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We conducted a synthesis of recent systematic reviews with a specific focus on the professional learning aspects of behavior-specific praise (BSP). We examined training procedures and support types aimed at facilitating effective BSP implementation, addressing the following research questions: What procedures were used in training the intervention agent to deliver BSP? To what degree were training integrity and social validity of training procedures assessed? What feedback did intervention agents receive about their implementation of BSP (e.g., emailed graph of BSP rate; self-monitored rate of BSP)? We examined implications of these findings for informing future efforts to support educators implementing BSP, given effective implementation is a critical skill for reinforcing prosocial behaviors, fostering positive school cultures, and mitigating issues associated with exclusionary practices. Results indicated many studies included training for educators on how to implement praise and provide feedback effectively, yet few reported training integrity. We found social validity was primarily assessed in studies through surveys and interviews. Few studies included checks for understanding for educators with permanent products measuring knowledge to identify areas for support. Most studies utilized in-person and verbal BSPs, with some using notes. We discuss limitations and future directions, suggesting results from this review may be useful for informing future professional learning efforts to assist teachers in implementing BSP, a low-intensity strategy for supporting students and educators to promote a positive culture within educational settings.
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Introduction

Educators face challenges supporting students with diverse needs, including those with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD), particularly since disruptions like the COVID-19 pandemic (Lane et al., 2021). Even prior to the pandemic, the prevalence was substantial, with estimates suggesting ∼ 20% of youth experience mild-to-moderate forms of students with EBD in the United States (Forness et al., 2012). Yet, most students do not receive special education supports, with less 1% receiving services under the eligibility category of emotional disturbance (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). This means all educators, including general educators, must be prepared to provide high quality academic instruction while also implementing proactive behavioral strategies to promote students’ social and emotional wellbeing. This preparation requires effective training strategies to establish requisite skills to prevent and respond to challenging behavior. In this synthesis, we examined current research on implementation of one such strategy, behavior-specific praise (BSP), with a specific focus on procedures used to train and support educators in using BSP in an effective and sustained manner.


Behavior-specific praise: definitions and multiple uses

Behavior-specific praise is a foundational strategy often implemented to promote prosocial behaviors and reinforce previously taught expectations (Jolivette, 2013). BSP is a brief acknowledgment specifying a positive behavior (praising student effort versus focusing on ability) delivered after the behavior’s occurrence (Brophy, 1981). BSP works through social positive reinforcement, which increases the future likelihood of behavior through attention in the form of praise (Cooper et al., 2007). BSP is also an effective method for developing and increasing probability of rule-governed behavior, and is considered a generalized reinforcer (Cooper et al., 2007). This means BSP becomes associated with a range of other reinforcers, which can increase its value across multiple settings. Although relatively simple to implement, these multiple aspects of BSP make it a powerful tool for promoting students’ ability to navigate the world through rules used to access rewarding experiences, avoid encountering punitive contingencies (e.g., negative social interactions with adults and peers), and prevent negative outcomes later in life.

As a low-intensity strategy, BSP can be used to efficiently create a positive school climate throughout the school day (Lane et al., 2015). Specifically, BSP focuses on desirable behaviors and can serve as an alternative to ineffective or potentially punitive disciplinary practices. For example, when challenging behavior occurs, teachers can avoid reprimands and exclusionary consequences by re-stating expectations, acknowledging other students in the area currently demonstrating expected behavior, and increasing the rate of reinforcement when the student engaging in challenges behavior begins demonstrating expected behavior. By specifying and giving attention to prosocial behaviors, teachers remind students who are off-task of expectations and prompt them to obtain attention by engaging in expected behavior. This procedure leverages the potential power of social reinforcement without requiring punishment.

Behavior-specific praise statements are systematically delivered by educators to reinforce positive behavior through specific, labeled praise that is immediate, context-specific, and tied to observable behavior. For example, instead of general praise such as “Good job,” teachers are encouraged to provide more specific and informative feedback like, “I appreciate how you raised your hand before speaking, that helps keep our discussion organized.”

Additionally, BSP can be provided in a flexible manner, allowing for adaptation based on individual characteristics, contextual fit, and cultural differences. For example, teachers may adapt the method of reinforcement, such as using providing BSP in public, in private, via verbal interactions, via written notes (Caldarella et al., 2011). Educators can also implement BSP to recognize the prosocial behavior of other adults, which further contributes to building a positive school climate, offers modeling of healthy relationships to students, and can increase use of effective teaching practices in the context of training, coaching, and mentoring (Lane et al., 2015; Pérez et al., 2023). With BSP serving multiple vital functions in educational contexts, educators often require high-quality professional learning and ongoing support (e.g., coaching) to support effective and sustained implementation.



