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Abstract

Professional development (PD) is an important mechanism for improving special education teachers’

knowledge, instructional skills, and implementation of evidence-based practices (EBPs). This paper ex-

amines how structured professional development influences special education teachers’ use of evidence-

based instructional and behavioral practices. The proposed framework integrates workshops, demon-

strations, collaborative practice, performance feedback, coaching, classroom implementation, and data-

based reflection. Recent research indicates that high-quality special education PD produces stronger ef-

fects on teacher outcomes than on student outcomes, highlighting the importance of practical training

(Didion et al., 2026). The importance of didactic training, live demonstrations, exercises, assessment,

and coaching was determined as key aspects of a 2024 comprehensive research project on EBP training

(Wang et al., 2024). This study proposes a simulated pretest–posttest evaluation measuring teacher

knowledge, implementation fidelity, instructional practice, behavioral-support use, and student engage-

ment. The framework emphasizes sustained coaching and performance feedback as mechanisms for

translating professional learning into classroom practice.

Keywords: Special Education, Professional Development, Evidence-Based Practices, Teacher Training,

Instructional Practices, Behavioral Practices, Coaching, Implementation Fidelity

Introduction

Special education teachers work with students who have diverse academic, behavioral, communication, and

social-emotional needs. Effective instruction therefore requires teachers to select and consistently implement

practices supported by research. However, knowledge of an evidence-based practice does not automatically

ensure accurate classroom implementation, and a persistent research-to-practice gap remains despite legal

mandates calling for evidence-based instruction (Cook et al., 2013; Individuals with Disabilities Education

Improvement Act, 2004) 
[1, 2]

. Professional development can bridge this gap by providing teachers with

knowledge, demonstrations, opportunities for practice, feedback, and continued coaching.

Recent evidence supports this relationship. A 2026 meta-analysis of special education professional develop-

ment reported a larger average effect on teacher-related outcomes than student outcomes, with teacher out-

comes showing an effect size of g = 0.53 and student outcomes g = 0.17 (Didion et al., 2026) 
[3]

. The re-

viewed PD programs addressed areas including literacy, behavioral support, explicit instruction, and data-

based decision-making. A systematic review also found that practical exercises, performance feedback, and

on-site coaching are particularly relevant to improving implementation fidelity and sustaining outcomes

(Wang et al., 2024) 
[4]

.

Literature review

Research consistently identifies professional learning as an important factor in supporting teachers’ imple-

mentation of evidence-based practices (Desimone, 2009; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017) 
[6, 5]

. PD ap-

proaches vary from one-time workshops to multicomponent programs incorporating modeling, practice, ob-

servation, feedback, and coaching. Evidence suggests that active participation is more closely aligned with

implementation than passive information delivery alone (Joyce et al., 1980; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017)

[7, 5]
.

A 2024 analysis of in-service training for special education teachers identified six common factors: instruc-

tion, demonstration, video demonstration, practice, assessment, and coaching (Wang et al., 2024) 
[4]

.

Training programs containing some or all of these components showed substantial positive effects on teacher

outcomes. Similarly, a 2026 meta-analysis found positive effects of special education PD on teacher knowl-

edge, skills, and related outcomes (Didion et al., 2026) 
[3]

. Broader evidence from inclusive-education PD

ISSN Print: 2710-3862

ISSN Online: 2710-3870

IJRSE 2026; 6(10): 01-05

www.rehabilitationjournals.com/

special-education-journal

Received: 28-07-2026

Accepted: 18-09-2026

Published: 16-10-2026

Fariha Khan
Masters in special education,

American College of

Education, IN, Chicago, USA

Corresponding Author:

