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Abstract

Children with social behavior problems need teachers who are prepared to use evidence-based interventions to increase
their likelihood of success. However, it is clear that teachers do not feel prepared to support children in this area. One
approach for supporting teachers in using more effective interventions for children with behavior needs is the use of
coaching. The purpose of this review of the literature is to explore the research to date that specifically targets coaching
teachers on the use of social behavior interventions to improve children’s social behavior outcomes. Criteria were
established to increase the generalizability of the results of the review and 29 studies met inclusionary criteria. Of these
studies, 86% documented positive findings and the remaining documented neutral findings. Only 31% of studies documented
a measure of integrity for the coaching process. Main findings and implications for future research are discussed.
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In the past decade, school practices have received greater
scrutiny and student progress has been more consistently
monitored (Horner et al., 2005; Kretlow, & Bartholomew,
2010). In tandem, there is greater focus on accountability
and the use of evidence-based practices to improve student
outcomes (Horner et al., 2005; Kretlow & Bartholomew,
2010). As a result, teachers are called on to adopt new prac-
tices to improve students’ social behavior (e.g., Carter &
Van Norman, 2010; Hemmeter, Snyder, Kinder, & Artman,
2011). Many school-based social-behavioral interventions
positively impact students (National Research Council &
Institute of Medicine, 2009). Social behavior interventions
are those interventions that improve children’s social and
behavioral outcomes. However, the effect of an intervention
is mediated by the quality of implementation of the inter-
vention itself and the support systems, or infrastructure nec-
essary to coordinate, deploy, and sustain the intervention.
Fidelity of implementation includes teacher use of an inter-
vention as intended, which entails using all components of
an intervention. Because teacher fidelity impacts interven-
tion effectiveness, and ultimately student outcomes, the
provision of adequate training and support within the con-
text of the classroom is critical (Denton & Hasbrouck,
2009; Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005;
Joyce & Showers, 1982).

Coaching as a model of consultation is one way to support
teachers’ use of specific skills, within the applied setting of
their classrooms, and to assist with generalization, and sus-
tained implementation (Fixsen et al., 2005; Noell et al., 2005).
This is particularly important in the area of social behavior
interventions given problem behavior has a profound impact
on teachers and peers (e.g., Carter & Van Norman, 2010), and
because teachers have reported they need assistance imple-
menting social behavior interventions and do not know what
practices are evidence based (e.g., Reinke, Stormont, Herman,
Puri, & Goel, 2011). Therefore, the purpose of this review is
to contribute to the literature in the area of coaching teachers’
use of social behavior interventions. The need to support
teachers’ use of effective practices through the use of coach-
ing models and the importance of this review on a specific
type of coaching model are presented next.

Promoting the use of effective social behavior interven-
tions with high fidelity is a critical component of effective
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teaching. Research indicates that support in the form of
coaching can result in increased implementation of newly
learned practices (Joyce & Showers, 1982; Showers, Joyce,
& Bennett, 1987), and higher student achievement
(Showers, 1984). More recently, Cornett and Knight (2009)
reviewed research on cognitive coaching, peer coaching,
instructional coaching, and literacy coaching. They found
that much of the research across the various coaching mod-
els has been “exploratory process and development, lacking
the rigor of true scientific development” (Cornett & Knight,
p. 209). The preponderance of studies focused on academic
instructional practices. In another recent review of the lit-
erature, Kretlow and Bartholomew (2010) utilized strict
selection criteria and included 13 studies; only one of the
studies focused on coaching for an intervention targeting
social behavior the remaining articles focused on other
instructional methods (e.g., direct instruction, peer tutoring,
student active responding). In another review utilizing only
single subject studies, researchers evaluated a form of
coaching that utilized performance feedback where teachers
were observed in their classrooms and then provided per-
formance feedback on target behaviors; positive findings
were documented for this form of coaching (Solomon,
Klein, & Politylo, 2012). Thus, performance feedback
appears to be a vital component for increasing teacher
implementation of new skills in their classrooms. However,
many questions remain unanswered, especially in the area
of coaching teachers’ use of social behavior interventions.
This review of the literature will add to the coaching lit-
erature in several ways. First, we will describe the current
literature base regarding the effectiveness of the use of
social-behavioral interventions with a coaching component.
It is necessary to provide a clear definition of coaching as
past research has included different definitions of coaching
(see Pas, Bradshaw, & Cash, 2014). In this review of the
literature, coaching is defined as a non-evaluative, ongoing
process (e.g., occurring over a period of time), in which one
individual observes and provides feedback to another indi-
vidual targeting an intervention, supports or other variables
the individual wants to increase in the classroom. The influ-
ence of such explicit attention to the behavior of the teacher
as the mediator of an intervention promotes higher levels
intervention fidelity (Sanetti, Kratochwill, & Long, 2013).
This definition of coaching is utilized because indirect
coaching that occurs without direct, ongoing observation
and feedback has not been as effective as models that
include this level of support (e.g., Noell et al., 2005).
Coaching based on direct observation and feedback can
also respond to the problem of inadequate intervention
implementation on the part of the teacher (Burns &
Ysseldyke, 2009; Noell et al.,, 2005). Second, research
including mostly academic coaching has documented a lack
of assessment of the fidelity of the coaching process
(Kretlow, & Bartholomew, 2010). Intervention fidelity also

