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Special Series: Adapting & Tailoring Interventions

Students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) 
experience the most harmful outcomes of any student popu-
lation with or without disabilities (King et al., 2019; Prince 
et al., 2018). This includes difficulties in the academic, 
behavioral, and social domains as well as postschool out-
comes. The pervasiveness of negative outcomes underscores 
the interconnectedness of student behavior, educational per-
formance, ecological, and social context factors operating as 
a system (Farmer et al., 2020). Although Multi-Tiered 
Systems of Support (MTSS) provides a framework to pro-
mote students’ school success, evidence-based strategies to 
address the needs of youth with EBD are limited (Kern et al., 
2015). The lack of effective strategies to support students 
with the most serious adjustment problems reflects the rela-
tive low number of students with EBD (<5% of the school 
population) and the fact that intervention development and 
validation efforts tend to center on universal (Tier 1) and 
selected (Tier 2) strategies using manualized programs 
designed to prevent rather than treat severe problems 
(Farmer, 2020; Wehby & Kern, 2014). Thus, there has been 
less focus on the creation and dissemination of targeted (Tier 
3) interventions for students who require intensive support.

Several other factors may impact the effectiveness of tar-
geted interventions for students with EBD. First, intervention 
intensification involves individualizing strategies to address 
specific characteristics and needs of students and the contexts 
in which they are served. This makes it necessary to go beyond 
standardized, scripted interventions and use data to guide the 
modification of strategies to address students’ unique needs 
and circumstances (Maggin et al., 2016). Second, intensive 
emotional and behavioral difficulties are complex phenomena 
that tend to be multidetermined and reflect the contributions 
of factors within students, the classroom, and the broader eco-
logical contexts in which students are embedded (Farmer 
et al., 2020; Sullivan et al., 2015). Interventions need to 
address multiple factors and developmental processes in a 
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coordinated and systematic yet individualistic fashion without 
a clear blueprint (Sutherland, Farmer, et al., 2018). Third, 
intensive EBD reflect dynamic processes (Sutherland & 
Oswald, 2005). Interaction patterns may emerge in class-
rooms between students, their peers, and teachers that operate 
to elicit, reinforce, and maintain problem behavior (Gunter 
et al., 1994; Sutherland et al., 2008; Wehby et al., 1995). It is 
necessary to not only intervene with students, but also with 
interactional process and context factors that support students’ 
behavior (Farmer et al., 2018; Trach et al., 2018).

Although researchers using rigorous experimental 
design have investigated effective strategies which can be 
implemented in a tiered (i.e., mostly Tiers 1 and 2) support 
system, the process of intensifying interventions for stu-
dents with EBD must go beyond a highly controlled pro-
gram and leverage ecological factors and developmental 
processes to guide day-to-day practices (Chorpita, 2019). 
We propose that intensive interventions should build upon a 
broad knowledge of core elements of effective evidence-
based interventions that can be combined and adapted to 
address the multifaceted factors and developmental pro-
cesses that contribute to and maintain students’ emotional 
and behavioral difficulties. Individualizing interventions 
should be guided by both in-stream (real time) and struc-
tured data on developmental processes and ecological fac-
tors that support problem behaviors (Farmer et al., 2020; 
Maggin et al., 2016).

Dynamics and Challenges of 
Intervening With Problem Behavior

When students experience significant behavior difficulties, 
they may engage in behaviors detrimental to themselves and 
highly disruptive to the class. These behaviors impede 
instruction, evoke aggressive and antisocial behaviors from 
peers, create a climate of destruction and fear in the class-
room, and contribute to violence and potentially serious 
physical harm (Borum, 2000; Farmer et al., 2016; Shores & 
Wehby, 1999). Sustained problem behaviors are associated 
with school dropout, antisocial and violent patterns, delin-
quency, mental health problems, adult criminality, and early 
death (Bergman et al., 2009; Cairns & Cairns, 1994; Lipsey 
& Derzon, 1998). However, such poor outcomes often occur 
when problem behavior is part of a system of correlated con-
straints reflecting complex transactions between students’ 
academic, behavioral, and social problems and social eco-
logical risks (Cairns & Cairns, 1994; Farmer et al., 2020).

