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Abstract: Behaviors of concern (BoC) may be defined as persistent behaviors that impact
the daily functioning and learning of children. They are behaviors that could pose a risk to
their own safety or the safety of others. Supporting children with BoC is vital for student
learning, success, and inclusion in both mainstream and special settings. Traditionally, the
onus has been on the teacher to support and manage a classroom and all behaviors within
that classroom. However, with an increase in BoC impacting school and class activities,
targeted support in schools has become more common. Many factors have accelerated
this shift, particularly the rise of burnout, lack of confidence, and aggressive behavior in
schools, particularly in special school settings. The current study, through a Foucauldian
power/knowledge and disciplinary theory paradigm, investigated whether having one
specialist in the school aids the children and staff. A focused case study was conducted via
seven semi-structured interviews with staff at one special school in the Republic of Ireland
(Rol) with a full-time behavior specialist (BS) on site. The findings revealed that (1) the role
of the BS is based on identifying BoC and implementing support, (2) having a behavior
specialist is key for supporting children and staff in schools, (3) support and interventions
are more sustainable once there is the presence of a specialist, and (4) challenges such as a
lack of space, inadequate funding, large caseloads, staff shortages, and lack of time are a
reality in the school setting. The main conclusion derived from this study is that having a
BS in the school has a positive impact on the children, staff, and attitudes, providing both
practical and pastoral power, which are essential for effective inclusive practices.

Keywords: behaviors of concern; challenging behavior; behavior specialist; behavior
analyst; special educational needs; inclusion; special school; Foucault; Foucauldian theory;
power; knowledge; discipline; surveillance

1. Introduction

The debate on appropriate, effective, supportive, and inclusive education is ongoing,
persistent, and contentious in relation to terminology (National Disability Authority, 2022),
policy, provision, and practices. It is and always will be a topic of discussion, research,
revision, and study as the world strives to support children and individuals with special
educational needs (SENs). This is imagined internationally, as per the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) human rights treaty, and
nationally in Ireland’s various legislative and policy documents and guidelines (Republic of
Ireland [RolI], 1998, 2000, 2004a, 2004b, 2012, 2015, 2018; Department of Education & Skills
[DES], 2017; Department of Education [DoE], 2024a; Republic of Ireland [Rol], 2023). In line
with the international landscape, the hope is for a “fully inclusive school system” (National
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Council for Special Education [NCSE], 2025a), as set out in the overarching principles of
inclusive education of the UNCRPD. Ultimately, this is a “global mission” (Tsafrir & Bocos,
2023, p. 213).

However, the tension between the ideologically fully inclusive school system and
the reality of “doing” inclusion exists. Ireland still has a model predicated on a special
setting system and there has been an increase in special schools and classes in Ireland over
the past decade. Currently, funding for five new special schools and an additional 400
new special classes for the 2025/2026 school year was allocated in Ireland’s Budget 2025.
This builds on the accelerated provision of almost 1700 new special classes over the past
5 years, meaning that there will be over 3700 special classes available for the 2025/2026
school year (Department of Education [DoE], 2024b). While some research finds that special
schools have strengths for the inclusion of children with SENs (Colum, 2020), the move to a
fully inclusive system is widely welcomed but is not without its complexities, and seems
to have staggered in recent times given the dichotomy of adhering to the UNCRPD but
still opening special settings. Notwithstanding the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a
pause in the logistics of how this will play out in Ireland—challenging infrastructure, poor
resourcing, and inadequate teacher education and training remain some of the barriers
to the implementation of the New Brunswick model in Ireland, and the consideration of
school staff is at the heart of it.

