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Abstract
Check-in/Check-out (CICO) is a widely implemented evidence-based program for supporting students with at-risk levels of 
social and emotional behavior concerns. It is comprised of several core features described in the previous literature, includ-
ing practice elements, which are the specific actions that are delivered directly to students, and implementation components, 
which are actions that support the implementation by adults. Practice elements and implementation components are both 
important to implementation but have been combined and conflated in descriptions of CICO implementation. Well-defined 
and differentiated practice elements could provide improved clarity in communicating implementation expectations to front-
line implementers as well as support future research into essential active ingredients and measures of front-line intervention 
fidelity. The purpose of the present study was to distill, differentiate, and operationally define the student-facing practice 
elements of CICO. A panel of research experts and practice experts participated in a three-round modified e-Delphi process 
that led to the identification and operational definition of 19 discreet practice elements organized into five domains. Results 
are discussed in terms in implications for future development of measures of commitment and intervention fidelity, future 
research into active ingredients of CICO, and in terms of how well-defined practice elements can improve communication 
of implementation expectations for front-line implementers of CICO such as teachers.
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Introduction

A significant number of students with social, emotional, and 
behavioral needs require intervention beyond Tier 1 univer-
sal supports (Kilgus & Von der Embse, 2019). Given this, 
researchers have developed a wide range of interventions 
for delivery as Tier 2 targeted supports for students with 
social, emotional, and behavioral needs. Check-in/Check-
out (CICO) is one such intervention that has numerous 
well-controlled studies demonstrating its effects on a wide 
range of outcomes, including academic engagement, dis-
ruptive behavior, and office disciplinary incidents (Hawken, 

Bundock, Kladis, O'Keeffe, & Barrett, 2014). Research has 
demonstrated that implementation of CICO with fidelity 
is key to achieving desired outcomes. Although fidelity is 
generally between 70 and 90% in published research stud-
ies with oversight and involvement by researchers (Hawken 
et al., 2015; Hawken et al., 2015), adoption and fidelity are 
dependent on several issues and implementation can be 
uneven in typical school settings (Myers & Briere, 2010; 
Rodriguez, Campbell, Falcon, & Borgmeier, 2015). One 
variable relevant to implementation is the delineation and 
conveyance of specific practice elements that represent the 
concrete actions that expected implementers are to perform 
to deliver CICO with fidelity. This allows front-line imple-
menters, those who provide the intervention directly to stu-
dents, to know what is expected of them when implementing 
and it facilitates measurements and feedback about front-line 
implementation.

Although CICO has a literature base that outlines general 
categories of practices (e.g., morning check-in), there are 
many published variations on CICO and no research has 
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generated consensus from research and practice experts 
about the specific practice elements that are essential to 
CICO. Further, as with most evidence-base programs 
(EBPs), existing guidance for CICO combines both the 
adult-facing implementation components necessary to ensure 
that adults implement correctly (e.g., data-based decision-
making in teams) and student-facing practice elements that 
are delivered directly to students by front-line implementers 
(e.g., providing feedback to students about their behavior). 
Thus, the purpose of this study was to distill, differenti-
ate, and define the agreed upon core practice elements of 
CICO that front-line implementers are expected to deliver 
directly to students. Well-defined and differentiated prac-
tice elements can support implementation of CICO through 
improved communication of specific implementation behav-
iors expected of front-line implementers and through the 
establishment of psychometrically sound measures of front-
line intervention fidelity and commitment.

Check‑in/Check‑Out as a Tier 2 Intervention

CICO was originally developed to improve the behavior 
of students who did not respond to Tier 1 positive behav-
ior interventions and supports (Warberg, George, Brown, 
Chauran, & Taylor-Greene, 1995; as cited by Hawken et al., 
2007). It is typically comprised of several core daily features 
(Filter, 2019). First, students check in with a mentor in the 
morning to prepare for the day and receive a point card. Sec-
ond, students receive regular feedback about their behavior 
from teachers and other adults throughout the day using the 
point card. Third, students check out with a mentor at the 
end of the day and receive any incentives that they earned 
based on the points earned throughout the day. Finally, the 
student’s daily behavior performance is shared with caregiv-
ers as part of home communication.

Empirical support for CICO has been established through 
two decades of published studies. Multiple systematic 
reviews have reached the consensus that empirical evidence 
from single-subject designs warrant consideration for CICO 
as an evidence-based program (EBP) but that group design 
studies, while promising, are too few to draw definitive con-
clusions (Maggin et al., 2015; Mitchell, Adamson, & McK-
enna, 2017; Wolfe et al., 2016). Early research indicated that 
about 70% of students who received CICO demonstrated sig-
nificant reductions in problem behaviors (Filter et al., 2007; 
Hawken et al., 2007). These findings are consistent with 
prior research, with the exception that higher rates of suc-
cess have been noted for students with attention-maintained 
behavior than for students with escape-maintained behavior 
(McIntosh, Campbell, Carter, & Dickey, 2009; Wolfe et al, 
2016). Several effective modifications to CICO have also 
been reported, including peer-mediated mentoring (Collins 

et al., 2016), the addition of social skills training (Ross & 
Sabey, 2015), and escape-based modifications (Turtura, 
Anderson, & Boyd, 2014).