Because of the imminent possibility of disrupted instruc-
tion and the likelihood of a climate that impedes learning 
and potentiates eventual harm to students and classmates, 
teachers may experience fear, anger, or urgency (Borum, 
2000; Shores & Wehby, 1999). As a result, teachers may try 
to avoid students’ behavioral escalation by engaging in a 
curriculum of noninstruction; that is, not involving the 

student in challenging instructional or social activities that 
may evoke problem behavior (Gunter et al., 1994).

To better address students’ behavior difficulties, teachers 
can focus on three levels: the characteristics of students that 
contribute to their behavior; features within the classroom 
that elicit and sustain the behavior; and factors outside the 
classroom that find their way into the classroom and shape 
student capacity to regulate behavior and engage in instruc-
tion. Problems occurring in the dynamic system/process 
cannot be addressed with step-by-step interventions based 
on a standardized script. Such problems require expertise in 
using in-stream information to make adaptations to inter-
vention, choosing intervention strategies which can be 
brought together in a coordinated fashion, and adapting 
strategies in relation to students’ adaptive functioning 
across developmental domains of interest (Farmer et al., 
2020; Sutherland, Farmer, et al., 2018).

In light of the complexity of intensifying interventions for 
students with EBD, special education teachers can serve as 
intervention specialists who assist in selecting and adapting 
evidence-based strategies and coordinate the implementation 
of individualized interventions with professionals across 
multiple disciplines (Farmer et al., 2016; Talbott et al., 2020; 
Wehby & Kern, 2014). Special education teachers need 
knowledge and skills for selecting practice elements (PEs) 
from evidence-based interventions and adapting them to 
effectively address students’ intensive and unique needs. In 
the following discussion, if not otherwise specified, special 
education teachers are simply referred to as teachers.

PEs as a Foundation for Intervention 
Intensification

Although evidence-based interventions have been shown to 
be effective in experimental design studies, translating these 
successes to real-world classrooms is difficult. It is helpful 
to identify specific strategies/elements within evidence-
based programs to improve outcomes (Becker & 
Domitrovich, 2011; Dishion, 2011). These strategies have 
been referred to as PEs (Chorpita & Daleiden, 2010) or evi-
dence-based kernels (Embry & Biglan, 2008). PEs are indi-
vidual skills or practices commonly found across 
evidence-based programs (Chorpita & Daleiden, 2010). This 
concept has promise for improving educational services pro-
vided to students with intensive behavioral needs. Becker 
and Domitrovich (2011) highlighted both the usefulness of a 
PEs approach to prevent and intervene in a variety of youth 
problem behaviors, and the capacity of a PEs approach to 
capitalize on naturally occurring learning opportunities 
within classroom contexts. In addition, the identification of 
high-quality PEs also improves the fit within tiered-levels of 
behavior support (e.g., Response to Intervention, Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports) and the sustainabil-
ity of the intensive intervention.
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The identification of PEs creates a toolbox which inter-
ventionists can use to create an individualized intervention 
approach (Garland et al., 2008). Two recent examples iden-
tified common elements among behavioral and preaca-
demic interventions for preschool (McLeod et al., 2017) 
and elementary (Sutherland et al., 2019) students with or at 
risk for EBD. Twenty-four PEs were identified for both pre-
school and elementary school children with challenging 
behavior. Some of the PEs overlapped across the studies, 
supporting the validity of this process. These included 
focusing on emotional regulation, building problem-solving 
skills, applying reinforcement, instructing social skills, 
facilitating positive teacher–student relationship, providing 
active supervision/monitoring, providing choice, providing 
error correction, modeling appropriate skills, providing 
opportunities to respond, providing praise, providing pre-
correction, establishing rules, and using time out (see Table 
1). Unique PEs in each study highlight the need for identify-
ing PEs associated with different developmental stages 
(early childhood v. elementary) and contexts (preschool 
classrooms v. elementary classrooms).

PEs identified from empirically supported interventions 
can create a foundation of evidence-based practices for 
teachers. For students who do not respond to manualized 
Tier 1 and/or Tier 2 interventions, teachers might consider 
selecting elements from existing protocols that could be 
implemented and intensified to develop individualized 
interventions adapted to the specific needs of a particular 
student. Farmer et al. (2016) proposed a three-step process 
for individualizing intervention. First, teachers review a 
small set of evidence-based PEs matched to specific student 
behavioral and learning needs (McLeod et al., 2017; 
Sutherland et al., 2019). Next, teachers select specific PEs 
in a deliberate and flexible manner, constructing interven-
tion plans addressing multiple learning and behavioral out-
comes for the target student (Sutherland, Farmer, et al., 
2018). Finally, teachers actively manipulate and intensify 
the PEs to be consistent with the needs of students and 
dynamic developmental/contextual factors.