As such, one cannot discuss how to include children presenting with behaviors of
concern in any school setting without including this nod to the construct of inclusion. That
said, the current paper is not concerned with a “battle on behalf of the truth” (Foucault,
1977, p. 765) of inclusion; instead, it considers how we can bridge the gap between policy
intentions and practical application. The conceptualization of “fully inclusive” as a macro
state (a system where all children are educated in one setting) and a micro state (within the
school bounds) offers a paradigm where we can investigate how this may be achieved. For
the purpose of this study, we examine this through a lens into the latter and narrow it down
to “doing” inclusion within the school. Essentially, we consider if BoC can be effectively
supported and whether inclusion can become a more achievable and seamless endeavor,
ensuring that inclusivity is not merely a theoretical ideal but a lived reality for our schools.
This is in line with recent national proposals, such as new guidelines from the Department
of Education (Department of Education [DoE], 2024c) and the National Council for Special
Education (NCSE) Relate Initiative (National Council for Special Education [NCSE], 2025b).
It is noteworthy that neither document was published at the time of the current research,
yet the current research reflects the approaches outlined. These approaches “focus on
creating inclusive environments which can respond to need and build on good practice
including prevention and de-escalation” (Department of Education [DoE], 2024b, p. 13)
and “put relationships and regulation first, recognizing that true inclusivity is built upon
understanding and connection” (National Council for Special Education [NCSE], 2025b,
p- 6).

Behaviors of concern (BoC) may be defined as persistent behaviors that interrupt
the daily personal, social, and academic school patterns for some children and can be
categorized as both internalizing and externalizing. As Chan et al. (2012) state, they are
behaviors that may be a risk factor to the safety of themselves or others. Addressing BoC
comes in the form of cognitive, behavioral, therapeutic, and emotional evidence-based
interventions (Cooper & Jacobs, 2011). One approach that is examined in this paper is that
of the presence of a behavior specialist in the school. While some studies will define the
behavior specialist as a behavior analyst, the current study looks at this support through the
lens of someone with a specialist education in behaviors and is present in a special school,
mirroring similar research (Pitts et al., 2019). Internationally, for example, in the United
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States, there is encouragement of a clearer conceptualization and more effective utilization
of behavior analytic practices in inclusion-oriented schools (Giangreco et al., 2023). The role
of a behavior analyst is mainly the delivery and support of applied behavior analysis (ABA)
approaches, and such approaches intersect closely with multi-disciplinary services and
whole-school positive behavioral support and interventions (Shepley & Grisham-Brown,
2019; Simonsen & Sugai, 2019). At this point, it is important to note the terminology in
this paper—we use the term “behavior specialist” and not “behavior analyst” as this is the
term that is used in the school setting and reflective of an individual with a specialism and
experience in behavioral support. While some approaches may have a foundation in ABA,
this paper is not focused on ABA or on the support or criticism of ABA. The role of the BS
in this school is one who supports children and staff holistically—it is akin to the role of the
special educational needs coordinator (SENCo) in Ireland—a role that is vital but essentially
does not exist in our legislation and policy at the primary level (Colum, 2023; Colum & Mac
Ruairc, 2023; Gallagher, 2023) or at post-primary levels (Fitzgerald et al., 2021; Fitzgerald &
Radford, 2022). The BS potentially could be considered a “behavior practitioner” as per the
Department of Education (DoE, 2025). The role of a BS was sanctioned by the DoE in this
school to support staff and children due to an increase in the number of BoC.

There is much research on the challenge of including children who present with
behavior difficulties in mainstream and special school settings, both nationally (Colum,
2020; Colum & Mclntyre, 2019; Shevlin & Banks, 2021) and internationally (Buttner et al.,
2016; McKeon, 2013, 2017, 2020). The literature suggests that there can be a tendency
to focus on the disability, on the “challenge” of children with behavior difficulties, as
opposed to the behaviors that are exhibited (Garwood & Van Loan, 2019). In doing so,
children are often viewed as a “problem” to be removed from the classroom (Orsati &
Causton-Theoharis, 2013). In addressing these challenges in Ireland, there was a move
towards more in-school support, with an emphasis on therapeutic (physiotherapy, speech
and language therapy, and occupational therapy) approaches via the pilot School Inclusion
Model (SIM) (Gardiner, 2023). Building on the SIM, in 2024, the DoE announced the launch
of The Educational Therapy Support Service (ETSS) with the appointment, on a permanent
basis, of 19.5 occupational and 19.5 speech and language therapists, as well as five behavior
practitioners, to the NCSE (DoE, 2025). The focus of these roles is to collaborate with
schools, improve learning outcomes for students, ensure teachers are better equipped to
support all students, and reduce the demand for additional resources in schools, including
applications for additional SNAs (DoE, 2025). Some studies also call for further research
on behavior support when delivered in schools and by a non-specialist (for example, a
psychologist) (Watson & Hayes, 2024). Within this context, the current study looks at the
role of a behavior specialist in supporting both staff and children in a special school setting.