requires that the process be conducted accurately (Noell,
2008). Accordingly, this review of the literature will also
address whether process fidelity is measured in studies.
Third, as we try to bridge the research to practice gap, it is
clear that this process is bidirectional; researchers must
assess the acceptability and perceived value of the interven-
tion to the consumers, also known as social validity.

Also, coaching models have included many elements
such as direct observation of teachers, provision of feed-
back, and instruction on certain skills (e.g., modeling, role-
play, etc.). However, in addition to these elements, little is
empirically known about the most effective way to coach
teachers, the training needs and skill levels of coaches, and
how coaching is delivered specifically to improve social
behavior outcomes for students. These details can identify
key features of successful coaching models, as well as pro-
vide useful directions for future research in this area.

Research Questions

Research Question 1: What is the current literature base
on social-behavioral interventions that include a coach-
ing component, according to our definition of coaching
of teachers? For example, the settings, the intervention
targets, and relative findings (including overall findings,
maintenance, and generalization) are presented.
Research Question 2: Specifically related to social
behavior interventions that use coaching, has the fidelity
of the coaching process been measured in past research?
If fidelity was measured, how was it measured?
Research Question 3: Specifically related to social
behavior interventions, is there evidence that coaching is
perceived as socially valid and acceptable to teachers?
Research Question 4: Specifically related to social
behavior interventions, what are the specific elements of
coaches and coaching that have been reported in the lit-
erature (e.g., role-play, modeling)?

Method

Selection Criteria of Studies

Specific criteria and foci were established to guide the lit-
erature review. Only published peer-reviewed journal arti-
cles were included. Accordingly, books, unpublished
manuscripts, and dissertations were excluded. The search
years were from 1990 to 2011. In terms of the content of the
articles, for research studies to be considered for this review,
the following criteria were used. First, the study had to
include an intervention that focused on teacher use of an
intervention for improving social and behavioral outcomes
for students. Second, the study needed to include teachers,
including preschool, general or special educators, as the
participants receiving coaching. Therefore, excluded from
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this review were studies focusing on para-professionals,
instructional aides, preservice teachers, day care providers,
students, and parents as the recipients of the coaching.
Third, it was required that the setting of the study was in a
classroom in a traditional typical public school or preschool
environment. Therefore, interventions implemented in a
clinical, residential, alternative, or private more specialized
treatment facility (e.g., Boys Town) by facility, clinical or
teaching staff were not included. Last, as stated in the intro-
duction, coaching was defined as a non-evaluative, ongoing
process in which one individual observes and provides
feedback to another individual targeting specific practices
the individual wants to increase in the classroom. These cri-
teria were selected to increase the generalizability of the
findings to typical school settings and not more restrictive
settings.

Search Procedures

Two main literature search procedures were utilized to iden-
tify articles for this review. The chosen approaches are simi-
lar to those used in other literature reviews on consultation
(Kretlow & Bartholomew, 2010; Solomon et al., 2012).

Computer searches. Searches for peer-reviewed journal arti-
cles were conducted using the online database of PsychINFO
and ERIC. Various combinations of the following descrip-
tors were used: teacher, school, coaching, consultation,
social, behavior, modeling, performance feedback, and
observations. Results for the various combinations ranged
from 4 to 268 peer-reviewed articles. For the purposes of
this review, books and dissertations were excluded. Based
on the defined criteria, this search resulted in 28 studies that
were considered appropriate.