As Figure 1 suggests, this is an ongoing and iterative pro-
cess that involves clarifying whether students’ difficulties 
reflect problems in single or multiple domains of school 
functioning (i.e., academic, behavioral, or social; see Farmer 
et al., 2020). In addition, teachers determine whether diffi-
culties may be multidetermined and supported by a range of 
factors at different times and in different settings (see Kern 
& Wehby, 2014; Sutherland, Farmer, et al., 2018). As teach-
ers and interventionists accumulate additional data about 
specific domains that contribute to students’ difficulties, 
they select PEs from evidence-based interventions that link 
to the specific domains, contexts, and setting events associ-
ated with the problem behavior (Maggin et al., 2016; Shores 
& Wehby, 1999; Sutherland, Conroy, et al., 2018). Teachers 
and/or interventionists then implement the PEs, adapt them 

to contexts, and make further adaptations depending on stu-
dents’ response to the PEs within particular contexts.

Adaptive Expertise Framework 
Guiding Modification of PEs

While the process of identifying common PEs holds much 
promise for promoting students’ academic and behavioral 
success, its effectiveness with students with intensive behav-
ioral problems relies on teachers’ knowledge of student-spe-
cific characteristics and associated developmental processes, 
and the ability to adapt PEs accordingly. Intensifying inter-
ventions using PEs to support students who are not respon-
sive to Tier 2 strategies also places emphasis on teachers’ 
capacities to modify and implement different aspects of 
evidence-based strategies based on students’ unique needs, 
developmental factors, and social contexts (Farmer et al., 
2020). Teachers must not only have the knowledge and skills 
for evidence-based interventions but also have flexibility 
and responsiveness to students’ needs and varying contexts 
as part of the problem-solving process (Maggin et al., 2016; 
Wehby & Kern, 2014). The use of adaptive expertise (AE) in 
the iterative process to intensifying intervention (see Figure 
1) can help guide selection, implementation, modification, 
and delivery of evidence-based PEs.

AE Frameworks and Practices in Intensifying 
Interventions

AE has been conceptualized as a capacity which allows 
teachers to not only master the implementation of practices 
efficiently, but also demonstrate the flexibility to identify 
and modify existing strategies to meet students’ academic 
and behavioral needs (DeArment et al., 2013; Mason-
Williams et al., 2015). There are two types of expertise: 
adaptive and routine (Hatano & Inagaki, 1986). While rou-
tine experts use procedural competencies to tackle familiar 
situations efficiently, adaptive experts generate conceptual 
knowledge through the application and modification of 
mastered procedures in both familiar and unfamiliar situa-
tions. Adaptive experts can explain why the skill works, 
modify existing skills, and identify alternative and innova-
tive procedures when needed (Hatano & Inagaki, 1986; 
Hatano & Oura, 2003).

Inherent in the concept of AE is flexibility and metacog-
nition. Flexibility allows experts to refine strategies to 
address complex situations (National Research Council, 
2000). This is particularly relevant for students with severe, 
persistent behavior needs. Validated, standardized interven-
tions might not work effectively for every individual, 
requiring teachers to adapt interventions according to given 
student characteristics and contexts (Maggin et al., 2016). 
In some ways, this is analogous to the concept of compe-
tence (i.e., delivery of interventions that are skillful, 
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Table 1. Practice Elements of Behavioral and Preacademic Interventions for Students With or at Risk for EBD.

Item Definition Preschool Elementary

Content
 Emotion regulation Instruction focused on identifying/labeling (e.g., I’m happy, I’m mad, I’m sad) or 

regulating emotions.
X X

 Group contingency Teacher applies a positive or negative consequence to all students within a group, 
including the focal student, for the group’s performance of predetermined 
behavior.

X

 Home–school 
communication

Teacher has a regular system for communicating with the focal student’s parents or 
guardians about the student’s social, behavioral, or academically related skills and/
or difficulties. This includes written, electronic, or oral communication.