As the thrust of this paper is on supporting school staff in a special school, we will
examine how having a BS provides support and guidance not only professionally but also
personally. Their presence in a school may be gleaned as a factor for inclusion, as the reality
is that teachers still feel unprepared in the SEN space. In Ireland, newly qualified teachers
(NQTs) report a lack of competence and confidence in supporting children with SENs in
their classes (Hick et al., 2019; O’Reilly & Colum, 2021). Likewise, the growing rate of
concern for teachers working in both mainstream and special settings is how to support
children with BoC (Colum, 2023; Collins & Colum, 2024). Scholars such as Ainscow (2024)
call for a change of mindset and the need for a common positive attitude towards inclusion
for any school to be effective in its practice. In light of this supposition, this paper explores
the attitude towards a BS as a component for the inclusion of children with BoC.

The aim of this study is to investigate, via a Foucauldian lens, the concept of having a
BS present in schools by engaging in a case study approach in one special setting in the Rol
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and begin to address a gap in the research. The researchers sought to unearth (1) if the role
of the BS supports school staff and children, (2) if the staff feel that the BS is a factor for
effective inclusion and how this is imagined, and (3) what challenges (if any) exist. This
study suggests that having the BS on site provides a sustainable model for supporting
children with BoC and for inclusion.

2. Materials and Methods

Foucauldian theory was utilized to offer a critical lens on the power dynamics be-
tween school staff and the behavior specialist, questioning the knowledge of the expert
(behavior specialist) and how that is imagined by non-specialists (Watson & Hayes, 2024).
Foucauldian theory was deemed most appropriate given the application of his concepts
by many scholars in education. This may be gleaned in the analysis of leadership in ed-
ucation (Mac Ruairc, 2011; Niesche, 2011; Colum, 2023; Colum & Mac Ruairc, 2023), and
the policy and language surrounding inclusive education (Mac Ruairc, 2013). Brennan and
Mac Ruairc (2017) use Foucault to conceptualize how principals’ emotional experiences
are influenced by contextual factors, shedding light on the complexities of educational
leadership. Foucauldian theory is also used to understand the impact of neoliberal policies
on education and power dynamics in education (Ball, 2012, 2013, 2017, 2019), and other
scholars use his concepts to analyze policy texts in education (Graham, 2005; Graham &
Slee, 2008). O’farrell (2005) and Walshaw (2007) both apply Foucauldian theory to educa-
tion, providing a multifaceted framework for analyzing power relations, identity formation,
and pedagogical practices. These perspectives encourage a critical examination of how edu-
cational systems operate and how individuals navigate and are shaped by these structures,
ultimately contributing to more informed and transformative educational practices.

Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge shapes the current research as power is not
only exerted through a top—down structure but also through the knowledge production
of behavior approaches, shaping how school staff understand and manage behaviors in
the school. There is specialized knowledge about behavior management, constructing
the behavior specialist as an authority in guiding the staff on how to respond to children
with BoC. The research highlights positioning the specialist as providing not only practi-
cal support but also providing the staff with an expert who will disseminate knowledge
(strategies/interventions) and exercise power by reframing certain behaviors. This duality
is essential in understanding the social construction of “appropriate” behavior within the
school environment. The specialist, armed with expertise in behavior analysis or psychol-
ogy, may influence how staff perceive the behaviors of children and the interventions they
consider “appropriate”.

In essence, the behavior specialist is seen through a hierarchal lens of being the one
with all the answers but transcends beyond giving hope to the school staff, providing a
model where there is sustainable support for both children and school staff. It underscores
the need for school staff to check their practices with that one person and highlights the
power of the behavior specialist construct.

However, power dynamics can also emerge through the normalization of certain prac-
tices. Foucault’s concept of “disciplinary power” is relevant here: the behavior specialist
helps shape and normalize practices that govern behaviors and essentially how children
are managed, observed, and assessed, thereby influencing the educational system’s overall
approach to inclusion and behavior management. Through this lens, power is not just about
control but also about shaping how knowledge about behavior is produced and enacted.