The essential conditions and ingredients for success-
ful implementation of CICO are uncertain given the range 
of variations of CICO. However, Campbell and Anderson 
(2011) provided some guidance when they conducted a 
brief component analysis by systematically reducing the 
number of regular feedback sessions with teachers. They 
found that one feedback session was sufficient to maintain 
behavior gains observed prior to reducing the frequency of 
feedback sessions but that the complete removal of teacher 
feedback sessions led to decrease in behavior performance. 
In terms of systematic implementation issues, Myers and 
Briere (2010) shared 10 lessons learned about implementing 
CICO in an urban middle school. Their lessons included (a) 
Maintaining consistency with staff, (b) Assigning responsi-
bilities judiciously and following through, and (c) Having 
an organized, efficient system for collecting and synthesiz-
ing data. Hawken et al. (2015) also noted that schools with 
high CICO fidelity supported twice as many elementary and 
middle school students as schools with low CICO fidelity.

Ultimately, successful implementation of any behavioral 
intervention program such as CICO hinges on having precise 
practice elements that represent the concrete actions that the 
expected implementers need to perform to deliver it with 
fidelity (Cross & West, 2011). When precise practice ele-
ments have been identified, then it is possible to train more 
precisely, assess implementer commitment more accurately, 
collect fidelity data to provide specific feedback to imple-
menters, and identify and address barriers associated with 
specific practices to continuously improve implementation.

Defining Practice Elements

Curran (2020) differentiates the features of an intervention 
from the implementation strategies that are put in place to 
ensure implementation of the intervention. Thus, implemen-
tation behaviors associated with EBPs can be divided into 
the actions expected of implementers when delivering an 
EBP to target recipients, which we refer to us practice ele-
ments (PEs), and the actions taken by those who are sup-
porting the expected implementers, which we label imple-
mentation components (ICs). This distinction is also noted 
by Dunst et al. (2013) who noted that intervention fidelity, 
which refers to the degree to which PEs are implemented 
as intended, should be differentiated from implementation 
fidelity, which is the degree to which ICs are implemented 
correctly. We define ICs as the actions taken by coaches, 
educators, and administrators that support and prepare 
staff in a school to adopt, deliver, and sustain core practice 
elements with fidelity. ICs are designed to support adult 
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behavior change. In the case of CICO, these would include 
actions such as staff training, data-based decision-making, 
and providing feedback to front-line implementers. PEs, 
the focus of the present study, are the individual observable 
actions associated with an EBPs that expected implement-
ers, such as teachers, paraprofessionals, and other school-
based practitioners (e.g., counselors, school psychologists), 
deliver to students to promote meaningful changes in achiev-
ing desired student outcomes. PEs are designed to support 
student behavior change. When implementing CICO, these 
would include actions such as meeting with students for 
morning check-in, rating student behavior on point cards, 
and providing behavior feedback to students.

Guidance regarding CICO implementation is provided 
in the book, Responding to Problem Behavior in Schools, 
by Hawken et al. (2020). This book and its previous edi-
tions have been seminal resources in advancing research and 
practice on CICO. One resource included in the book is the 
CICO Fidelity of Implementation Measure (CICO-FIM), 
in which both PEs and ICs are evaluated but not deline-
ated as core components in a measure that is completed by 
an implementation team in a school. An example of a PE 
in the CICO-FIM is “Do 90% of students on CICO report 
that they receive reinforcement (e.g., verbal, tangible) for 
meeting daily goals?” and example of an IC in the CICO-
FIM is “Does the school employ a CICO coordinator whose 
job is to manage the CICO (10–15 h per week allocated)?” 
These items are combined for a full implementation score, 
which can be used by teams to determine the overall status 
of CICO in a school. Combined team-report measures such 
as the CICO-FIM provide very useful action-planning data. 
However, they are insufficient for the detailed analysis of 
implementation at the front-line, the level at which specific 
practices are received by target students. By distilling and 
differentiating PEs from the ICs in CICO, it will be possible 
to create a measure that specifically addresses intervention 
fidelity (i.e., the fidelity with which PEs are delivered to 
intended recipients; Dunst et al., 2013) of CICO that could 
be completed as a self-report rather than an implementa-
tion team report, thereby providing a more comprehensive 
picture of implementation as perceived by front-line imple-
menters and as received by target students. These data could 
inform targeted action planning for training and coaching of 
front-line implementers.