X

 Instructional 
antecedent

Teacher manipulates instructional antecedent events that immediately precede 
desirable social/behavioral or academically related behavior of a focal student/
group of students.

X

 Instructional 
feedback & 
discussion

Teacher provides extra instructional information or discussion following a correct 
response or appropriate behavior of focal student/group of students.

X

 Peer tutoring Teacher arranges groups of students (including the focal student) to work together 
in pairs to learn academic material or practice academic tasks.

X

 Problem solving Instruction focused on skills designed to bring about solutions to social, emotional, 
or behavioral problems.

X X

 Promoting behavioral 
competence

Instruction that focuses on setting classroom behavioral expectations, using 
strategies to manage student behavior, or promoting positive behavioral 
engagement in instructional activities.

X  

 Punishment Teacher applies consequence or removal of a preferred consequence to a focal 
student/group of students following the occurrence of problem behavior(s) to 
reduce the likelihood of future occurrences of problem behavior(s).

 

 Self-management Teacher provides instruction focused on helping a focal student/group of 
students learn to independently manage their own social or academically related 
behavior(s), such as assessment, monitoring, and reinforcing of the student’s own 
behavior.

X

 Reinforcement/
tangible 
reinforcement

Teacher applies preferred consequence or removes nonpreferred consequences 
to focal student/group of students following the occurrence of behavior(s) to 
increase the likelihood of future occurrences of desirable behavior(s).

X X

 Routines Teacher uses a regular daily schedule and planned rituals around common tasks, 
transitions, and activities that provide classroom structure and organization for 
the focal student/group of in the classroom.

X

 Social skills Instruction focused on prosocial behavior (e.g., friendship skills, social etiquette, 
sharing, taking turns) with peers.

X X

 Teacher–student 
relationship

Teacher behavior that conveys warmth, closeness, and interest when listening to 
and interacting with a student.

X X

Delivery
 Active supervision/

monitoring
Teacher actively engages in and monitors the behavior of the focal student 

including using verbal or gestural prompting and/or proximity.
X X

 Behavioral 
momentum

Teacher presents focal student/group of students with a series of high probability 
compliance requests prior to presenting low probability compliance request.

X

 Choices Teacher provides a student the opportunity to select between two or more 
equally desirable options related to instructional activities.

X X

 Differential 
reinforcement

Providing attention and/or praise to other students to remind a specific student of 
a behavioral expectation.

X  

 Error correction Teacher provides corrective feedback following an incorrect response or 
undesirable behavior.

X X

 Ignoring Teacher ignores undesirable behaviors. X  
 Instructive feedback Teacher provides extra instructional information while responding to a correct 

response or appropriate behavior.
X  

 Modeling Teacher demonstrates, or has a peer demonstrate, a skill to promote learning. X X
 Narrating Teacher provides a verbal description of a student’s behavior. X  

 (continued)
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Figure 1. Selection and adaptation of practice elements (PEs) in intervention intensification.

Item Definition Preschool Elementary

 Opportunities to 
respond

Teacher uses questions or prompts (i.e., gestural, verbal, visual) that seek an active, 
observable, and specific response from a student.

X X

 Praise Teacher provides positive verbal statements of approval in response to an 
appropriate social, emotional, or behavioral response.

X X

 Precorrection Teacher uses prompts (i.e., gestural, verbal, visual) in advance of a student 
responding to remind a student of appropriate behavior and correct responding 
(rules, expectations, routines) before a problem behavior occurs.

X X

 Premack statements Teacher uses “if-then” statements to establish behavioral contingencies between 
two student actions or behaviors.

X  

 Rehearsal Teacher encourages a student to practice an appropriate behavioral skill (e.g., 
sharing during interactions with peers).

X  

 Response cost Teacher removes reinforcers from the focal student/group of students in response 
to undesirable behavior

X

 Rewards Teacher provides primary (e.g., desired reward) or secondary (e.g., points) 
reward(s) in response to desirable social, emotional, or behavioral response by 
the focal student/group of students.

X

 Rules Teacher uses prescribed guidelines to teach the rules and behavioral expectations 
of the classroom.

X X

 Scaffolding Engaging in a collaborative instructional method designed to facilitate learning that 
is appropriate for the student’s cognitive and language developmental level.

X  

 Supportive listening Teacher conveys understanding for the topic a student is discussing. X  
 Time-out Teacher removes a student from an activity for a specified period of time following 

a problem behavior.
X X

 Visual cueing Teacher uses visual cues to prompt a student for appropriate behavioral responses 
or consequences.