Training and support for behavior-specific praise

High-quality professional learning typically consists of more than just a one-time training experience for educators. To date, studies have shown that even the most effective professional development practices do not always result in the desired changes in teacher behavior, indicating that ongoing support after professional development is often essential (Hemmeter et al., 2011). Effective training often includes follow-up coaching from specialists, training in self-monitoring, and/or peer coaching support. One example of effective professional learning developed by Simonsen et al. (2014) is the Multitiered System for Professional Development. This model customizes levels of professional learning support based on observed needs of teachers, aiming to maximize time and resource efficiency. The framework consists of three tiers: Tier 1 (Universal Support) includes a 30-min didactic professional learning session on a classroom management skill for all teachers, with opportunities for questions and practice, and tools for self-monitoring. Tier 2 (Targeted Support) is for teachers who do not respond to universal professional learning. It involves a 20-min session with a coach who reteaches the skill, provides visual performance feedback, and offers suggestions for improvement, with ongoing feedback for at least a week. For teachers who continue to need support, Tier 3 (Intensive Individualized Support) is provided, which includes intensive coaching, action planning, goal setting, and modeling. This tiered approach adjusts the intensity of professional learning to meet teachers’ needs, enhancing both efficiency and effectiveness. While the tiered framework provides a useful structure for implementation of practices and programs in the school setting, it serves as a conceptual model rather than a strictly evidence-based practice (EBP). The framework is informed by research on multi-tiered systems of support, which constantly requires further empirical validation different contexts, with varying levels of fidelity of implementation, and considering the elements of proactive practices such as BSP, across Tier 1, and 3.

Ideally, teachers receive professional learning, coaching, and follow-up support based on what schoolwide data sources (e.g., treatment integrity, social validity, and systematic screening) show as an area for development. Social validity, or what teachers think about the goals, procedures, and outcomes of an intervention, may be helpful in identifying goals for professional learning and coaching support with buy-in from faculty and staff (Allen, 2021). Treatment integrity data, the extent to which a plan was delivered as intended, can be useful to inform refinement of implementation efforts. For example, a discrepancy between teacher and observer ratings of low-intensity strategy implementation in the classroom, like BSP, can be a coaching and learning opportunity (Buckman et al., 2021). Training integrity, the extent to which training was implemented as planned (Erath et al., 2020), is another important data source to examine to ensure professional learning efforts are delivered as high-quality experiences. Yet, these data sources are not always collected or reported in published literature. This is a gap in need of attention, given how useful it would be to know more details about the training, reinforcement, and feedback educators receive when it comes to supporting sustainable changes in teaching practices that ultimately impact student learning, behavior, and social-emotional wellbeing.



Behavior-specific praise: examining the evidence-base

There is substantial evidence supporting efficacy and feasibility of using BSP with a range of students and in a variety of contexts to increase likelihood of a wide array of behaviors (e.g., engagement, social interaction, and work completion; Ennis et al., 2020b), including three recent reviews of the evidence for BSP. Two reviews found this strategy has been studied across grade and age spans as well as in traditional and non-traditional school settings (Ennis et al., 2020b; Royer et al., 2019). Royer et al. (2019) established BSP as a potentially evidence-based practice, applying an 80% weighted criterion of the Council for Exceptional Children (Council for Exceptional Children [CEC], 2014) quality indicators. Results suggested BSP demonstrates strong potential as an EBP, but more studies meeting quality indicators and including sufficient numbers of participants are needed to achieve full EBP status.

Ennis et al. (2020a) conducted another systematic review to examine the impact of coaching in different modalities (e.g., oral, written, visual, self-monitored, and bug-in-ear) on educators’ rate of BSP. Authors applied Council for Exceptional Children [CEC] (2014) standards and determined coaching teachers and other educators to increase BSP met criteria to be considered an evidence-based practice. Thus, there is evidence to suggest educator training and coaching (including self-coaching through self-monitoring strategies) can effectively increase the rate of teacher-delivered BSP (Ennis et al., 2020a). Ennis et al. (2020b) also conducted a comprehensive map of the literature on studies of BSP implemented in schools over the last 50 years to understand contexts in which BSP was effective. The authors found most studies took place in general education classrooms with students who showed challenging behaviors. They also found three categories of research on BSP including teacher-delivered BSP, student-delivered BSP to peers, and professional learning for educators to increase BSP delivery. Although findings from these systematic reviews are insightful for determining effectiveness of BSP as a practice, and effectiveness of training on BSP, there is more to be learned from included studies. Specifically, there is a need to extract precise information about procedures for training and supporting implementation used in this body of research, as this information can be used to inform future efforts to refine and scale up training of this essential practice.