CICO has been examined by several different research 
groups and incorporated into routine practice in a wide range 
of school settings, resulting in more refined perspectives 
of the core PEs of CICO than the original source material 
published well over a decade ago (Filter, 2019; Majeika, 
Van Camp, Wehby, Kern, Commisso, & Gaier, 2020). The 
combination of the different applications of CICO in the 
empirical literature and increased understanding of CICO 
through over a decade of real-world application provides 

an opportunity to behaviorally define the core PEs of CICO 
through expert consensus, which was the focus of the pre-
sent study. Although ICs are also core to implementation, 
the immediate goal of our project was to distill, differenti-
ate, and define PEs to improve communication of specific 
expected practices for front-line implementers and establish 
the foundation for the future development of measures of 
intervention fidelity and staff commitment. When distill-
ing PEs from an already established EBP like CICO, the 
inclusion of input from both researchers and practitioners 
is important to (a) Capture essential perspectives in the 
research-to-practice process that helps ensure that each PE 
is understandable and clear among those who are expected 
to deliver them with fidelity, (b) Establish concrete PE that 
serve as the basis for the development of psychometrically-
sound fidelity measures, and (c) Pinpoint directions for 
future research to identify which PEs are essential and how 
much of each one is needed (i.e., dosage) to produce changes 
in student behavioral outcomes. While there appears to be 
some shared understanding of the basic components of 
CICO, there has not been a consensus-driven process under-
taken with research and practice experts to identify the core 
PEs of CICO and establish common language that is clear 
and understandable to both research and practice audiences.

Present Study

The purpose of this study was to distill, differentiate, and 
define the core PEs of CICO in a way that people who are 
familiar or unfamiliar with CICO could comprehend. To 
accomplish these goals, we gathered multiple rounds of 
feedback from research and practice experts within a mod-
ified-Delphi approach. This work was intended to inform 
the future development and validation of CICO interven-
tion fidelity measures and commitment measures that could 
be completed by front-line implementers and used by both 
researchers and practitioners.

To clarify, the goal of the present study was not to isolate 
the active ingredients of CICO (i.e., practices that are most 
predictive of student outcomes). That goal is best accom-
plished through other experimental research designs such 
as component analyses (e.g., Anderson & Campbell, 2011). 
It is hoped, however, that the PEs distilled from the existing 
core features of CICO in the present study could facilitate 
future research into active ingredients.

The iterative rounds of feedback in the present study were 
guided by the following research questions:

(1)	 What are the PEs that both research and practice 
experts believe are important and core to the delivery 
of the CICO?
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(2)	 What thematic categories do the core PEs fall under for 
purposes of conceptual clarity?

(3)	 For the final set of core PEs, do research and prac-
tice experts agree they are a core feature of CICO and 
operationally defined in a comprehensible way?

Method

Participants

When identifying a panel of experts for the Delphi process, 
the goal is to ensure the individuals on the panel are highly 
qualified and can provide the level of expertise needed to 
answer the research questions. As Okoli and Pawlowski 
(2004, pg. 6) point out, “a Delphi study does not depend 
on a statistical sample that attempts to be representative of 
any population. It is a group decision mechanism requir-
ing qualified experts who have deep understanding of the 
issues.” Toward this end, our research team developed 
explicit criteria for identifying panelists who represented 
two critical perspectives on CICO: research experts and 
practice experts. Research experts were defined as nation-
ally recognized individuals with an established record of (a) 
Publishing peer-reviewed research involving CICO and (b) 
Supporting school systems in implementing interventions 
addressing students’ social emotional or behavioral needs. 
Practice experts were defined as individuals from one Mid-
western state who had knowledge about (a) The core practice 
elements of CICO, (b) The methods used to evaluate CICO, 
(c) Data-based problem solving, and (d) Team-based action 
planning. In addition, the practice expert needed to have 
experience implementing and supporting the implementa-
tion of CICO in elementary schools for at least three years, 
in a variety of roles (e.g., implementer, coach, trainer, evalu-
ator, leader), and across several contexts (e.g., age groups, 
schools, districts, states).

Our team then used different methods to recruit the 
two groups of experts to form the final panel. To identify 
research experts, our team generated a list of nationally rec-
ognized researchers with an established record of publishing 
peer-reviewed research on and supporting school systems in 
implementing CICO. This produced a list of five research 
experts, of which four agreed to participate on the panel. 
To identify practice experts, two of the principal investiga-
tors met with the Positive Behavior Interventions and Sup-
ports Statewide Leaderhip Team in a Midwestern state. They 
shared an overview of the project, our criteria for identifying 
practice experts, and the expectations of practice experts 
invited to participate. To ensure we had broad representa-
tion across the state, our team intentionally distributed the 
recruitment of practice experts across the three professional 
development regions of the state (North, Central, and South). 