X  

Note. Preschool (McLeod et al., 2017) and elementary (Sutherland et al., 2019).

Table 1. (continued)
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well-timed, and responsive to individual student needs) 
within the treatment integrity literature. Recent work high-
lights the importance of competence in treating child prob-
lem behavior, with classroom teachers’ competence of 
delivery mediating the effect of the BEST in CLASS pro-
gram on young children’s externalizing behavior (Sutherland, 
Conroy et al., 2018).

Along with flexibility, metacognition is a critical dimen-
sion of adaptation (Lin et al., 2005), which allows educators 
to understand the strengths and areas of needed improve-
ment within their own instruction and interactions with stu-
dents. During the problem-solving process, instead of 
systematically utilizing standardized, built-in, and efficient 
procedures to solve familiar problems, teachers go beyond 
routine competencies and procedural efficiency, recognize 
the complex and dynamic nature of student behavior, and 
modify interventions responding to student needs (DeArment 
et al., 2013; Farmer et al., 2018). The accumulation and inte-
gration of experience and conceptual knowledge can further 
develop experts’ flexibility to solve novel or complicated 
problems (Hatano & Inagaki, 1986; Hatano & Oura, 2003).

When AE frameworks are embedded in intervention, 
they can support ongoing and iterative intensification of 
PEs as shown in Figure 1. The challenge is for school pro-
fessionals to adapt their practices by considering multiple 
factors and processes when manipulating intervention com-
ponent features to fit students’ needs. AE supports this pro-
cess by enhancing teachers’ knowledge of the student, the 
developmental processes affecting their functioning, and 
the continual adaptation of PEs while being flexible and 
using metacognition to understand various components of 
the problem. Once the problem is understood, a pedagogi-
cal knowledge base will aid with the selection and incorpo-
ration of appropriate PEs. While the intervention is being 
implemented, a flexible mindset and innovative thinking 
are needed to modify the interventions based on the stu-
dent’s response to and the contexts of the intervention.

Adaptive Practices Facilitating Intervention 
Intensification Process

Adaptive practices reflect teachers’ use of AE to engage in 
the problem-solving process when responding to the vari-
ability of student needs, classroom dynamics, and complex 
settings and service delivery. With respect to intervention 
intensification, the identification of PEs in evidence-based 
interventions is critical; but more importantly, while teach-
ers undertake certain modifications to strategies, factors 
ranging from students’ characteristics and classroom ecolo-
gies to students’ broader social contexts are addressed 
deliberately (Maggin et al., 2016; Sullivan et al., 2015; 
Wehby & Kern, 2014). Thus, teachers’ adaptive practices in 
an intensive intervention process involve the capacity to 
modify instructional and behavioral supports to address 

student needs and refine instructional strategies based on 
the interplay between student characteristics and the con-
texts. It also involves modifications in the delivery of inten-
sive interventions and in teachers’ and related service 
providers’ roles while serving students with severe and per-
sistent behavioral difficulties. Adaptive practices which 
involve teachers using AE to facilitate the intervention 
intensification process are discussed below.

Modification of instructional and behavioral supports to address 
student needs. Intensification of PEs requires consideration 
of whether the constituent parts can be tailored to address 
specific needs of students. Different from standardized inter-
ventions which provide teachers with a set of validated pro-
tocols to ensure the implementation fidelity/integrity, the 
intensification of PEs focuses on the malleable aspects of the 
intervention components which align with students’ range of 
needs to increase proper intensity and potential effectiveness 
of individualized interventions. Intensification includes 
variation in dosage (Lagoa et al., 2014; Wehby & Kern, 
2014) or other content or structural modifications such as 
quality indicators (e.g., timing, responsiveness; Sutherland, 
Conroy, et al., 2018). It might include increasing the number 
of times students are asked to respond, increasing the sched-
ule of reinforcement for a preferred behavior, or systemati-
cally decreasing the presentation of certain elements.