Purpose

The purpose of this review was to conduct additional analyses of recent systematic reviews conducted by Ennis et al. (2020a,b) and Royer et al. (2019). The three selected reviews were chosen due to their comprehensive scope, methodological rigor, and relevance to current BSP practices. While more recent reviews exist, these were prioritized for their in-depth analyses and direct applicability to the study’s aims. However, we acknowledge the limitation of not incorporating more recent literature and address its implications in the discussion section. Specifically, our intent was to identify detailed components of professional learning for BSP, focusing on training procedures (e.g., training integrity) and the types of supports educators received as part of and after the initial training (e.g., specific praise and performance feedback, follow up coaching) to effectively and sustainably implement BSP to support. We address three questions: What procedures were used in training the intervention agent to deliver BSP? To what degree were training integrity and social validity of training procedures assessed? What feedback did intervention agents receive about their implementation of BSP (e.g., emailed graph of BSP rate; self-monitored rate of BSP)?




Method


Inclusion criteria

Studies in this synthesis were included in the three previous systematic reviews of BSP (Gage et al., 2017; Royer et al., 2019) and met the following criteria. First, we included studies investigating effects of BSP as an independent variable (IV, e.g., effects of BSP on student outcomes) or dependent variable (DV, e.g., effects of coaching teaching to increase BSP). Studies had to mention praise was defined as an acknowledgment of student behavior naming the behavior being acknowledged with examples to confirm. If studies did not define specific praise, they were excluded. We only included studies where BSP was a primary DV or IV of interest because BSP is often a component of an intervention package but not the focus of the investigation. If other strategies were a part of the study, studies had to report separate data for BSP to meet inclusion criteria. Second, we included studies when they (a) took place in a Pre-K–12 traditional school setting, (b) used an experimental or quasi-experimental design, inclusive of group or single case designs (SCDs), and (c) were published in a peer-reviewed journal. We focused on traditional school settings given wide variety of student needs in alternative education settings and different service-delivery models (e.g., individualized behavior intervention plans; Jolivette, 2013; Leone and Weinberg, 2012). Descriptive studies, illustrations, and meta-analysis were not included.



Coding procedures

Authors of previous BSP systematic reviews were trained to code articles as part of the procedures in prior systematic reviews, where training procedures are featured (i.e., Ennis et al., 2020b; Ennis et al., 2017; Royer et al., 2019). In sum, training included coding studies which were included in the prior reviews, later meeting to discuss discrepancies and come to agreement until 85% inter-rater agreement (IRA) or higher was established for three consecutive articles.

To code additional variables in this research synthesis, the first author reviewed coding procedures and schema with the second author. Both authors coded one article together, discussing results to come to agreement. Then authors independently coded one article and met to discuss and resolve disagreements, obtaining interrater 97.02% agreement across 48 variables in the study. The first author independently coded all articles and the second author coded 25% of articles for reliability purposes (IRA = 97.12%, 89.58%–100%).

Inter-rater agreement for each additional variable coded as part of this synthesis was as follows, calculated across each variable for 25% of studies for (a) intervention agent training, including training integrity and social validity of training procedures; and (b) performance feedback. We used IRA data as a training procedure to inform our reliability of coding and as proof of calibration to increase reliability with each other. See Table 1 for IRA results in detail.


TABLE 1 Inter-rater agreement (IRA) for coded variables in BSP synthesis.


	Variable coded
	IRA (%)





	Training for implementing BSP delivered to intervention agents
	100



	Who provided BSP training
	100



	How many BSP trainings were provided (not coaching or feedback)
	91.67



	Dosage of BSP training
	100



	Training included definition of BSP
	91.67



	Training included rationale/benefits of BSP
	91.67



	Mode of training used
	100



	Training included modeling
	100



	Steps followed in the training
	100



	Materials were used
	75



	Training discussion
	91.67



	Training practice/role play
	91.67



	Corrective feedback
	100



	Praise feedback (general or behavior-specific)
	91.67



	Video
	100



	Pre-training measure of BSP knowledge, confidence, use, etc.
	100



	During or post passive CFU
	100



	During or post active CFU (e.g., quiz, paraphrase, demonstrate until proficient)
	100



	Tool or method used to CFU before and/or after BSP training
	100



	Social validity of the training
	100



	Description of quantitative training integrity assessment procedures
	100



	Quantitative training integrity results
	100



	Who completed a training integrity measure
	100



	Training integrity measures created by the authors/researcher
	100



	Feedback provided to trainers after training integrity data were collected
	91.67



	How often training integrity was assessed
	100



	Tracking dosage of training
	100



	Type of BSP delivered
	100



	Mode of BSP delivery
	100



	Performance feedback provided to intervention agents on implementation of BSP
	100



	Type of performance feedback provided
	100



	Frequency of performance feedback
	83.33



	Modality of performance feedback
	100



	Timing of performance feedback
	83.33






CFU, check for understanding; IRA, inter-rater agreement. IRA was calculated across each variable for 25% of studies.





