimate friend”), several male students had experienced having erections in 
public and proceeded to masturbate in the classroom or the community (masturbation). Once the 
14 topics were identified, review of sex education curriculums were undertaken to determine 
strategies/skills that could be taught to participants. After three safe decision rules were 
identified, the first author asked for social validity feedback from four doctoral students (2 males 
and 2 females). The doctoral students were asked whether they agreed that the three criteria were 
appropriate (e.g., what most people without disabilities would do in a similar situation). Safe 
decision rules were modified for only one topic: getting an erection in public (changed from 
leaving the classroom immediately to sitting still until the erection subsides or covering with a 
book or piece of clothing). 
 
PACS Curriculum 
In an effort to support students on the spectrum in developing socio-sexual awareness, the PACS 
curriculum was developed. The curriculum included several scenarios related to the topic areas 
of  undressing, masturbation, passionate touching, affectionate touching, touching other’s private 
parts, talking about sex related topics, flirting, using a bathroom stall, entering a public 
bathroom, passing gas, looking at others in public, erection in public, asking to use the bathroom, 
and determining an intimate friend. The four components of the curriculum is (a) problem; (b) 
alternatives; (c) consequences; and (d) safe decision. Firstly, instructor begin by describing a 
“problem” to the participants regarding a scenario related to the chosen topic. Then the instructor 
and students discuss possible “alternatives” as well as potential “consequences” that may arise in 
light of these alternatives. At the end, participants are supposed to identify a “safe decision” for 
the problem. The implementation of the curriculum combined explicit instruction and visual 
support with the purpose of facilitating students to state sexual education information and 
identify appropriate sexual behaviors. Each scenario discussed the core components of the PACS 
curriculum using an explicit script. In addition, student-teacher interactions and independent 
practice was encouraged throughout the session.  
 
PACS Implementation Procedures 
At the beginning of the session the four steps of problem, alternatives, consequences, and safe 
decision were reviewed with the students. Next, students were told the scenario of the lesson 
would focus on (e.g. private body parts). Subsequently students were administered ten pre-test 
questions regarding the scenario. The instructor read each question aloud and repeated the 
question when necessary. Students sat with their backs towards each other and raised their 
“yes/no” paddle to answer each question. Participants’ responses were recorded manually by the 
instructor and later transferred into a master data sheet for analysis. No feedback was given for 
the pre-test questions.  
 
Following the pre-test, each student was given a safe decision card for the scenario being 
discussed. The instructor reviewed the safe decision card with the students and each student 
repeated back the three criteria on the card. After the students became familiar with the 
designated criteria students were shown the example and non-example pictures and asked to 
identify and provide a rationale to whether the pictures were or were not appropriate. Next, the 
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instructor and participants followed the four steps of problem, alternatives, consequences, and 
safe decision. Once the implementation of the curriculum was complete, the safe decision cards 
were once again reviewed with the students. Next, students were administered ten post-test 
questions. Once again, each question was read aloud by the examiner and students sat back-to-
back and answered the questions by raising their yes/no paddle. Post-test responses of 
participants were recorded manually by the instructor and then transferred into a master data 
sheet for analysis. Lastly, the examiner reviewed each of the post-test questions and provided 
feedback to the students. At the conclusion of the session, the instructor asked each participant if 
he or she had any questions.  
 
Each intervention session lasted approximately 30 minutes. The PACS implementation 
procedures were closely followed throughout the study and each session was videotaped.  
Participants were treated in accord with the ethical principles and standards of “Respect for 
People’s Rights and Dignity” and “Maintaining Confidentiality” for working with research 
participants as set forth by the American Psychological Association (2017). At the conclusion of 
the session, participants were thanked for their participation and asked to select an item from a 
bag. The items included pencils, pens, small candy bars, erasers, and snack bags of chips or 
pretzels. The items were selected by asking teachers for suggestions as well as the participants 
themselves at the beginning of the study. Before returning to their classrooms, participants were 
given a form to be shared with their parents. The form included the topic that was covered that 
day, decision rules, associated vocabulary, and a space for questions from parents to the 
researcher. A form also was given to the classroom teacher after each session.  
 
Research Design and Analysis 
In this study, the research design was repeated measures pretest-posttest design (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018) was used to explore the effects of PACS curriculum on decision-making skills 
of adolescents on the spectrum. In this type of experimental design ‘a single group of subjects is 
given a pretest, then the intervention, then the posttest’ (McMillan, 2008, p. 228) to investigate 
whether there is a change on dependent variable.  
 