For academic interventions, the process of intensifica-
tion involves breaking instruction up into smaller steps, 
using precise and frequently repeated language, engaging 
students in think-aloud strategies to promote students’ 
explanations, modeling completion of learning activities, 
fading instructional support, and building students’ fluency 
in instructional content (Powell & Fuchs, 2015). In the con-
text of behavioral interventions, the intensification of the 
behavioral support should be based on individual character-
istics, function(s) of problem behavior, and varying con-
texts associated with students’ problem behavior (Maggin 
et al., 2016; Wehby & Kern, 2014). Behavioral interven-
tions can be individualized by rearranging the antecedent 
contexts to prevent problem behavior or encourage desir-
able behavior, instructing students in functionally equiva-
lent replacement behavior, and modifying the consequence 
of problem behavior or rewarding appropriate behavior 
(Kern et al., 2015).

Responding to transactional interplay between student charac-
teristics and contexts. Problematic behavior of students with 
EBD often reflects the contributions of a system of inter-
connected factors (Farmer et al., 2016). This situates the 
intensifying of PEs to not only focus on each student’s 
problem behavior, but also on dynamic processes between 
students and multiple factors in classroom and school con-
texts that may contribute to students’ behavior and the 
impact of interventions (Farmer et al., 2020; Shores & 
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Wehby, 1999). Teachers need to assess information regard-
ing developmental processes and adapt strategies to corre-
spond to students’ needs as well as contextual factors that 
contribute to their functioning in the classroom and their 
broader patterns of adjustment (Farmer, 2020; Kern & 
Wehby, 2014).

Developmental processes are conceptualized as the mecha-
nisms in which multiple factors collectively influence students’ 
functioning and affect their long-term outcomes (Farmer et al., 
2020). Academic, behavior, and social factors tend to operate 
as a bidirectionally interconnected system (i.e., correlated con-
straints) and affect the developmental pathway of students’ 
adaptation and educational outcomes (Cairns & Cairns, 1994). 
Academic factors include students’ academic skills/competen-
cies, school valuing, motivation, and perceptions of instruc-
tional engagement (Hamm et al., 2012). Behavioral factors 
include antecedents, consequences, setting events, motivating 
operations, and behavior related norms (Gunter et al., 1994; 
Shores & Wehby, 1999; Wehby & Kern, 2014). Social factors 
include social skills, interactional patterns, social roles, peer 
relationships and affiliations, bullying involvement, student–
teacher relationships, and social norms (Farmer et al., 2018; 
Trach et al., 2018). To address the multifaceted needs of stu-
dents with EBD, it is important to tailor strategies focusing on 
the interplay of multiple factors both within the student and 
between the student and particular contexts.

Modification of intervention delivery grounded in data-driven 
process. Adaptive practices emphasize the need for inter-
vention intensification and delivery to be guided by exten-
sive data collection including the dynamics around the 
individual’s problem behaviors and the classroom or 
broader ecologies that support or impede student develop-
ment. The process starting from initial selection of PEs to 
intensification using PEs requires teachers to collect data to 
inform whether interventions address specific student char-
acteristics, needs, and circumstances within the unique con-
text of the classroom (Farmer et al., 2016). Data collection 
may target various issues depending on the particular needs 
of students, such as classroom practices, instructional sup-
ports, cultural considerations, and a wide array of contex-
tual factors (Maggin et al., 2016).

Intensifying PEs also necessitates an ongoing data-
driven process, which leads to individualized and adapted 
interventions provided to students with EBD. Unlike Tier 2 
interventions, which involve a standardized program that is 
packaged in a manual and represents a single approach, the 
intensification of interventions involves a data-driven pro-
cess to make individualized decisions and adjustments 
(Maggin et al., 2016). The delivery of intensive interven-
tions is an iterative, multistep process comprising constant 
progress monitoring and systematic use of diagnostic 
assessment (e.g., functional behavioral assessment), fol-
lowed with intervention adaptation in quantity and quality, 

and further validation of the effectiveness of the individual-
ized behavioral strategies (Wehby & Kern, 2014).