Descriptive coding

The first author contacted authors of previous BSP systematic reviews and obtained coded variables for each article’s (a) purpose, (b) research questions, (c) type of study (e.g., SCD; multiple baseline, and reversal), (d) level of student populations participating in the intervention (e.g., early childhood, elementary, middle, and high school), (e) strategy for delivering BSP (e.g., educator training, coaching, and self-monitoring), (f) method of delivery (e.g., verbal, written, and peer), (g) design methodology (e.g., type of SCD or group), (h) BSP recipients (e.g., teacher and student), (i) grade level, (j) disability category (e.g., at risk, general education, and specific learning disability), (k) generalization, (l) maintenance, (m) social validity, (n) IV and delivery components, (o) intervention agent, (p) DV, and (q) study outcomes. In previous BSP systematic reviews, a second author checked accuracy of coding for 35.85% of articles (IRA = 98.62%).

To answer research questions for this research synthesis, we created an additional database to code more details of (a) intervention agent training, including training integrity and social validity of training procedures; and (b) performance feedback provided to intervention agents during training. We refer to training integrity (Erath et al., 2020) as the extent to which the procedures used to train the intervention agent were implemented as planned (also referred to as implementation fidelity by Ledford and Gast, 2018). We differentiate training integrity from treatment integrity, the accuracy with which the intervention was delivered as planned (Buckman et al., 2021; also referred to as treatment integrity by Ledford and Gast, 2018). We coded each variable using an absolute coding scheme where 1 = reported and 0 = not reported. The second author checked reliability of coding for 25% of studies using cell-by-cell agreement, dividing agreements by the total number of cells, and multiplying by 100 to obtain a percentage.



Intervention agent training

We coded variables to capture frequency, dosage, rationale, steps, materials, discussion, practice, praise, and feedback provided during training for the intervention agent, passive and active check for understanding measures of teachers’ knowledge of BSP, and if studies measured social validity of training procedures (e.g., survey or rating scales, interviews). Additionally, we captured if training integrity was assessed and reported, who created and completed such measures, how often it was assessed, and if training integrity data was provided back to the trainers as feedback on their performance.



Performance feedback

We coded variables to determine whether performance feedback was provided to intervention agents during training, type of performance feedback (e.g., visual, verbal, written, and self-monitored), frequency, modality, and timing (e.g., immediate and delayed).




Analyses

Results of database coding were analyzed descriptively to report percentages for each variable. IRA for this step was 100.00%.




Results

We coded 57 studies from 52 articles for descriptive variables to synthesize research on BSP intervention agent training and performance feedback. Table 2 lists student participants’ descriptive characteristics. Table 3 summarizes specific training components and materials. Table 4 reflects performance feedback educators received as part of intervention agent training.


TABLE 2 Student participant characteristics.


	Characteristic
	No. of studies
	% of studies





	School level
	
	



	  Early childhood
	15
	26.32



	  Elementary
	23
	40.35



	  Middle
	6
	10.53



	  High
	4
	7.02



	  Combination
	9
	15.79



	Setting
	
	



	  General education
	33
	57.89



	  Inclusion
	7
	12.28



	  Resource
	5
	8.77



	  Self-contained class
	12
	21.05



	  Self-contained school
	3
	5.26



	  Cafeteria
	1
	1.75



	  Lunchroom
	1
	1.75



	  Physical education class
	1
	1.75



	Special education status
	
	



	  General education
	28
	49.12



	  At risk
	11
	19.30



	  Autism spectrum disorder
	2
	3.51



	  Emotional disturbance/emotional and behavioral disorder
	13
	22.81



	  Intellectual disability/developmental delay
	7
	12.28



	  Learning disability
	6
	10.53



	  Other health impairment
	4
	7.02



	  Speech language impairment
	1
	1.75



	  Special education disability, not specified
	7
	12.28






At risk = not identified with a disability and not receiving special education services.





TABLE 3 Behavior-specific praise professional development components.


	Method/components
	No. of studies
	% of all studies





	Method of delivering BSP
	
	



	  Verbal
	53
	92.98



	  Verbal, private
	1
	1.75



	  Verbal, praise notes
	1
	1.75



	  Praise notes
	2
	3.51



	Professional development components
	
	



	  In person
	50
	96.15



	  Training for educators delivered
	39
	75.00



	  Definitions of BSP
	23
	45.10



	  Definition with examples/how to
	20
	38.46



	  Rationale/benefits
	18
	34.60



	  Practice/role-play
	6
	11.76



	  Modeling
	9
	15.79



	  Practice/role-play with feedback
	6
	10.53



	  Praise for correct responding
	5
	9.43



	  Corrective feedback
	13
	25.00



	  Training via video
	3
	5.26



	  Overall discussion
	9
	17.31



	Check for understanding
	
	



	  Pre training CFU
	0
	0.00



	  Passive CFU
	6
	11.54



	  Active CFU (paraphrase, demonstrate)
	4
	7.69






BSP, behavior-specific praise; CFU, check for understanding.





TABLE 4 Feedback support for educators implementing BSP.