Based on violations of normality of distribution and small sample size, changes in the pretest-
posttest performance of participants on the multiple sections of the PACS were assessed using a 
non-parametric Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test.  Three assumptions were met to conduct Wilcoxon 
Signed Rank Test: (a) dependent variable was measured as the ordinal or continuous variables; 
(b) independent variable consisted of related groups (i.e., the same subjects); (c) distribution of 
the differences between the two related groups was symmetrical (Conover, 1999). An alpha level 
of p < .05 was established as the criterion for determining significance.  
 
Dependent Variable  
The dependent variable included a measure of decision-making skills of adolescent students on 
the spectrum. Twenty yes/no questions were developed for each curriculum topic. The purpose 
of these questions was to measure participants’ decision-making skills related to socio-sexuality 
content. The questions were then randomly divided to create ten pre-test and ten post-test 
questions for each curriculum topic. Each question was read aloud by the instructor. The 
questions required student participants to define the topic area as well as identify appropriate 
social and sexual behaviors for a range of situations.  
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Treatment Fidelity 
A graduate research assistant monitored the steps for implementing the PACS intervention. The 
examiner tallied the steps that were appropriately carried out during the session using a treatment 
fidelity rating sheet. Treatment fidelity was calculated by dividing the total number of tallied 
steps by the total number of steps possible. Fidelity scores ranged from 92-96% with a mean of 
94%. 
 

Results 
 

The current study analyzed the effects of the PACS Curriculum on the development of sexual 
education of middle school students on the spectrum. The study examined 14 socio-sexual areas 
using a pre- and post-assessment.  A series of Wilcoxon Signed Rank Tests were conducted for 
each socio-sexual area to determine whether there was a difference in pre- and post-test scores. 
Results of that analysis indicated that out of the 14 areas, there were four that resulted in 
significant differences for the students. The four areas were flirting (W = 0.000, p = 0.041), using 
the stall (W = 0.000, p = 0.026), entering the bathroom (W = 0.000, p = 0.026), and passing gas 
(W = 0.000, p = 0.039). See Table 1 for complete report of data. 
 
Table 1 
Results from PACS Curriculum Scores 
 N Pre Post  Analysis 
  Mean SD Mean SD  W p 
Masturbation  9 9.44 0.7

3 
9.67 0.71  2.50 0.32 

Talk Sex  8 9.13 1.1
3 

9.88 0.35   0.00 0.11 

Flirting  7 8.71 1.1
1 

10.00 0   0.00 0.04
* 

Affection Touch  7 8.57 1.4
0 

9.57 0.53  2.00 0.13 

Touching Private 
Parts 

7 8.71 1.3
8 

9.57 0.79  5 0.25 

Using Stall 7 8.00 0.8
2 

9.71 0.49  0 0.03
* 

Enter Bathroom 7 8.14 1.0
7 

9.86 0.38  0 0.03
* 

Pass Gas 6 7.67 1.3
7 

9.83 0.41  0 0.04
* 

Looking Public  6 9.33 1.2
1 

10.00 0  0 0.18 

Erection Public  5 7.60 2.0
7 

9.20 0.84  0 0.07 

Ask Bathroom 5 10.00 0 10.00 0  0 NA 
Passion Touch  4 9.25 0.5

0 
10.00 0  0 0.08 
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Intimate Friend  4 9.75 0.5
0 

10.00 0  0 0.32 

Undress  4 10.00 0 10.00 0  0 NA 
Note. N = Number; SD = Standard Deviation; W = Wilcoxon Sign Rank Test Score; p = 
significance; NA = Not Applicable; * = p < 0.05. 
 

Discussion 
 

The results of the study indicate that the PACS intervention increased decision-making skills 
related to socio-sexuality content for adolescents on the spectrum. The study also showed 
evidence that socio-sexuality issues can be taught since the topic of abuse has been the most 
frequently addressed topic related to decision-making (e.g., Khemka et al., 2005; Hickson et al., 
2015). The four step process of identifying the problem, describing alternatives, describing the 
consequences of each alternative, and making a safe decision (rehearsed via explicit instruction) 
was effective. Through the process, students were able to list the consequences of potential 
actions that they had generated and then be provided “safe decisions” related to their generated 
consequences. Of note in the strategy is the use of examples and non-examples to assist students 
in forming the problems, alternatives, and consequences. The “problems” in some of the socio-
sexuality topics required higher order thinking. Higher order thinking is more than just 
memorizing facts or telling something back and involves inferring facts and conceptualization 
(Thomas & Thorne, 2009). The preliminary findings of the PACS intervention holds promise 
that concept formation through multiple examples and non-examples, may increase decision-
making of more complex issues (what is a passionate touch, who is an intimate friend, flirting) as 
well as more concrete decisions (when can I enter a bathroom stall in a public restroom). Given 
the preliminary nature of the research, it is not known how many examples/non-examples are 
needed. It could be extrapolated that students with more severe cognitive disabilities might need 
more examples/non-examples to form the concept and may require more “exaggerated” 
examples/non-examples to highlight critical distinctions. As evident in other research, multiple 
exemplars also might increase generalization (Neely et al., 2015). The PACS Curriculum for 
decision-making could also be used as an alternative to role play or social autopsies (in which 
past social events are broken down and discussed) which require individuals on the spectrum to 
take the perspective of others, a key difficulty for this population (Jones et al., 2018). 
 