Modification of teachers’ and related service providers’ 
roles. Data-based intervention illustrates an ongoing and 
systematic process by intensifying interventions through 
progress monitoring, diagnostic assessment, and adapta-
tions of evidence-based practices (Berry Kuchle et al., 
2015). The complex nature of the adaptive practice sets 
teachers’ pathways to being experts on evidence-based 
interventions as well as being flexible, innovative problem 
solvers who can integrate data and make decisions to tailor 
interventions in response to students’ behavioral and aca-
demic needs. As intensive interventions rely on the data-
driven process, it would assume that special education 
teachers are no longer solely instructors with knowledge of 
evidence-based strategies, but function as intervention spe-
cialists who identify the issues associated with students’ 
nonresponsiveness to interventions, leverage the data to 
inform the adaptation of interventions, and are capable of 
selecting effective PEs and determining the degree of the 
modification to address students’ needs (Farmer et al., 
2016). In addition, to adequately address students’ with 
EBD multifaceted needs, special education teachers would 
assume the leadership role to coordinate the work with pro-
fessionals across disciplines to deliver the service to stu-
dents with EBD (Talbott et al., 2020).

Implications for Service Delivery and 
Future Research

Intensifying interventions places emphasis on practitioners’ 
ability to be adaptive and responsive to students’ complex 
needs. It requires practitioners to acquire the knowledge 
and skills of evidence-based interventions and also build 
flexibility and responsiveness to students’ needs and con-
texts as part of the problem-solving process (Maggin et al., 
2016; Wehby & Kern, 2014). Teachers’ adaptation and 
responsiveness have the potential to optimize evidence-
based practices for supporting students with emotional and 
behavioral difficulties. The development of AE leads to 
special education teachers understanding of why, how, and 
when to adapt these PEs to effectively meet students’ needs.

Service Delivery

Given the intractability of challenging behavior of students 
with EBD and the flexibility inherent in data-driven inter-
ventions, there are several implications for service delivery. 
As noted previously, teachers’ adaptive practices in inter-
ventions build on their understanding of the complexity and 
heterogeneity of students’ emotional and behavioral issues 
(Farmer et al., 2016). When intensifying interventions, it is 
important to identify constraints associated with students’ 
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emotional and behavioral difficulties and the interconnec-
tion across students’ academic, social, and behavioral 
domains (Farmer et al., 2020; Maggin et al., 2016).

In preparing teachers to be more responsive to students’ 
severe and persistent emotional and behavioral needs, it is 
important to cultivate teachers’ AE to individualize interven-
tion. With growing emphasis on data-driven intervention, pro-
fessional development and training to facilitate teachers’ 
ability to adapt evidence-based strategies in intensive inter-
ventions is needed. Mason-Williams et al. (2015) demon-
strated that when preservice special educators are given 
opportunities to establish routine knowledge while develop-
ing AE, they manifest increased ability to select and imple-
ment effective interventions based on research-based 
practices. Therefore, when facing students with more intrac-
table behavioral difficulties, the development of AE along 
with the greater understanding of PEs can help prepare teach-
ers to modify practices and identify alternatives while consid-
ering students’ unresponsiveness and changing constraints.

As the field continues to expand the common PEs catalog 
beyond current efforts focusing on early childhood and early 
elementary (McLeod et al., 2017; Sutherland et al., 2019), 
teachers and other service providers will be able to identify 
PEs that have evidence for positively impacting child and 
student outcomes across a range of age and target domains. 
The PEs approach allows teachers to identify the interven-
tion targets (e.g., problem behavior, classroom engagement, 
social interactions) of students and then identify those PEs 
with evidence for effectiveness at improving the selected 
target behavior. Teachers’ developing AE then allows them 
to implement the chosen PEs with the highest likelihood of 
success with a particular student within contexts. For exam-
ple, teachers may increase the dosage of a particular element 
(e.g., Wehby & Kern, 2014) while simultaneously using 
their understanding of peer social contexts (e.g., Farmer 
et al., 2016), and remaining responsive to students’ needs at 
a particular time (e.g., Sutherland, Conroy,  et al., 2018). 
Using AE, teachers are able to intensify interventions for 
students in need of Tier 3 supports by combining PEs and 
manipulating particular intervention characteristics to 
increase the likelihood of success for these students.

In addition to traditional teacher roles that integrate AE and 
PEs approaches, novel service delivery models also hold 
promise for delivering Tier 3 interventions to students. Recent 
literature has re-envisioned special educators’ role as inter-
vention specialists with expertise in intensive interventions 
(Farmer et al., 2016; Talbott et al., 2020; Wehby & Kern, 
2014). It is critical that special educators assume leadership 
roles as intervention specialists who work across disciplines 
to integrate data, help identify and adopt strategies, and coor-
dinate interventions across multiple stakeholders to ensure 
effective service delivery (Farmer et al., 2016; Maggin et al., 
2016). Directed consultation, a professional development 
model, is framed to help build school capacity to support and 

equip teachers with skills necessary for becoming interven-
tion specialists. Specifically, this model includes teachers’ 
flexibility in the process of collecting data and identifying 
leverage points, selecting PEs, adapting and modifying inter-
vention components while considering correlated constraints, 
and implementing intensive interventions with dynamic 
behavior support (Sutherland, Farmer, et al., 2018).