Fariha Khan
Masters in special educa‐

tion, American College of

Education, IN, Chicago,

USA

2
7
1
0
3
8
7
0
, 2

0
2
6
, 6

(
1
0
)
, D

o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 f

r
o
m

 h
ttp

s
://w

w
w

.d
o
i.o

rg
/1

0
.2

2
2
7
1
/2

7
1
0
3
8
6
2
.2

0
2
6
.v

6
.i1

0
a
.2

1
6
 b

y
 I

n
te

r
n
a
tio

n
a
l J

o
u
r
n
a
l o

f
 R

e
s
e
a
r
c
h
 in

 S
p
e
c
ia

l E
d
u
c
a
tio

n
 o

n
 [

1
6
/1

0
/2

0
2
6
]
. S

e
e
 th

e
 T

e
r
m

s
 a

n
d
 C

o
n
d
itio

n
s
 (

h
ttp

s
://w

w
w

.r
e
h
a
b
ilita

tio
n
jo

u
r
n
a
ls

.c
o
m

/s
p
e
c
ia

l-
e
d
u
c
a
tio

n
-
jo

u
r
n
a
l)

 f
o
r
 r

u
le

s
 o

f
 u

s
e
; O

A
 a

r
tic

le
s
 a

r
e
 g

o
v
e
r
n
e
d
 b

y
 th

e
 a

p
p
lic

a
b
le

 C
r
e
a
tiv

e
 C

o
m

m
o
n
s
 L

ic
e
n
s
e

1

https://www.doi.org/10.22271/27103862.2026.v6.i10a.216
https://www.rehabilitationjournals.com/special-education-journal
https://www.rehabilitationjournals.com/special-education-journal


also reported positive effects on teacher knowledge, skills, beliefs,

and student behavior (Donath et al., 2023) 
[8]

.

Table 1. Literature Review of Professional Development and Evidence-Based Practices

Study/Area PD Component Main Outcome

Wang et

(2024)

Didion et

(2026)

al. al. Modeling, practice, feedback, coaching Active,

content-focused

PD

Improved EBP implementation

Improved teacher outcomes

Levi-Nielsen et al. Performance feedback Increased teacher be-

(2026) havior

Donath et al. Knowledge and skills Improved teacher com-

(2023) training petencies

Kraft et al. (2018) Coaching and feedback Improved implementa-

tion fidelity

Problem statement and motivation

3.1 Problem statement

Special education teachers may receive professional development

without sufficient opportunities to practice, receive feedback, or apply

newly learned strategies in authentic classrooms. Consequently, a gap

can emerge between teachers’ knowledge of evidence-based practices

and their actual implementation. Inconsistent use may reduce instruc-

tional consistency, weaken behavioral support, and limit opportunities

for students to benefit from validated interventions.

Traditional workshop-centered PD can provide information efficiently

but may not provide sufficient modeling, practice, observation, and

individualized feedback (Joyce et al., 1980) 
[7]

. Research on special

education EBP training emphasizes practical exercises, performance

feedback, and on-site coaching as important implementation compo-

nents (Wang et al., 2024; Borosh et al., 2023) 
[4, 9]

. Performance-

feedback research published in 2026 
[10]

 likewise found significant

improvements in teacher behavior across reviewed single-case studies

(Levi-Nielsen et al., 2026) 
[10]

.

Table 2. Problem and Motivation

Problem Effect Required Response

Limited EBP

knowledge

Inconsistent practice Targeted training

Limited practice

Limited feedback

Low implementation fi

delity

Repeated implementa

tion errors

Guided practice

Performance

feedback

Limited coaching Weak maintenance Ongoing coaching

Limited data use Poor decision-making Progress monitoring

Related work

Previous research has examined teacher training, coaching, behavioral

skills training, performance feedback, and evidence-based instruc-

tional practices. Modeling, practice activities, performance assess-

ment, and on-the-job coaching are some of the key elements in a suc-

cessful training process, based on an analysis of in-service special ed-

ucation EBP training (Wang et al., 2024) 
[4]

. Research on training and

coaching with performance feedback has also demonstrated improve-

ments in teachers’ implementation of evidence-based instructional

procedures and maintenance following intervention (Kraft et al.,

2018; Levi-Nielsen et al., 2026) 
[11, 10]

.