Ancestral search and reviews of literature. An ancestral search
was also conducted and involved reviewing the reference
lists of journal articles to identify additional studies. Nine
additional studies were identified through an ancestral
search of introductions to articles and two recent reviews of
the literature for a total of 37 articles. As indicated in the
following section, another level of review occurred that
decreased the number of articles considered.

Selection determination. Two doctoral students conducted
the first review of the computer and ancestral searches and
identified abstracts to review. If an abstract appeared to
include coaching as an intervention for social behavior,
the full article was retrieved and reviewed. Both doctoral
students reviewed all abstracts and all articles selected.
When there was a conflict regarding whether an abstract
or article met the criteria for the review, the first author
served as a third reviewer to make the decision to include
or not. Articles were considered for the review after their

method section was evaluated to determine whether the
intervention included a coaching component that met the
definition provided above. The first and third authors
reviewed articles under consideration to determine
whether the procedural design was appropriate to obtain
objective results and that sound data analysis was used.
This allowed for the coding of positive, neutral, and nega-
tive findings. Only single subject and group designs were
included to be able to make determinations regarding the
relationship between independent and dependent vari-
ables. Correlational, descriptive, and case studies were not
included in the review. Once considered appropriate for
the review, details regarding the studies were coded and
presented in the “Results” section. The final number of
articles included after this level of review was 29.

Analysis. Research questions were used to organize the cod-
ing of categories in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 includes target
outcomes coded including the specific intervention teachers
were being coached to increase. Fidelity to the coaching
process was defined as any documentation and/or observa-
tion of the coach implementing the coaching portion of the
intervention. Social validity was defined as meaningful
changes based on perception of consumer or social com-
parisons as well as perceptions of the acceptability of the
intervention. Maintenance included any type of follow-up
assessment to assess maintenance of effects after the inter-
vention was terminated. Generalization included assess-
ment of whether changes occurred in behaviors, settings, or
individuals not targeted by the intervention. Findings were
coded as positive if the direction of the results indicated
consistent changes in the dependent variable related to the
intervention with a coaching component. Findings were
coded as neutral if there was not a change in dependent vari-
ables or if findings were inconsistent (e.g., outcomes were
inconsistent across study subjects). If negative results were
documented (without any positive), studies would be coded
negative. The second part of the analysis was determined
through the authors’ expertise in this area and the research
questions about coaching details. Thus, Table 2 is a descrip-
tive analysis of coaching elements to help direct practice
and needs for future research. The first and third authors
served as the primary coders for the tables. For Table 1, the
third author coded all the articles and the first author coded
50% of the articles; for the articles coded by both authors,
97% agreement was obtained for codes. For the one article
where findings were coded differently, the authors had a
discussion and determined findings related to the consulta-
tion model that included a coaching component (according
to our definition of coaching) did yield positive findings but
another model also included in the study that did not match
our definition was not effective. Table 2 was coded by the
third author, and the first author then verified all informa-
tion; 100% agreement was reached.
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Results

The studies reviewed are included in Tables 1 and 2. In the
following sections, main findings across the 29 studies are
described according to general effectiveness, design, main-
tenance and generalization of effects, coaching process
fidelity, and social validity. Following these sections, the
specifics regarding the elements of coaching are delineated.
The results presented are descriptive in nature and address
the specific research questions.

Literature on Intervention Studies Using
Coaching

The setting for the studies included in this review included
preschool (41%), elementary (41%), and middle/junior high
school (18%). The vast majority of the recipients of coach-
ing (90%) were general educators; only two studies included
a special educator as the main consultee (7%), and in one
study (3%), the entire elementary school represented the
consultee, which would presumably include general and
special educators. No studies were reviewed that included a
high school setting.

Overall, 25 studies, which reflects 86% of the studies,
had positive findings related to interventions that used
coaching (see Table 1). The remaining 14% of studies
yielded neutral findings; no reviewed studies had negative
findings. The vast majority of reviewed studies, 69%, were
single subject designs and 31% were group designs. For the
group design studies, 7 out of 9 (78%) had positive results
and 2 had neutral. For the single subject designs, 18 out of
20 yielded positive results (90%) and 2 had neutral find-
ings. Only 28% of studies reviewed reported some type of
follow-up assessment for maintenance of effects; 6 of these
8 studies reported positive findings at follow-up. Only 4
studies, or 14%, reported generalization assessments; 3 out
of 4 reported positive findings across individuals or set-
tings, and the other study reported positive findings for two
of the three teachers.