Future Research

While the use of a PEs approach in combination with an AE 
framework holds promise for the intensification of Tier 3 
interventions for students with EBD, there remains much we 
do not know. Prior studies of the PEs approach have identi-
fied effective strategies commonly used with students with 
EBD in preschool and elementary schools (McLeod et al., 
2017; Sutherland et al., 2019), as mentioned earlier in this 
article. Although the PEs selected are from evidence-based 
intervention programs validated by rigorous experimental 
research, the generalization of the implemented strategies 
among students in other grade levels and in different content 
areas need further study. The PEs approach could be repli-
cated with other grade levels (e.g., middle school) and con-
tent areas (e.g., reading) to increase the utility of this process 
for special educators across the student spectrum.

In addition, intensifying PEs is a data-driven process. 
Assessment of diverse student needs and developmental fac-
tors and transactional processes between student characteris-
tics and the contexts would inform the selection and 
intensification of appropriate PEs. Further research can 
identify valid, reliable, and practical assessment tools which 
special education teachers can use to efficiently collect com-
prehensive data on students and constraints and to identify 
connections between individual and ecological contexts. 
Additional research can also examine how ongoing assess-
ment of student responses and correlated constraints can 
help effectively tailor and modify the intervention approach.

There is also a significant need for research on assessing 
and training special education teachers in AE. This article 
focuses on an AE framework building on PEs to improve the 
effectiveness of targeted interventions. Valid and reliable mea-
surement tools are necessary to help assess teachers’ develop-
ment of AE to identify teachers who need more support in 
developing their AE. Studies are also needed to examine the 
strategies which best facilitate teachers’ AE. Coaching and 
supervision provide particular opportunities for fostering and 
supporting teachers’ developing AE (Kern et al., 2015). 
Additional work is needed to investigate whether training 
approaches differentially affect teachers’ use of learned knowl-
edge/skills in adapting practice during the problem-solving 
process. Future research could also examine special education 
teachers’ trajectories in developing AE (Hammerness et al., 
2005), identify patterns of AE trajectories, and delineate indi-
vidual characteristics that influence the development of AE.
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In light of the complexity in the decision-making process, 
more research is needed to investigate the degree to which 
special education teachers adapt to an array of contextual fac-
tors when tailoring PEs in intensive interventions for students 
with EBD. Research investigating the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of special education teachers’ use of AE in their 
instruction and how it affects students’ learning outcomes is 
also needed. This type of work could be conducted simultane-
ously with rigorous experimental trials to help us better under-
stand the malleability of AE and associated impact on fostering 
positive outcomes for students with EBD. Research examin-
ing relations between teachers’ AE and implementation of 
PEs with students with Tier 3 needs would help us better 
understand how these mechanisms work together (or don’t) to 
synergistically impact students’ downstream outcomes.

Finally, research is needed to determine the capacity of 
school systems for supporting this intervention approach 
and the infrastructure needed to sustain it. To prepare spe-
cial education teachers to develop AE, research can also 
investigate how teacher preparation programs embed the 
conceptual framework of AE in the design of coursework 
and clinical experience to navigate preservice and inservice 
teachers’ professional development (DeArment et al., 2013; 
Talbott et al., 2020).

Conclusion

Teachers and other service providers continue to struggle to 
meet the academic and behavioral needs of students with 
intensive emotional and behavioral difficulties. While individ-
ualizing interventions to address specific social, behavioral 
and academic needs of students through intensification is criti-
cal in addressing the learning and behavior problems of this 
vulnerable population of children and youth, implementation 
remains a challenge. We argue in this article for the integration 
of a PEs approach with an AE framework to address the mul-
tiple factors and processes that contribute to and maintain stu-
dents’ emotional and behavioral problems. The combination of 
both the dynamic and systematic nature of this novel approach 
has much promise for addressing the seemingly intractable 
challenges faced by this population of children and youth.
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