	Support/type
	No. of studies
	% of all studies





	Feedback provided training integrity
	0
	0.00



	Performance feedback assessed
	42
	80.77



	Modes
	
	



	  Visual
	10
	19.23



	  Verbal in-person
	16
	34.62



	  Text
	19
	36.54



	  Self-monitored
	5
	9.62



	Frequency
	
	



	  Daily
	25
	48.01



	  Weekly
	6
	11.54



	  After each observation
	8
	15.38



	  once
	1
	1.92



	Timing
	
	



	  Immediately after observation
	22
	42.31



	  Delayed unspecified time
	11
	21.15



	  Same day
	5
	9.62



	  Next day
	1
	1.92



	  Delayed more than 1 day
	1
	1.92



	Components
	
	



	  Performance feedback
	25
	43.86



	  Provided with suggestions
	15
	26.32



	  Praise for delivering BSP
	11
	19.30



	  Visual feedback
	11
	19.30



	  Self-monitoring
	8
	14.04



	  Audio/video
	8
	14.04



	  Self-evaluation
	6
	10.53



	  Presession prompts
	5
	8.77






BSP, behavior-specific praise.





Training components of BSP

Training of intervention agents for implementing BSP was reported in 39 studies (75.00%; e.g., Gage et al., 2017). Authors in 31 studies (60.78%) reported definitions of BSP in training (e.g., Hemmeter et al., 2011), and 23 studies (45.10%) included rationale and benefits for using reinforcement (e.g., Duchaine et al., 2011). The training mode most reported was in person in 23 studies (46%; e.g., Allday et al., 2012). Authors in nine studies (17.65%) included modeling (e.g., Hawkins and Heflin, 2011). Nine studies included discussion during training (17.31%), while 14 studies included opportunities to practice or role play (27.45%). Authors in 13 studies (25%) included corrective feedback for educators during training, while 5 (9.43%) reported using praise feedback, either general or behavior specific (Houghton et al., 1990).

No studies reportedly included a pre-training measure of BSP knowledge (0%), while six studies (11.54%) included a passive check for understanding (e.g., Kalis et al., 2007; Reinke et al., 2007) and four studies (7.69%) reported an active check for understanding (e.g., verbal checks; identifying praise statements using a script for self-evaluation and operational definitions of praise until 80% agreement; demonstrating until proficient; direct observation) (e.g., Fullerton et al., 2009; Duncan et al., 2013; Horton, 1975; Wright et al., 2012).



Training integrity and social validity

First, we found across studies, teachers were largely the ones who delivered the BSP intervention to students (77.19%), teacher interns in some studies (10.53%), paraprofessionals (3.51%), and peers in a few (10.53%). However, researchers mostly implemented the training to support the intervention agents in delivering BSP in about 40 (76.92%) of studies, while few had teachers (5.77%) and administrators (3.85%) deliver professional learning opportunities.

In nine studies (17.31%; e.g., Dufrene et al., 2012), authors described measuring training integrity, differentiated from qualitative (e.g., journal and notes) or subjective statements (e.g., “two co-trainers were present to ensure fidelity”), and in seven studies (13.46%) authors reported results (Simonsen et al., 2014). In all those studies (100%) with training integrity measures, researchers were recording those data. Additionally, training integrity measures were all (100%) created by researchers. Feedback was not provided in any studies (0%) after training integrity was measured. In all studies, authors reported training integrity was measured once (100%).

Social validity of overall study procedures was assessed in 33 (61.40%) studies, and it was mostly assessed after the intervention (e.g., Fullerton et al., 2009) in 30 studies reporting social validity (90.91%). Some studies assessed social validity before and after the intervention (6.0%; e.g., Simonsen et al., 2010). Social validity specific to intervention agent training was assessed in six studies (11.54%; e.g., Reinke et al., 2008; Capizzi et al., 2010).



Feedback support

We did not find any studies in which feedback was provided to trainers after training integrity data were collected (0%). Performance feedback of the intervention was assessed in 42 studies (80.77%; e.g., Pisacreta et al., 2011; Stormont et al., 2007). The types of performance feedback provided included visual or graphed (19.23%; e.g., Coissart et al., 1973), verbal in-person (34.61%; Madsen et al., 1968), text/written (36.54%; e.g., Reinke et al., 2008), and self-monitored (9.62%; e.g., Alexander et al., 2012). The frequency of performance feedback varied across studies from daily (48.01%), to weekly (11.54%), after each observation (15.38%), to once (1.92%; DaFonte and Capizzi, 2015). Furthermore, performance feedback was delivered immediately after observation (42.31%; e.g., Armstrong et al., 1988), delayed unspecified time (21.15%), delayed same day (9.62%), delayed next day (1.92%), delayed more than 1 day (1.92%), self-monitored (1.92%; e.g., Horton, 1975), and live synchronous (7.69%; e.g., Dufrene et al., 2014). Table 4 summarizes these findings.