The three regional coordinators that were a part of the State 
Leadership Team then invited specific practice experts who 
met the criteria for participation. Regional coordinators 
invited up to six individuals within their region and rank 
them based on the fit between their experience and the quali-
fications with respect to our definition of a practice expert. 
From those nominations, a total of six individuals, two from 
each region, were invited and agreed to participate on the 
panel but one was not included in the study due to low rat-
ings of CICO expertise.

Consistent with guidance for e-Delphi panel size (Avella, 
2016; Carlsen & Glenton, 2011; Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004), 
a total of nine experts participated in our panel. Six out of 
the nine experts attended all three rounds; there were three 
experts that each missed one round. Despite our efforts to 
ensure full participation across the rounds, the COVID-19 
pandemic impacted the ability of some of our experts to 
participate in a specific round.

Demographic data by individual experts are summa-
rized in Table 1 for research experts and Table 2 for prac-
tice experts. All participants were White, not Hispanic or 
Latino, and had at least a Master’s degree. Participants rated 
themselves on their effectiveness at training on, coaching on, 
and delivering CICO practices on a 4-point scale from not at 
all effective to extremely effective. Almost all participants 
rated themselves as very to extremely effective at training 
on, coaching on, and delivering CICO practices, with only 
one participant rating themselves as slightly effective at 
coaching.

Procedures

Prior to conducting this study, all procedures were reviewed 
by the University Institutional Review Board (IRB) which 
determined this study was exempt from human subjects’ 
oversight. To answer our research questions, our team used 
a modified electronic Delphi (e-Delphi; Avery et al., 2005; 
Chou, 2002) approach to gather input from our expert partic-
ipants across multiple rounds and reach consensus on essen-
tial PEs of CICO. This method involves a structured, itera-
tive process to derive consensus among a panel of experts.

The modified e-Delphi process had three rounds that 
occurred over seven months (Chou, 2002; McMillan 
et al., 2016). Each round involved an asynchronous online 
approach using the Qualtrics system. The first two rounds 
provided the opportunity for participants to offer input about 
specific practice elements they believed were essential to the 
delivery of and outcomes associated with CICO. After each 
of the first two rounds, the project research team synthesized 
the information and made iterative refinements to the data in 
preparation for the subsequent round of feedback. The third 
round involved gathering specific ratings to obtain consensus 
on the final compilation of common practice elements.
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Research Question One: Generate an Exhaustive List

In advance of preparing the online surveys to distribute, 
our team carefully reviewed empirical literature and con-
sulted with other researchers to refine our definitions of key 
terms and approaches to sharing information so that Round 
1 would evoke the intended information from respondents. 
This work led to a table of definitions and visual concep-
tual model (see Fig. 1). These pieces of information were 
included in the online surveys and described in a brief video 
recorded by one of the researchers.

Our team prepared a survey for all participants that had 
three major parts. First, we asked participants to identify 
and define specific practice elements associated with CICO 
that represented the behaviors that expected implementers 
deliver to students. Second, we asked participants to provide 
information about their level of experience and expertise 
with CICO, aligning the specific questions to their desig-
nation of a research or practice expert. For example, these 
questions included information such as: knowledge of and 
skill as an implementer of CICO (i.e., both experts); dura-
tion and effectiveness at providing training, coaching, and 
directly implementing CICO (i.e., practice experts), and the 
number of professional presentations and peer-reviewed 
publications on CICO (i.e., research experts). Lastly, we 
asked them to include general demographic information 
(e.g., degree, gender, race, ethnicity) to allow for additional 
characterization of our sample. After all responses were 
gathered, our research team engaged in an iterative process 
of content analysis to identify and code themes, allowing us 
to consolidate redundancies and remove practices that were 
more indicative of implementation support (e.g., enter data 
in SWIS and train staff).

Research Question Two: Confirm and Refine 
Practices, Domains, and Utility

Following the analysis and synthesis of responses from par-
ticipants in Round 1, our team identified five core practice 
domains composed of 16 practice elements and prepared 
a second survey. A summary of the domains and practice 
elements was reviewed by respondents, who were subse-
quently asked to rate (a) The importance of each practice 
element and domain to the CICO intervention, (b) The fit of 
the practice element within the domain, and (c) The relative 
importance of each practice element within the domain, each 
of which were rated on a four-point scale. We also requested 
that experts suggest any missing domains or PEs and offer 
any changes to the wording. After all responses were gath-
ered, we summarized the data using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods. Specifically, we conducted descriptive 
quantitative analyses (e.g., measures of central tendency and Ta
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variability) and content analyses (i.e., interpreting and cod-
ing data into themes).