In order to examine the production of this power, a qualitative case study with a con-
venience sample of one special setting in the Republic of Ireland was deemed appropriate.
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2.1. Case Study Design

This research employed a case study design, providing a detailed study of the complex
and context-dependent role of a behavior specialist within the special school setting. It
enabled us to examine a real-world intervention (Yin, 2017) and explore the nuanced
and individualized nature of behavioral support, allowing for rich qualitative insights
into the specialist’s strategies, interactions, and impact. Flyvbjerg (2006) argues that case
studies challenge theoretical assumptions by offering concrete, context-sensitive knowledge,
making them ideal for examining power dynamics in schools through a Foucauldian lens.

2.2. Participants, Research Setting, and Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews recorded on a dictaphone were conducted with seven partici-
pants working in a special school categorized for children with a dual diagnosis of autism
spectrum disorder and moderate general learning disabilities. The convenience sample of
three special needs assistants (SNAs), two teachers, the deputy principal, the principal, and the
behavior specialist ensured the representation of different levels of experience, perspectives,
and professional training within the school setting. Inclusion criteria included geographically
convenient schools in the Republic of Ireland with an in situ behavior specialist, and exclusion
criteria deemed schools without a BS to be non-accessible.

Semi-structured interviews are deemed suitable as a research tool as they provide
flexibility and allow probing beyond the answers, encouraging the expansion of thoughts
and knowledge on the questions asked (Cohen et al., 2018). They also allow for a flow
of conversation, an exploration of participants’ thoughts, feelings, and opinions, and the
interviewer “to explain or clarify questions or answers, thereby helping to increase the
accuracy of the collected data” (Alamri, 2019, p. 66). The interviews covered topics such
as the nature of the behavior specialist’s role, collaboration with staff, strategies used in
addressing behaviors of concern, and the impact of these behaviors on students’ learning
outcomes. Example questions included: “Can you describe how inclusive you think this
school is for children with behaviors of concern?” and “What is your understanding of the
role of the behavior specialist?” Interviews lasted between 30 to 60 min and were conducted
in a private and quiet location within the school to ensure confidentiality and comfort for
participants. The audio recordings were transcribed verbatim, and the transcripts were
reviewed for accuracy. The data were collated on NVIVO-64.

2.3. Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was conducted in accordance with Braun and Clarke’s’s (2006) six-
phase framework. Initial familiarization involved reading and re-reading the transcripts to
gain an overview of the data. Codes were then generated inductively, reflecting participants’
words and meanings as closely as possible. These codes were grouped into potential themes,
which were iteratively reviewed, refined, and defined to create a coherent thematic structure.
Reflexivity was prioritized throughout the process to ensure the integrity of the analysis,
and detailed memos were maintained by both researchers to document coding decisions
and thematic development.

2.4. Ethical Considerations

Informed consent was secured from all participants, and they were informed of their
right to withdraw at any time without any consequences. All identifiable information
was removed during transcription, and data were securely stored via encrypted files in
accordance with MIE GDPR guidelines. Participants were reminded that their participation
was voluntary, and pseudonyms (see Table 1) will be used throughout all analyses and the
dissemination of data.
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Table 1. Pseudonyms used.

Role Pseudonym
Principal Joe
Deputy Principal Cara
Behavior Specialist Alice
Class Teacher Helen
Special Needs Assistant June
Special Needs Assistant Lisa
Newly Qualified Teacher Ruth

2.5. Trustworthiness Criteria

The quality and credibility of this study were ensured through rigorous data collec-
tion and analysis procedures. All interviews were conducted in private, quiet locations
within the school to minimize distractions and ensure confidentiality. High-quality audio-
recording devices were used to capture the interviews clearly. Following data collection, the
recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researchers, and the transcripts were
reviewed for accuracy against the original recordings. To ensure dependability and con-
firmability, an audit trail was maintained, documenting all decisions and steps throughout
the research process, including the development of codes and themes. Additionally, memos
were kept to reflect on emerging insights and the researchers’ positionality, allowing for
greater transparency in the analysis.