Figure 1. Problem and Motivation Framework

A separate 2023 systematic review found that behavioral skills train-

ing was commonly used when special education teachers trained

paraeducators to implement practices for students with disabilities

(Borosh et al., 2023) 
[9]

. These findings suggest that professional de-

velopment can extend beyond teacher knowledge toward observable

classroom performance.
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Figure 2. Related Work Roadmap

Methodology / proposed framework

The proposed framework uses a practice-based professional develop-

ment cycle grounded in the classic training-and-coaching model of

theory, modeling, practice, feedback, and coaching for transfer (Joyce

et al., 1980) 
[7]

. First, teachers complete a baseline assessment mea-

suring knowledge and current use of evidence-based instructional and

behavioral practices. Second, teachers participate in structured train-

ing involving explicit explanation, live or video modeling, guided

practice, and classroom examples. Third, teachers implement selected

practices in authentic classroom settings. Coaches or supervisors ob-

serve implementation using fidelity checklists and provide perfor-

mance feedback. Fourth, teachers review classroom data and identify

areas requiring additional support. Finally, coaching and repeated

practice continue until implementation becomes stable.

Methodological measures

Teacher Knowledge: Pretest and posttest scores (Didion et al.,

2026) 
[3]

.

Implementation Fidelity: Percentage of required EBP steps

correctly implemented (Sanetti et al., 2009) 
[12]

.

Instructional Practice: Frequency of explicit instruction,

prompting, scaffolding, and systematic instruction (Archer et

al., 2011; McLeskey et al., 2017) 
[13, 14]

.

Behavioral Practice: Use of reinforcement, antecedent strate-

gies, behavior-specific feedback, and data-based intervention

(Simonsen et al., 2008) 
[15]

.

Student Engagement: Percentage of observed intervals involv-

ing active academic or instructional engagement (Fredricks et

al., 2004) 
[16]

.

Experiment / case study / simulation

A simulated pretest–posttest case study is proposed to demonstrate

how the framework could be evaluated. A hypothetical sample of 30

special education teachers is divided conceptually into baseline and

post-PD measurements. The intervention consists of a four-week pro-

fessional development cycle involving workshops, modeling, guided

practice, classroom implementation, observation, feedback, and

coaching. Teacher performance is assessed using a standardized im-

plementation-fidelity checklist informed by progress-monitoring prin-

ciples (Deno, 1985; Sanetti et al., 2009) 
[17, 12]

.

Figure 3. Proposed Professional Development Framework

The simulated results below are illustrative and should not be inter-

preted as empirical findings from actual participants. The expected

pattern is an increase in knowledge, instructional implementation, be
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havioral-support implementation, and student engagement following

professional development. This design is consistent with research

showing that active professional development and performance feed-

back can improve teacher-related outcomes (Kraft et al., 2018; Levi-

Nielsen et al., 2026) 
[11, 10]

.

Table 3. Illustrative Simulation Results

Measure Pre-PD Post-PD Illustrative Change

EBP Knowledge 62% 86% +24%

Instructional Fidelity 58% 82% +24%

Behavioral Practice Fi

delity

55% 80% +25%

Data-Based Decision

Making

51% 78% +27%

Student Engagement 64% 81% +17%

Figure 4. Simulated Performance Improvement

Conclusion

Professional development can play an important role in strengthening

special education teachers’ use of evidence-based instructional and

behavioral practices. The literature indicates that professional learn-

ing is more than the delivery of information; effective programs in-

corporate opportunities for teachers to observe practices, practice

skills, receive performance feedback, and apply strategies in authentic

classroom environments (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017) 
[5]

. Recent

research identifies several important components of special education

EBP training: modeling, practical exercises, performance assessment,

and coaching (Wang et al., 2024) 
[4]

.

The proposed framework connects baseline assessment, structured

training, modeling, guided practice, classroom implementation, obser-

vation, feedback, data analysis, and sustained coaching. The illustra-

tive simulation demonstrates how teacher knowledge, implementation

fidelity, behavioral practices, data use, and student engagement could

be monitored before and after PD. Future empirical research should

test this framework using larger samples, comparison groups, direct

classroom observations, and longer follow-up periods. Such studies

can clarify which PD components produce the most durable improve-

ments and how schools can sustain evidence-based practices over

time (Desimone, 2009) 
[6]

.
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