Fidelity of Coaching Process

Only nine or 31% of the articles reviewed measured fidelity
of the coaching portion of the intervention. For the studies
that included coaching process fidelity measures, eight
yielded positive results (89%), and one had neutral results.
In terms of how coaching process integrity was measured,
in seven of the nine articles, specific details on how the
fidelity data were collected and analyzed were delineated.
Typically an independent observer collected data using a
scripted checklist either in person or by listening to audio-
tapes for a certain percentage or number of observations
and studies reported high levels of fidelity in their measures
of coach implementation (95%-100%).

Social Validity of Coaching

The vast majority of articles, 72%, reported some type of
social validity. All of these studies (100%) include positive
findings related to teacher perceptions of satisfaction with
interventions with a coaching component and their percep-
tions of the meaningfulness of the intervention. It is impor-
tant to note that not all studies assessed coaching components
specifically; thus, it is difficult to ascertain whether teach-
ers’ positive perceptions were related to coaching or the
overall interventions. Even though all studies have positive
findings, a few studies reported some mixed results with
some teachers reporting less satisfaction with one type of
variable, such as time or intrusiveness related to the
intervention.

Details of Coaches and Coaching Elements

The coaches in the reviewed studies represented people
with a level of expertise and skills related to social-behav-
ioral interventions. Specifically, 83% of the studies included
an author, researcher, or investigator as coach (n = 15),
doctoral-level students (n = 4), or psychologists, counsel-
ors, supervisors, or mental health consultants (n = 5) as
coaches. Only a small percentage, 14%, included experi-
enced teachers as coaches. Little information is available in
the literature reviewed regarding whether and how coaches
are trained. Only four studies (14%) provided information
on how coaches were trained. Of these studies, three (75%)
reported they included a measure of coaching process fidel-
ity as well.

Aside from the provision of feedback, which was one of
our criteria for inclusion in this coaching review, there is a
lack of standardized information available outlining details
of the coaching process including how much time was spent
on different activities and how often coaching occurred.
Across studies, it appears that the time varied from one fol-
low-up meeting to daily coaching over a long period of
time. The manner in which the coaching time was spent also
varied across studies. In studies that specified coaching
activities beyond the provision of “feedback” or “support”
coaching activities included modeling, practice, team teach-
ing, role-play, and goal setting. Thus, this research question
with regard to the skills required to serve as coaches, how
coaches are trained, and the amount and type of coaching
provided could not be adequately answered.

The majority of studies included performance feedback
in a verbal format. Nine studies (31%) included feedback in
both verbal and written form. Four studies included feed-
back in only visual or email formats. Many studies refer-
enced a specific standardized feedback sheet, card, or other
record of target variables to support standardized feedback.
One study used a feedback note if implementation of the
intervention fell below 75% and other studies similarly
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used feedback for low treatment integrity and used the cri-
terion of 80% or 100%. There was also no clear pattern
between study outcomes and type of feedback used in the
coaching models.

Discussion

Coaching is an important method for providing needed sup-
ports to teachers. The purpose of this study was to review
the available literature on the use of coaching with teachers
with an emphasis on social-behavioral interventions.
Several important findings were documented. First coach-
ing to increase teachers’ use of a variety of social behavior
interventions appears to be effective. Of the 29 studies
reviewed, 86% found that interventions using ongoing
coaching helped to increase teacher use of effective prac-
tices. Of the remaining studies, most not only found some
positive findings but also had some neutral findings associ-
ated with interventions. The majority of the recipients of
coaching were general educators. Part of the reason the pri-
mary recipients were general educators is potentially due to
our inclusion criteria, which included a focus on public
school settings and not more restrictive settings. Given the
unique contextual factors that create challenges and influ-
ence the quality of implementation of interventions (Fixsen
et al., 2005), it is not surprising that teachers would benefit
from supports in the form of coaching. However, despite the
clear need for providing coaching to support teachers few
studies investigate coaching as an independent variable.
Instead, in the majority of studies, a specific intervention or
practice was the target of the study, and coaching was
described as an ancillary component. Given the significant
gap documented in the literature between research and
practice, there is a need for researchers to develop and eval-
uate the support systems necessary for schools to imple-
ment interventions with high fidelity. Thus, research on the
use of coaching, which provides a transparent look at the
coaching process, the training and supervision needed for
the coach to be successful, and outcomes specifically asso-
ciated with the use of coaching (e.g., improved teacher
skills and efficacy, increased teacher adherence and quality
of implementation) are needed.