Given both researchers’ extensive experience working in special education settings,
the research team was particularly mindful of how these backgrounds could shape the
interpretation of the data. Reflexivity was achieved through regular and structured debrief-
ing sessions, where both researchers discussed their personal assumptions, professional
experiences, and the potential influence these may have had on data analysis. These discus-
sions focused on how their dual roles as practitioners and academics could affect coding
decisions, theme identification, and overall interpretation. To ensure transparency and
reduce bias, the researchers jointly reviewed all coding decisions, comparing perspectives
and reflecting on their own experiences in the field of special education. Furthermore,
memos were kept throughout the analysis process to document how their individual and
shared experiences might shape their understanding of participants’ responses. Triangu-
lation was employed by drawing on multiple data sources, including interviews with a
diverse range of school staff, to ensure that multiple perspectives were considered and to
validate the findings.

2.6. Limitations

As with any qualitative research, this study acknowledges its potential limitations.
The use of convenience sampling and a small sample size limits the generalizability of
the findings, as they may not fully represent the broader population of special education
professionals. To mitigate this, this study aimed to include a range of perspectives from
different roles within the school (e.g., teachers, special needs assistants, and behavior spe-
cialists) to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the behavior specialist’s impact.
Although this research focused on a single school, which may limit the transferability of
the findings to other settings with different school cultures or support structures, especially
those without a behavior specialist in situ, the school was selected based on its diversity of
roles and experiences. This offered insights into how the behavior specialist contributes to
a specific school environment, and the findings may still be relevant for other settings with
similar characteristics. Additionally, this research’s cross-sectional design, which captures
a snapshot of perspectives at a specific point in time, was mitigated by gathering data from
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multiple staff members, thus capturing a broader range of experiences. Future research is
needed to explore the evolving role of the behavior specialist over time and across different
Irish special schools to address these limitations. Possible limitations of confidentiality
could result from the small sample size, but this will be addressed by using pseudonyms in
all reporting, along with the removal of any specific identifiers from the data that could
lead to deductive identification of the schools and/or individuals that took part in this
project. Nothing that participants directly say or report is acknowledged with reference to
their real name or location in any publication. The researchers will ensure that no links can
be made between any comments made and any piece published.

3. Results

Findings from the data suggest that the role of the behavior specialist is positioned
as a gatekeeper of all knowledge, and school staff rely on this specialist information to
support inclusion and to reaffirm their practices. For the purpose of this paper, four broad
themes were identified to capture how the BS is positioned as a support in the special
school setting: (1) understanding the role of a behavior specialist, (2) guidance, support,
and affirmation, (3) types of behaviors, strategies, and interventions, and (4) experiencing
challenges and barriers.

3.1. Understanding the Role of the Behavior Specialist

Participants drew on the positive impact of having a BS within the special school
setting, described as a key figure in managing and reframing individual behaviors; a
collaborative partner with staff, parents, and external agencies to create an inclusive,
supportive learning environment. June’s perception of the BS’s role was as an all-round
support, “to help with anything, any behavior concerns we have or how to deal with like
giving us different tactics maybe to understand and deal with behavior concerns”.

Alice had a more refined understanding, feeling that the core of her job is developing
relationships with the children, identifying the underlying causes of BoC, and implement-
ing interventions that are individualized to meet the unique needs of each child. She
explained that “It’s not always about the behavior itself—it’s about what the behavior is
communicating”, elucidating that “there are generally four functions of behavior: attention,
escape or avoidance, access to tangibles or activities, or sensory stimulation (automatic
reinforcement)”. Alice places an emphasis on the importance of a thorough understanding
of each child and their behavioral profile, which she achieves through functional behav-
ior assessments (FBAs) to identify and consider the function behind BoC, informed by
meticulous data collection. Helen noted the use of “.... interval recording... The day is
divided into 15 min intervals, and we note whether the behavior occurred, or we use ABC
charts”. These methods ensure consistency and practicality for classroom staff, enabling
them to track behaviors effectively. Using these data, Alice then develops individualized
behavior support plans (BSPs) that outline specific strategies for managing and reframing
BoC. The use of FBAs and BSPs are used consistently across the school so that every class
has a similar approach to promote an inclusive school.

However, the implementation of BSPs goes beyond simply creating them. Alice works
closely with teachers, SNAs, and families to ensure the strategies are practical, feasible, and
aligned with the needs of the child. Joe noted that “they might check in after a week, review
the paperwork, and ensure that the data we’ve collected is used appropriately thereafter”.
This ongoing review process ensures that interventions remain effective and are adjusted
as needed. According to Alice, “collaboration is key—if we don’t work together, the plans
won't succeed”. This collaborative and data-driven approach across the school ensures that
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interventions are comprehensive, addressing both the environment and the individual, and
that school staff feel empowered to implement the plan effectively.