Discussion

Behavior-specific praise has been studied across grade spans, in both traditional and non-traditional settings (Ennis et al., 2020b). Additionally, BSP is an easy to implement low-intensity strategy to reinforce positive behavior. The ongoing implementation of BSP may effectively promote socially important goals for students, like increasing engagement and decreasing behaviors which negatively affect learning (Royer et al., 2019). BSP is a highly adaptable strategy within tiered systems of support and can be used to support all students (at Tier 1), modified to provide additional support to some students or groups of students (at Tier 2), or used as a component of intensive interventions (at Tier 3) to support few students with more significant needs. Furthermore, recent evidence shows BSP may significantly predict meaningful student outcomes (Gage et al., 2017). Given the impact of this relatively easy and cost-effective low-intensity strategy to reinforce important behaviors, we emphasize the need for educators to regularly implement BSP to create supportive learning environments and foster positive relationships for both students and educators.

In this research synthesis, we examined the training procedures used to implement BSP, the assessment of training integrity, and the types of feedback provided to educators. Findings indicate BSP training procedures varied considerably across studies, with some implementing structured coaching models and others relying on self-paced or workshop-based approaches (Allday et al., 2012; Simonsen et al., 2014). The assessment of training integrity was reported inconsistently, highlighting the need for stronger fidelity monitoring (c.f., Dufrene et al., 2012; Duncan et al., 2013). Additionally, feedback to educators also played a role in BSP implementation, with studies incorporating both direct coaching and performance-based assessments to reinforce skills (Reinke et al., 2008; Simonsen et al., 2013). We further discuss critical insights into the effectiveness of BSP training and highlight areas for improvement in professional learning and implementation fidelity and tracking for future researchers and educators alike. The role of coaching and follow-up support has been particularly emphasized as essential for maintaining implementation fidelity (Barton et al., 2016; Gage et al., 2017).


Training components of BSP

Findings revealed significant variability in how BSP training was delivered across studies. Some programs incorporated structured coaching with real-time feedback (Duchaine et al., 2011; Simonsen et al., 2014), while others relied on self-guided materials or one-time workshops (Capizzi et al., 2010; Hemmeter et al., 2011). Studies that included ongoing coaching and follow-up support tended to report higher implementation fidelity, reinforcing existing research on effective professional learning (Gage et al., 2017; Reinke et al., 2007). These findings suggest that BSP training may benefit from adopting a more standardized approach that includes ongoing coaching and practice-based feedback to enhance teacher competence and long-term implementation (Ploessl and Rock, 2014; Rathel et al., 2014). Future researchers could examine the optimal balance between initial training and sustained support to determine the most effective model for BSP training. Some evidence shows training approaches that incorporate tiered professional learning systems and systematic performance feedback yielded stronger implementation outcomes (Simonsen et al., 2017; Thompson et al., 2012). These findings highlight the importance of integrating multiple training components to ensure both initial competency and sustained implementation. It would also be informative to further investigate how various training modalities influence educator adherence and skill acquisition over time.

To inform effective and relevant professional learning, one important source of data may be treatment integrity, or the extent to which a plan or intervention was delivered as intended. This means the extent to which BSP was implemented as intended—as the intervention or treatment. These data can be most useful to inform specific areas for additional refinement of implementation efforts, such as areas of discrepancy between teacher and observer ratings of teacher-implemented low-intensity strategies in the classroom (Buckman et al., 2021). Beyond treatment integrity, it may also be very useful and informative for researchers and educators to track training integrity, or the extent to which training components and steps were implemented as intended. Training integrity is specifically about how training support, or professional learning, was delivered to educators who would later implement BSP. It is important to know the integrity of training opportunities educators received to learn strategies, such as BSP, before they are expected to implement them in the classroom with integrity. Moreover, effective professional development, such as tiered training approaches, have been shown to increase BSP use and sustainability (Thompson et al., 2012). Future researchers should further investigate how various training modalities influence educator adherence and skill acquisition over time.



Training integrity and social validity

The assessment of training integrity and social validity was reported inconsistently across reviewed studies. While some studies incorporated fidelity measures to track BSP implementation, others did not specify how training effectiveness was monitored (Dufrene et al., 2012; Duncan et al., 2013). Training integrity is a key predictor of implementation success (Simonsen et al., 2014), and only a few studies (e.g., Dufrene et al., 2012) systematically evaluated whether teachers applied BSP as intended after training—which is treatment integrity. Training integrity may also be useful for administrators and coaches to inform their own part in building capacity and ensuring implementation sustainability. We found some authors measured training integrity, yet feedback was not reportedly provided to trainers after collecting those data. It is fundamental to not only collect integrity data, but to also use it to support others in refining practices after training occurs. Furthermore, previous studies have shown that school-based interventions for educators with ongoing coaching and fidelity monitoring yield higher rates of sustained implementation (Lochman et al., 2012). Including fidelity tracking provides educators with accountability structures that may continue to reinforce consistent application.