Performance feedback seems to be a critical component
to any coaching model and was therefore included in our
definition of coaching for this literature review. Furthermore,
although studies may describe the coaching process (e.g.,
model, observe, provide feedback), we did not identify any
studies meeting our definition of coaching that provided
information on the amount of time coaches spent imple-
menting specific coaching practices with the exception of
the amount of time coaches provided feedback. Furthermore,
across studies, some coaching occurred for very brief peri-
ods of time, whereas in other studies, coaching sessions
occurred across the school year.

It has been documented within studies that different
teachers need different levels of support (e.g., Hemmeter
et al., 2011). Indeed, a few of the studies with neutral find-
ings documented that some teachers seemed to benefit from
coaching and others did not (e.g., Dusenbury et al., 2010).
Individual teacher differences may also impact maintenance
and generalization; one study documented that only one of
two participants maintained effects over time (Mesa, Lewis-
Palmer, & Reinke, 2005). Other research found positive
findings for coaching but when generalization training
occurred two teachers were able to generalize the coached
behavior but one was not (Riley-Tillman & Eckert, 2001).
Research on the need for coaching at varying intensities can
help in the development of a tiered approach to coaching
teachers, similar to how school-wide behavior support sys-
tems approach students in need of additional behavioral
supports. For instance, Reinke and colleagues (2012) pro-
vided pilot data on the use of a targeted coaching model for
teachers who struggled to implement a social emotional
intervention despite initially receiving support from a uni-
versal coaching model. Another study included in this
review utilized a response-to-intervention approach to iden-
tify teachers a more intense coaching model (i.e., daily
rather than weekly feedback) to meet behavior change goals
(Myers, Simonsen, & Sugai, 2011). Future research on
effective practices for identifying teachers in need of addi-
tional support and data for how and when to remove coach-
ing supports from teachers is needed.

However, before we can effectively research the coach-
ing process and associated outcomes, measures of fidelity
to the coaching models need to be developed and utilized.
Given the connection between the fidelity to an intervention
and associated outcomes (e.g., Fixsen et al., 2005; Forman
et al., 2013; Noell et al., 2005), fidelity to coaching proce-
dures will likely improve outcomes if those procedures are
in fact vital to the model. In this review, only 31% of studies
measured fidelity of coaching activities. Future research on
coaching will need to measure and document fidelity of the
coaching process. Another important finding from this
review is that social validity data indicate teachers’ report
they benefit from coaching. Future research should con-
tinue to explore what types of coaching activities teachers
feel are most valuable and if there are specific teacher vari-
ables that predict willingness to be coached. Finally, future
research in this area needs to address the maintenance and
generalization of coaching effects.

Limitations

There are several limitations of this review. Coaching was
not typically an independent variable and therefore the
direct relationship between coaching and outcomes could
not be ascertained. Further individual components of coach-
ing were not analyzed for their potential impact on student
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outcomes. A meta-analysis was not conducted; as a result,
only descriptive conclusions can be made. Even given these
limitations, there are some implications for practice.

Implications for Practice

First, it is imperative that schools build capacity to provide
teachers with the support they need when implementing new
practices to promote social behavior growth in students.
Most coaches within this literature review were reported to
be highly skilled professionals. Furthermore, these profes-
sionals were often outside experts brought in to support
teachers rather than identified natural implementers within
school systems. Recent advances in implementation science
has led to insights into the contextual supports needed for
successful implementation, providing a compelling rationale
for attending to the actions taken within a school system to
ensure that intervention delivery is complete and appropriate
(Forman et al., 2013). Therefore, intervention development
should include consideration of the resource requirements,
organization resources, and necessary supports required to
effectively implement the practice. Effective interventions
that can be widely adopted and implemented with high fidel-
ity by schools with varying resources and from different
contexts are needed (Glasgow, Bull, Piette, & Steiner, 2004).
Thus, embedding school-based personnel as coaches with
expertise to provide ongoing support for teachers, including
observation and performance feedback, within the ongoing
practice of schools could increase the feasibility and reach of
effective social-behavioral interventions. Second, not all
teachers need the same level of support, and this should be
considered. Finally, there is flexibility regarding how and
when performance feedback is provided. Coaching is a
highly promising method for supporting teacher in effective
practices. Efforts toward understanding how to make coach-
ing highly effective and feasible will likely increase positive
outcomes for teacher and students.
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