Research Question Three: Confirm and Refine 
Operationalized Descriptions

The third round of our e-Delphi process was intended to 
finalize the collection of domains and practice elements of 
CICO following revisions made in response to feedback 
received from the Round 2 survey. Additionally, we hoped 
to assess the degree to which experts believed practitioners 
could understand the practice elements regardless of their 
prior experience with CICO. Another online survey was 
administered to gage these judgments. E xperts were asked 
to review the revised practice elements under each of the five 
domains (see Fig. 3 and 4) and subsequently rate whether 
each practice element: (a) Represented a core feature of 
CICO, (b) Could be understood by a practitioner familiar 
or experienced with CICO, and (c) Could be understood by 
a practitioner unfamiliar or inexperienced with CICO. All 
items were rated on a 4-point scale ranging from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree. After all responses were gath-
ered, we summarized the data using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods. Specifically, we conducted descriptive 
quantitative analyses (e.g., measures of central tendency and 
variability) and content analyses (i.e., interpreting and cod-
ing data into themes).

Results

Research Question One: Generate an Exhaustive List

Survey Results

Eight of the nine experts participated in the first round of the 
e-Delphi process. They developed a list of 74 total practices 
and corresponding definitions, which can be found in the 
online supplementary materials. Across the experts, there 
was also a range in how many PEs an individual expert gen-
erated, with a minimum of 3 and a maximum of 13 PEs.

Data Synthesis and Decisions Made

Among the 74 PEs, there was significant overlap and redun-
dancy. For example, one researcher included “Positive 
behavioral feedback is delivered to student approximately 
once every hour contingent on behavior” while a practitioner 
listed “Teacher offers explicit positive affirmation verbally 
or non-verbally whenever expected behavior is exhibited.” 
Six members of our research team subsequently reviewed 
the responses and created a consolidated list of PEs. Our 
team refined redundancies (n = 47) and removed practices 
that were reflective of implementation supports (n = 15; e.g., 
using data for decision-making), yielding a total of 12 PEs.

Our team observed that the 12 PEs shared common 
characteristics, suggesting they could be clustered into 
separate thematic categories, referred to as practice 

Fig. 1   Conceptualization, 
Identification, and Definitions 
of Key Terms

Terms Definition Recipients

Core Features
Inclusive of all the implementation components and practice elements 
of a given evidence-based program that lead to changes in student 
outcomes.

Adults and 
students

Implementation 
Components

Actions associated with an evidence-based program taken by coaches, 
educators, and administrators that support and prepare for the adoption 
and delivery of the core practice elements with fidelity.

Expected 
implementers

Practice 
Elements

The individual observable action associated with an evidence-based 
program that expected implementers deliver, in isolation or 
combination, to achieve desired student outcomes.

Students

Expected 
Implementers

The individuals who receive training and support with the expectation 
they implement core practice elements of a given evidence-based 
program.
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domains (i.e., categories under which PEs fall). We first 
independently created potential ways for practice ele-
ments to be organized. Then, through our own consensus-
building process, we refined the individual responses to 
five practice domains. In this process, however, we identi-
fied several consolidated PEs that, particularly given our 
domains, represented distinct behaviors. In the end, we 
reached consensus on 16 PEs under five domains that were 
forwarded for Round 2. The column on the left of Fig. 2 
displays these results.

Research Question Two: Confirm and Refine 
Practices, Domains, and Utility

Survey Results

Figure 3 provides the results for the Round Two survey, 
which was completed by a total of eight experts. Following 
their review of the consolidated list of domains and PEs, 
most experts reported that all five domains were very impor-
tant to the CICO intervention. Out of the 16 PEs, 75% or 
more of experts reported that 14 of them were very impor-
tant. There was slight disagreement regarding PE #15 (i.e., 
Communicate the student’s progress with the family in an 
appropriate modality), with 62.5% of respondents indicating 
it was very important and 37.5% indicating it was of mod-
erate importance. Only one practice element, PE #6 (i.e., 
Collect the point sheet from the student), was reported to be 
moderately important rather than very important by most 
respondents.

Experts generally agreed that each of the PEs fit very 
well with their respective domains. PE #14 (i.e., Adapt the 
rewards or goal if they are not working) had the greatest 
spread, with 25% of experts reporting that it did not at all 
fit with the domain Afternoon Check-Out, 12.5% reporting 
it as slightly fitting, and 62.5% reporting it to fit very well.

Data Synthesis and Decisions Made

Following review of survey results from Round Two, our 
team found a few areas to adjust. First, there were changes 
regarding the wording of domains (e.g., Rating and Feed-
back instead of Teacher Rating and Feedback) and revisions 
to the wording of individual PEs to improve their compre-
hensibility. Expert feedback also provided three additional 
PEs (e.g., For each new student, discuss the goal that must 
be reached to earn privileges, social activities, or tangi-
ble items). The column on the right of Fig. 2 represents the 
changes made to the PEs and domains because of Round 
Two feedback.

Research Question Three: Confirm and Refine 
Operationalized Descriptions.