Social validity, or what educators think about the procedures, goals, and outcomes for training, can also be a useful source of information for data-informed professional learning. Given relatively few studies included measures on the impressions of educators about training, we emphasize including these types of measures in future studies of professional learning efforts to support educators. Additionally, social validity measures appeared underutilized, despite their importance in assessing how educators perceive BSP training and relevance to their instructional practices (Reinke et al., 2008; Capizzi et al., 2010). When educators have a voice in the way training support is delivered, it is more likely the procedures, goals, and outcomes will be aligned with their actual needs and preferences. Even though social validity has been mostly measured using surveys and interviews, it is fundamental to also focus on use as a behavioral marker for social validity. This means educators’ use of BSP serves as an indicator of its acceptability, and higher social validity may often lead to greater implementation fidelity. As highlighted by Royer et al. (2019), effective BSP implementation not only enhances teachers’ own engagement but also helps prevent challenging behaviors from occurring, reinforcing its value as a classroom proactive classroom intervention. Furthermore, educators could focus on using students’ affect or other positive outcomes such as collateral effects on prosocial behaviors as broader and more verifiable measures of social validity. By embedding comprehensive training integrity, implementation fidelity, and social validity assessments into future studies, educators can ensure that BSP training is both effective and aligned with specific contextual needs.



Feedback support

We found few studies provided checks for understanding for educators who participated in training to implement BSP. It is noteworthy role play (including feedback) and checks for understanding whether active or passive are important components of professional learning, yet they were not used in most studies. A measure or permanent product of what educators know can be a helpful measure to determine areas for support and additional feedback. Measures of perceived and actual knowledge can be used by coaches and other educators to clarify misunderstandings and ensure educators achieve a certain criterion of knowledge needed to implement a practice. Educator training evaluations serve as a critical tool for refining professional development. By assessing both perceived and actual knowledge acquisition, we can tailor future training to focus on areas where teachers need additional support, ensuring more effective and sustainable BSP implementation (Gage et al., 2017; Hemmeter et al., 2011). Research has demonstrated that structured coaching and performance feedback significantly enhance teacher implementation fidelity and long-term adherence to EBPs (Hawkins and Heflin, 2011; O’Handley et al., 2018). Additionally, studies indicate that training strategies incorporating video feedback and self-monitoring can improve teacher effectiveness and reduce variability in implementation (Pinter et al., 2015).

Professional learning models that embed follow-up support and reinforcement strategies have been linked to greater retention and application of behavioral interventions in classroom settings (Simonsen et al., 2017; Pisacreta et al., 2011). To optimize training outcomes, future research should examine the impact of various training modalities and identify the most effective balance between initial instruction and ongoing coaching for educators. Educators should receive coaching and follow-up support based on decisions made with schoolwide data sources like treatment and training integrity, social validity, and knowledge checks to sustain implementation of practices.

The role of feedback in professional learning emerged as a critical factor in BSP training. Studies that incorporated structured coaching and performance-based feedback reported higher levels of teacher confidence and adherence to BSP strategies with fidelity, and potentially enhance sustainability (Ploessl and Rock, 2014; Rathel et al., 2014; Reinke et al., 2007). In contrast, studies that relied on one-time feedback sessions or self-reflection showed less consistent implementation fidelity (Pinter et al., 2015). These findings align with research indicating that ongoing, formative feedback enhances adult learning and skill retention (Pisacreta et al., 2011). Future training models should integrate consistent, high-quality feedback mechanisms, such as video modeling, peer observation, and real-time coaching, to reinforce BSP application and improve long-term outcomes (O’Handley et al., 2018; Ploessl and Rock, 2014). Additionally, performance feedback has been shown to enhance sustainability of training outcomes, further reinforcing the need for systematic data collection in BSP implementation (Dufrene et al., 2014). By embedding structured data-based feedback into professional learning frameworks, educators can receive the necessary support to sustain BSP practices effectively.



Limitations and future directions

This research synthesis has some limitations. First, we did not conduct an additional search to capture the most recent studies beyond those included in the last three reviews. This means there are possibly more studies of training educators to implement BSP we may have not included. We did not contact publishers of journals to ask if there are more recent studies, as the purpose of this synthesis was to further investigate specific training and feedback components of training of studies included in previous systematic reviews and a map of the literature. Additionally, inconsistencies in fidelity reporting reduce the ability to draw definitive conclusions about which training models lead to the highest quality BSP implementation. Future research should explore standardized fidelity measures and examine the scalability of BSP training in different school contexts.