The present study also showed evidence of the use of explicit instruction to teach decision-
making skills to individuals on the spectrum. Although the instructional strategy has not widely 
been used to teach decision-making skills, it demonstrated positive results for skill their skill 
acquisition (Knight et al., 2012). Both explicit instruction and visual strategy use have a strong 
empirical base and were employed in the intervention. After decision-making had occurred, the 
PACS approach used explicit instruction elements such as systematic instruction, choral 
responding, and rapid pacing to repeatedly practice the safe decision.  
 
In the current study, teachers identified topics for instruction. This allowed for some 
individualization of topic areas. Also, because students were asked to generate vocabulary/slang 
for the topic, the discussions were also individualized (e.g., passing gas, farting, cutting the 
cheese, tooting). Use of language that reflects the students’ current understanding is critical as 
the lexicon could not be present in current environments and thus, not understood by students 
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from the outset. Interestingly, the topics identified by the teachers for instruction included many 
topics that might be categorized as “hidden curriculum” rules or rules that are known to others 
without explicit instruction (Scott, 2019). Examples of the hidden curriculum included rules 
related to how to use a bathroom stall (knock, look under the door….) which students without 
disabilities may see modeled by others or simply deduced but which may need to be explicitly 
taught to students on the spectrum. This supports extensive research showing that individuals on 
the spectrum have difficulty with social cues and interpreting social information (Kokina & 
Kern, 2010). Also of interest is that only two of the topics with high effect sizes centered on 
interaction with others (passionate touching and affectionate touching) given deficits of social 
interaction skills associated with ASD (Karal & Wolfe, 2018). Masturbation also had no effect 
size although this is a topic frequently cited in the literature as an issue (Kellaher, 2015; Koller, 
2000; Ray et al., 2004).  
 
Limitations 
A limitation of the current study is the low number of participants and uneven number of 
participants per topic. It would be useful if more students could be involved and each topic 
taught to each student. Uneven group numbers were due to logistic issues (students absent, 
needing to stay in class due to academic content or behavior). Another limitation of the research 
is lack of maintenance data. Such data would strengthen the case that the safe decision rules 
could be recalled over time. Although generalization data would undoubtedly strengthen the 
veracity of the intervention, generalization data would be difficult to obtain. Future research 
should examine different populations for whom the PACS intervention may be useful. It would 
be useful to see if the intervention would be effective for students having lower cognitive skills. 
In the current study, participants were able to read and vocally respond. The safe decisions 
utilized photos, and in some cases, drawings of concepts (for example, a picture of a keyhole and 
someone looking through it represented the concept of “privacy”). Students who had lower 
cognitive functioning or lower symbolic representation skills may need modifications such as 
fewer rules and/or other symbolic representation. It may be useful to consider other delivery 
methods such as video modeling as well.  
 
Although no parents responded to the social validity questionnaire which sought information 
about whether follow up information was needed on each topic, the involvement of parents in 
socio-sexuality education is needed (Travers et al., 2014; Wolfe et al., 2009). In the PACS, a 
form was sent home after each lesson stating the topic addressed, the safe decision rules, and 
associated vocabulary. The information can serve to provide consistency between home and 
school in vocabulary and may serve to enhance communication between parents and students at 
home. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The purpose of the current study was to investigate the efficacy of the PACS Curriculum to teach 
socio-sexuality skills to students on the spectrum. The PACS Curriculum employed instructional 
strategies such as decision-making processes, explicit instruction and visual strategies to increase 
safe decision-making. Although a small number of participants took part in the study, the 
findings represent preliminary evidence of the effectiveness of the PACS Curriculum for 
teaching socio-sexuality information to students on the spectrum. Using evidence based 
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instructional practices such as decision-making processes, explicit instruction, and visual 
strategies, students can learn how to make safe decisions. The PACS Curriculum shows promise 
for permitting students on the spectrum access to important socio-sexuality information that may 
promote both protection from abuse as well as self-advocacy skills.  
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