Survey Results

Figure 4 displays the results for Round 3 survey, which a 
total of eight experts completed. In general, experts either 
strongly agreed or somewhat agreed that each of the PEs 
was a core feature of CICO. In addition, experts strongly 
agreed or somewhat agreed that practitioners familiar or 
experienced with CICO would understand all PEs; in fact, 
for PEs #1–7, 10, and 12–14, all experts strongly agreed. 
Experts had the most variability in their responses when 
asked whether practitioners unfamiliar or inexperienced with 
CICO could understand practice elements, with responses 
ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree across most 
of the PEs. Despite this variability, for 15 of the 19 prac-
tice elements, 75% of the ratings still fell within strongly 
agree to somewhat agree, suggesting some consensus on 
this question.

Data Synthesis and Decisions Made

The results of the Round Three survey suggested that we 
had achieved consensus among our research and practice 
experts on the 19 PEs. With the additional information 
provided from the results of Round Two, the research team 
determined that, for this group of experts, the domains and 
their respective PEs identified through the e-Delphi process 
represent the core PEs adults involved in implementation of 
CICO should be expected to deliver as a part of their direct 
work with students.

Discussion

CICO is an effective Tier 2 intervention for students with 
social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) needs, especially 
those who have attention-maintained behavior and perfor-
mance-deficits (Hawken et al., 2014; McIntosh et al, 2009). 
The original research on CICO dates back to 2002 with over 
40 published studies and numerous real-world applications 
as part of routine practice in schools (Filter, 2019). Despite 
the advancement of both research and practice, there has 
not been a process to identify core practice elements (PEs), 
which are the individual observable actions of student-facing 
front-line implementers, and develop common nomenclature 
for each of the PEs through input from both research and 
practice experts. Thus, the purpose of this study was to use a 
modified e-Delphi process to engage researchers and practi-
tioners with expertise in CICO to distill CICO into core PEs 
as well as develop language that behaviorally defines each 
PE in a way that is likely to be easily understood by research 
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ROUND ONE RESULTS ROUND TWO RESULTS

D
o
m
a
i
n
1

Pre-Teaching with the Student Pre-teaching to Set-up the Intervention

1. For each new student, meet with the student to review how 
the intervention works (e.g., morning and afternoon check-
ins, use of the point sheet)

2. For each new student, generate a behavioral goal and 
discuss the experiences, tangible items, or privileges to 
earn.

1. For each new student, meet with the student to teach how 
the intervention works 

2. For each new student, explain the specific behaviors on the 
point sheet that student is to perform.

3. For each new student, discuss the goal that must be reached 
to earn social activities, tangible items, or privileges

D
o
m
a
i
n
2

Morning Check-in Morning Check-in

3. Ensure the student participates in the morning check-in 
(that is, if needed, go find the student, request help in 
finding the student, or set up reminders for the student)

4. Positively greet student in the morning upon arrival, 
briefly review expected behavior and behavioral goal, 
offer words of encouragement as the student leaves

5. Have point sheets available, provide a point sheet to the 
student, and document check-in

4. Ensure the student participates in the morning check-in (as 
needed, find the student, request help in finding the student, 
or set up reminders for the student)

5. Positively greet student in the morning upon arrival and 
provide positive encouragement as they leave

6. Have point sheets available, provide a point sheet to the 
student, and document check-in

7. Briefly review expected behavior, goal to be reached, and 
materials needed for the day

D
o
m
a
i
n
3

Teacher Rating and Feedback Rating and Feedback

6. Collect the point sheet from the student
7. Rate student behavior on point sheet at the agreed upon 

frequencies (intervals of time) for the time you are with 
the student

8. Provide positive verbal feedback to the student when 
expectations have been met

9. Provide constructive feedback to the student when 
expectations have not been met

8. Collect the point sheet from the student
9. Rate student behavior on the point sheet at the agreed-upon 

frequencies (intervals of time) for the time you are with the 
student

10. Provide positive verbal feedback to the student when 
expectations have been met

11. Provide constructive feedback to the student when 
expectations have not been met

D
o
m
a
i
n
4

Afternoon Check-Out Afternoon Check-Out

10. Ensure the student participates in the afternoon check-outs 
(if needed, go find the student, request help in finding the 
student, or set up reminders for the student)

11. Positively greet the student upon arrival, ask for the point 
sheet, and review the point sheet with the student

12. Provide positive or constructive verbal feedback to the 
student based on performance

13. Deliver the agreed-upon reward if the student met 
established goal

14. Adapt the rewards or goal if they are not working (for 
example, adjust rewards if the student is not motivated by 
them or adjust the goal if it is too high or low)

12. Ensure the student participates in the afternoon check-outs 
(as needed, find the student, request help in finding the 
student, or set up reminders for the student)

13. Positively greet the student upon arrival and provide 
encouragement as leave for the day

14. Ask for the point sheet and review the point sheet with the 
student

15. Provide positive or constructive verbal feedback to the 
student based on performance

16. Deliver the agreed-upon social activities, tangible items, or 
privileges if the student met established goal

17. If a student's goal is not being met on a daily basis, discuss 
with the student what is working or not working from the 
student's perspective and make small adjustments as needed 