Flexibility is also integral to Alice’s role. Initially, she employed a formal request
system where staff would email or schedule appointments to discuss behavioral concerns.
However, she found that teachers often required immediate support, leading to a more
organic, on-demand response system: “Most of the time, teachers stop me in the corridor
and say, ‘Can you come down and look at such-and-such?’” This informal approach
enabled Alice to respond quickly to emerging BoC, preventing escalation and offering
timely interventions where possible.

In addition to conducting FBAs and developing BSPs, Alice also supports classroom
staff in implementing the plans, providing guidance on de-escalation techniques, recom-
mending classroom environment modifications, or advising on strategies for teaching
specific skills to the children. As Lisa noted, “She supports me with her knowledge... If
I have an issue or an idea, I can bring it to her, and she’ll offer her opinions in return”.
This support is not limited to behavioral management but extends to providing exper-
tise in teaching and classroom dynamics, ensuring that all staff feel equipped to handle
challenging situations.

Consistency, for Alice, is at the center of her work. At the outset, she ensures consis-
tency in how behavioral strategies are implemented across the school environment, holding
regular meetings with staff to explain the objectives of the behavioral plans and to provide
guidance on how to apply them in the classroom. These meetings are an opportunity for
staff to ask questions, discuss challenges, and receive clarification. Helen explained, “At
the end of the day, she usually holds a class meeting where she explains the aims of the
plan. She gives a brief description of how we can achieve these goals and explains the steps
to reach them”. Alice regularly monitors the progress of the interventions, ensuring that
the data collected through observations and recording sheets are effectively used to inform
decisions. Ruth praised Alice for her regular “check in after a week, review the paperwork,
and ensure that the data we’ve collected is put to good use”. For Ruth, “follow-up is criti-
cal”. This continuous monitoring and adjustment of strategies are crucial for ensuring that
interventions remain relevant and effective. Alice ensures there is also consistency between
home and school, and she liaises with families to ensure that behavioral strategies are
reinforced across both environments. She highlighted, “Consistency between school and
home approaches is critical. If parents have effective strategies, we try to incorporate them
at school”. This also fosters a sense of partnership, aiming to alleviate parental concerns
and ensure that interventions are perceived as collaborative rather than prescriptive. This
is reinforced by Cara, who stated that “consistency is the key because if everybody’s doing
the same thing, whether it be right thing or wrong thing, I think at least the student is not
confused, but if we’re all doing our own thing and doing different things, it’s really hard
for the student to know what’s expected of them”.

Alice, as a behavior specialist, promotes a culture of inclusion within the school. She
employs strategies to increase positive behaviors and teach alternative skills to replace
those that are disruptive or socially isolating. She explained, “I focus on increasing positive
behaviors and teaching alternative skills to replace behaviors of concern”. The ultimate goal
of these interventions is to help the children participate meaningfully in school activities,
reducing the behaviors that limit their ability to interact with peers and engage in the
curriculum. Ruth reinforced this positive approach: “The behavior support plans are
ultimately designed for inclusion... Over time, the plans aim to help the children become
more included, such as during breaks”.

Reflective of legislation and policy, Alice ensures that staff align their behavior man-
agement strategies within the broader educational frameworks. She explained that she
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“works really hard to ensure we’re looking into all the guidelines and making sure ev-
erything is being followed to the best of our ability”. This commitment to good practice
approaches ensures that interventions are both ethical and evidence-based and aligned
with national policy.

3.2. Guidance, Support, and Affirmation

A key facet of Alice’s role is being people-centric. Lisa explained, “. .. [Alice] supports
me personally. If I ever experience tough incidents or difficult days, she’s the first person
I 'turn to”. The findings indicate that this type of emotional support maintains staff well-
being, mitigating feelings of isolation when faced with challenging situations. Alice’s
presence provides reassurance and comfort and sustains morale in the face of difficult
classroom dynamics, creating a sense of shared responsibility for both successes and
challenges. Lisa explained, “If something doesn’t go well, it's coming from the specialist,
and that’s supporting the staff”. This alleviates feelings of blame and failure, helping staff
to remain motivated and focused on finding solutions rather than dwelling on setbacks.
Alice’s willingness to stand by staff and take collective ownership of the process fosters a
positive inclusive environment where everyone is supported and accountable for their role
in inclusion.