We encourage more researchers to embed training integrity and social validity measures in studies of professional learning opportunities offered to educators. Evaluating the extent to which training was implemented as intended, and more importantly, giving people feedback using data can inform more precise and complete efforts in supporting educators when learning new strategies. Using social validity data can also better inform the learning process with input from those receiving professional learning to make the process more valid and potentially useful.

Another important feature of efforts to support educators in learning is perceived and actual knowledge (Oakes et al., 2018). We also encourage professional learning leaders and researchers to include some measure of knowledge to gauge understanding, and to use those data as an opportunity to refine the process and materials or content offered. Just as educators must progress monitor and assess student knowledge, educators themselves would benefit from such assessments to support their own professional learning journeys with knowledge checks.

One expected finding was that most studies delivered BSP verbally in person and some studies used praise notes (Teerlink et al., 2017). It is now possible to deliver praise in different ways that were not common before, such as through virtual platforms and asynchronously. Furthermore, we invite educators to find creative ways to use both nonverbal and verbal cues to acknowledge students to be more inclusive of students who may not be able to understand or process language the same way most students do—or perhaps even to praise students whose first language is not English. Even though a gesture would not qualify as BSP by itself, Kelly et al. (2014) demonstrated that combining non-verbal gestures (smiling, high fives and reducing physical distance) with verbal praise enhanced reinforcing effects and boosted engagement, as the non-verbal cues became conditioned reinforcers through consistent pairing with the descriptive feedback provided (Dozier et al., 2012). Effective use of praise depends on contextual and individual student factors, particularly students’ language and communication skills, which are critical considerations when supporting all students, and in particular students with EBD (Chow and Hollo, 2021). BSP heavily relies on language processing, therefore understanding all factors that may influence a student’s response is essential for tailoring praise strategies to meet diverse student needs. Additionally, it is important to also consider how to adjust the learning environment to make BSP an effective reinforcer, regardless of students’ learning histories or abilities. When BSP is not effective, doing a more thorough environmental assessment can help identify additional supports a students may need beyond BSP. Overall, the idea of noticing and reinforcing the positive is a way to shift away from punitive and exclusionary practices and move toward building a more proactive and positive culture to promote behaviors in line with a schools’ values and purpose. Also, educators can support each other using BSP when they notice each other’s efforts implementing the plan through email, texts, and notes instead of relying on verbal and in-person feedback, which may not always be feasible.

While it was not possible within the score of this review to directly explore the connection between BSP training and student outcomes, we encourage educators and researchers to carefully examine the effects of BSP in different contexts. It would be helpful to determine the least amount of training and support necessary for educators to successfully implement BSP with fidelity in a way that yields positive effects on students. And educators can work together to implement high rates of BSP to support diverse needs of students – we propose districts offer professional learning for educators to expand their views and fundamental understandings of the principles of reinforcement. In the same way educators equip themselves with proactive and preventive strategies to promote engagement and learning with students, they can also encourage each other with acknowledgments for efforts to promote a positive culture built on core values.




Summary

We examined professional learning strategies to support educators effectively implement BSP a foundational and proactive approach for promoting prosocial student behavior. BSP is a low-intensity, research-based strategy that reinforces or increases the future likelihood of expected behavior and helps foster positive classroom and school climate. We found educators were trained through a range of methods, including modeling, role-play, and feedback, with follow-up coaching often enhancing long-term implementation. Performance feedback and professional support were used to sustain BSP use, helping educators integrate practice within daily routines to further encourage student engagement and ultimately reduce the need for reactive, exclusionary discipline practices. We underscore the critical role of social validity in supporting successful BSP implementation in schools. Professional learning must extend beyond teaching “how” to deliver praise—it must also address “why” such strategies matter to consistently and meaningfully apply BSP. Understanding the rationale behind BSP can potentially increase buy-in, thus helping educators see its value in reinforcing student success and ultimately building positive relationships. Furthermore, our findings suggest data-informed, educator-centered professional learning—paired with intentional focus on the principles of reinforcement—can empower teachers to use reinforcement as a proactive tool.

The foundational principles of reinforcement may be leveraged to help shift toward a more proactive approach, particularly as educators navigate increasing responsibility to support students academically, behaviorally, and socially. Data-informed professional learning—centered on elements like treatment integrity, training fidelity, and social validity—may enhance educators’ knowledge and confidence in applying low-intensity practices like BSP. Future research should continue refining professional learning frameworks within tiered models of prevention, continuing efforts to embed ongoing coaching, structured feedback, and fidelity monitoring. It would be particularly interesting to notice patterns across different educational cultures and geographical areas to have a clearer roadmap for optimizing BSP training. Additionally, exploring how different professional learning models influence long-term use of BSP across various school contexts may further inform best practices. Having a firm understanding of how learning occurs and rethinking assumptions about reinforcement and strategies like BSP can create opportunities to bridge the gap between expectations and support. By considering the broader mechanisms of learning, we, as researchers and educators, can better align our efforts in meeting the needs of learning communities.
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