D
o
m
a
i
n
5

Home Communication Home Communication

15. Communicate the student’s progress with the family in an 
appropriate modality (i.e., email, text, phone, or hard 
copy)

16. For each new student, communicate to caregiver how to 
review point sheet results and deliver feedback to their 
child by praising them for meeting goal or reviewing how 
to have a better day tomorrow if the goal was unmet

18. Communicate the student’s progress on a daily or weekly 
basis with the family using an appropriate modality (for 
example, email, text, phone, or hard copy)

19. When implementing with a new student, explain program to 
caregiver, including how to review point sheet results and 
deliver positive and constructive feedback to their child

Fig. 2   Domains and Practice Elements Generated Following Round One and Round Two
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and practice audiences alike. These distilled and defined 
CICO PEs could improve communication of implementa-
tion expectations to front-line implementers and inform the 
development of measures of PE fidelity and commitment.

Regarding the first research question, we determined 
through an expert consensus process that 19 PEs were 
believed to be core to the implementation of CICO (see 
the Round 2 Results column of Fig. 2). The 19 PEs were 
refined from an original list of 74 suggestions obtained from 
experts in the first round of the study. These suggestions 
were reduced to 19 after eliminating redundant suggestions, 
eliminating suggestions that did not meet the criteria for PEs 
due mostly to being ICs, refining wording through expert 
and research team suggestions, and adding several before 
the third confirmatory round of data collection.

The modified e-Delphi process culminated in 5 domains 
of PEs, which addressed the second research question about 
thematic categories of CICO PEs. The five domains were (a) 
Pre-teaching to set-up the intervention, (b) Morning check-
in, (c) Rating and feedback, (d) Afternoon check-out, and (e) 

Home communication. These domains align closely with the 
features of CICO that have been described throughout the 
literature on CICO and typically include check-in, feedback 
from teachers, check-out, communication with parents, and 
data-based decision-making (Crone et al., 2020; Filter, 2019; 
Hawken et al., 2007). However, these features as reported 
in the previous literature have included both ICs and PEs 
and have not been presented as an organized system of PEs 
embedded within domains. Also, the first domain from the 
present study, pre-teaching to set-up the intervention, is not 
typically included in lists of core CICO components. This 
domain emerged from the present study because, although it 
is not a daily implementation feature like the PEs in the other 
four domains, it is a set of practices that are student-facing 
and required for implementation of CICO, thus meeting the 
criteria for PEs.

Regarding the third research question, results indicated 
strong expert consensus on the final set of 19 PEs organized 
into five domains. All the experts agreed that all 19 PEs 
were a core feature of CICO with the majority indicating 

Fig. 3   Round 2 Results for the Perceived Fit, Importance, and Variability of Each Practice Element Note Each bar represents the percentage of 
expert endorsement of the rating



705School Mental Health (2022) 14:695–708	

1 3

“strongly agree” for all PEs and only one or two indicat-
ing “somewhat agree” for six of the 19 PEs, which was on 
the positive/confirming end of the response option range. In 
terms of alignment of PEs within domains, expert consensus 
was demonstrated with all PEs receiving endorsements of 
fitting “very well” within the domain from 62.5% and 100% 
of respondents. Also in regard to the third research ques-
tion, experts indicated that the PEs were described in a way 
that could be understood by experienced CICO implement-
ers. The experts were not as confident, however, that the 
PEs would be understood well by individuals unfamiliar or 
inexperienced with CICO. This is not an unexpected find-
ing and highlights the importance of providing training with 
these PEs before holding educators responsible for CICO PE 

implementation or any self-evaluation related to implemen-
tation of the CICO PEs.

One issue that emerged from the present study but has 
not yet been addressed is the issue of which educators are 
responsible for implementing specific CICO PEs and/or 
domains of CICO PEs. There seem to be two distinct roles 
in the school-based implementation of CICO PEs: educators 
who serve as coordinators/facilitators and educators who 
serve as regular providers of feedback to students through-
out the day. Although not confirmed in the present study, it 
is likely that the only domain that applies to most educators 
in a school is rating and feedback, which includes rating 
student behavior on point sheets and providing verbal feed-
back at regular, agree-upon intervals. These PEs should be 

Fig. 4   Round 3 Results for Whether the Practice Element is a Core Feature of CICO and Could be Understood by Varying Degrees of Familiar-
ity Note Bars represent percentages of expert endorsement of a rating



706	 School Mental Health (2022) 14:695–708

1 3

implemented by any educator who provides regular educa-
tional services directly to students receiving CICO as an 
intervention such as classroom teachers, each of whom may 
be responsible for implementing this domain of PEs for mul-
tiple students in their classrooms. The other four domains 
of CICO PEs likely apply only to educators who serve as 
coordinators or facilitators that meet with students receiving 
CICO to check them in, check them out, and manage their 
involvement in CICO. The interaction of role and relevant 
PE domains is important to consider when using the PEs as 
guidance for front-line implementers and fidelity evaluation.

Limitations

The results regarding expert consensus on CICO PEs should 
be considered in the context of limitations in the present 
study. First, although the research experts and practice 
experts each met criteria for inclusion as experts regard-
ing CICO, they represented a demographically homog-
enous group with all being White non-Hispanic and mostly 
women. Also, although research experts were selected from 
a broad national sample, all practice experts were from one 
state in the Midwest. The Delphi method used in this study 
focuses on expertise of panelists rather than demographic 
representation (Okoli & Pawlawksi, 2004), so expertise was 
well-represented in accordance with the conventions of Del-
phi method. Recruitment focused on one state to leverage the 
existing management, coaching, and training infrastructure 
in the state which facilitated the identification of practition-
ers with expertise in CICO. It is possible that different PEs 
could have emerged from a more diverse sample of experts, 
but the specific impacts are unknown. Finally, the purpose of 
this work was not to empirically test which PEs are essential. 
That pursuit would require more experimentally rigorous 
designs such as systematic withdrawals in a component anal-
ysis such as those used by Anderson and Campbell (2011). 
Instead, this study provides findings that could enable such 
work in the future.

Relevance to Implementation and Future Research

There are several ways in which these newly identified 
core CICO PEs could contribute to future research and 
supports for CICO implementation. One potential value 
of well-defined PEs is their relevance to the development 
of a psychometrically sound front-line intervention fidelity 
measure that could be used in both practice and research 
applications. A CICO intervention fidelity measure for 
front-line implementers could evaluate the degree to 
which CICO is implemented across the full range of core 
PEs. Also, CICO PEs are relevant to the development of 
a psychometrically sound measure of staff commitment to 
implement CICO. Filter and Brown (2019) point out the 

importance of differentiating the specific implementation 
behaviors relevant to an EBP when measuring staff com-
mitment because commitment to a practice is better under-
stood in terms of the multiple discreet practices included 
in the EBP rather than the practice as a unitary whole. PE 
differentiation also allows for more targeted use of the 
results of a survey of staff commitment. If schools had 
access to data about staff commitment to implement CICO 
that are differentiated across specific PEs, then they could 
use those data to drive decisions about readiness to imple-
ment all PEs and areas of potential specific concern for 
sustained implementation. Finally, the well-defined core 
CICO PEs derived from the present study can be used to 
develop staff professional development that is organized 
around the separate PEs, the effectiveness of which could 
be evaluated using CICO fidelity measures developed 
based on the PEs and measures of student outcomes.

Another direction for future research relates to impor-
tance of each PE to achieving positive student outcomes. 
The present study identified a wide range of PEs that 
represent core expected implementation behaviors for 
frontline implementers of CICO. However, it is likely that 
these PEs vary in terms of their specific contributions to 
positive student outcomes. Future research will need to 
identify which of these PEs are essential and which fall 
in the range of the adaptable periphery. Ideally this would 
be evaluated with a component analysis design in which 
each PE is systematically varied to evaluate its impact on 
student outcomes. This issue is also relevant to the prac-
tical applications of the PEs identified in this study as 
schools often adapt EBPs such as CICO to accommodate 
the needs, systems, and resources of the school. Although 
the 19 PEs represent current consensus among experts, it 
is unclear which or how many of these PEs schools must 
implement to achieve positive student outcomes. There-
fore, it is recommended that all 19 PEs be implemented 
with the caveat that school-based decisions should be 
informed by future research about the PEs and local evi-
dence of student outcomes.

Although PEs were the focus of the present study, ICs 
are also important ingredients in effective implementation. 
Therefore, the procedures from the present study would be 
relevant to the distillation of ICs of CICO in future research. 
The modified Delphi process was effective in distilling PEs 
and could be applied when defining ICs of CICO, thereby 
providing a comprehensive view of implementation.
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Conclusion

CICO is a well-established and effective intervention for 
students with at-risk behavior needs in schools (Maggin 
et al., 2015; Mitchell, Adamson, & McKenna, 2017; Wolfe 
et al., 2016). It has, however, been implemented with many 
variations (Filter, 2019) and guidance on core implementa-
tion features has combined front-line implementer behav-
iors (PEs) with adult-facing implementation supports (ICs) 
necessary for successful implementation (Hawken et al., 
2020). The present study differentiated the 19 PEs of CICO 
by leveraging the expertise of researchers and practitioners 
under the assumption that having precise and well-defined 
PEs that represent the concrete actions that the expected 
implementers need to perform are essential to delivering 
CICO with fidelity (Cross & West, 2011). Well-defined PEs 
can also standardize descriptions of the standard practice of 
CICO and facilitate the future development of measures of 
front-line intervention fidelity and commitment to imple-
ment CICO.
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