Alice is also committed to supporting school leadership in implementing school-wide
policies, particularly when it comes to managing classroom dynamics and promoting
inclusion. Her expertise in behavioral profiles is particularly valuable when grouping
students, as they can provide insights into which students are likely to thrive together,
and which pairings may lead to disruptions. She explained, “I'd say, ‘Look, that child’s
not going to work in the same class as that child... actually putting all those kids together
is going to be a disaster in a couple of months”. This proactive approach ensures that
students are placed in environments where they can succeed and minimizes the potential
for behavioral challenges. She works on fostering a culture of support and mutual respect
among staff where they feel safe to express concerns and seek help without fear of judgment.
Helen observed, “there’s a culture in the school of being supportive and a no blame culture
as well. So, we all know that if anything happens we’re in a supportive system, you know,
we’re not we're not left floating alone, not knowing what to do”. This culture is essential
for maintaining a positive, collaborative atmosphere where staff feel empowered to address
behavioral challenges without fear of criticism or failure, and they are affirmed in their
practices for inclusion. This approach is particularly important in high-pressure situations,
where the risks of burnout or discouragement can be significant. Alice is a reminder of
collective strength and the shared goal of inclusion. By alleviating the pressure to “do it
alone”, Alice empowers and affirms the power of collaboration for inclusion.

Helen regards Alice as a “go-to person” for guidance on how to address specific
behavioral issues as they arise. Teachers and SNAs turn to the behavior specialist for
immediate advice, knowing that they can rely on her expertise to develop quick, effective
solutions. Alice was exalted as a source of guidance: “If something happens and we don’t
know why it’s happening or what caused it, we’ll go to her, and she’ll then put a plan in
place for us to look at the appropriate recording method to sort of see what the purpose
of that behavior is and then obviously then set up a plan to support the child.” (Helen).
This accessibility ensures that behavioral challenges are addressed in real time, preventing
issues from escalating and disrupting the learning environment. By being consistently
present on site, Alice can provide hands-on support when needed. This accessibility is
crucial for addressing spontaneous behavioral challenges, whether in the classroom or
during unstructured activities such as break times or transitions. Having a dedicated
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and experienced professional who is readily available enhances the staff’s confidence in
handling a wide range of behavioral concerns.

All participants (n = 7) revealed that Alice uses her extensive knowledge and hands-on
expertise to offer practical, actionable solutions, praising her ability to assess situations
quickly and provide effective recommendations. Ruth remarked, “She came in, observed
the situation, and offered practical solutions, like adding a break visual to the student’s
table or rearranging the classroom layout. She’s brilliant at providing useful suggestions”.
These practical interventions help staff manage the classroom environment more effectively
and prevent behavioral issues from escalating.

There is also follow-through after challenging incidents, where Alice holds debriefing
sessions. Here, the school staff evaluate what worked well and what could be improved.
Helen stated, “If staff may have been injured or upset after an incident, she helps us
debrief, to see how we are after the incident and to see what we could do differently next
time or what might work better”. There is also a sense that Alice is reaffirming in her
approach here, drawing on the no-blame culture mentioned above. This reflective process
allows staff to grow professionally and emotionally, reinforcing the idea that challenges are
learning opportunities rather than failures. This practice not only promotes professional
development but also helps to alleviate stress, ensuring that staff feel supported and
prepared for similar situations in the future.

Alice’s approach to guidance, support, and affirmation is fundamental to the overall
success of managing BoC in a special school setting. By providing personal and emotional
support, explaining and refining behavior plans, and fostering a supportive, no-blame
culture, the behavior specialist empowers and affirms staff practices to manage behaviors
of concern effectively. In doing so, they employ various strategies and interventions to
support BoC in the school.

3.3. Types of Behaviors, Strategies, and Interventions

There was a common understanding from the participants of the types of behaviors
that occurred in the school. These comprised “hitting out, biting, throwing stuff around
the room” (June), with Lisa acknowledging that “some of the behaviors we see across
the school include self-injurious behaviors, which are the most extreme”. She noted that
“aggression and avoidance are also common” and that “these three are the main types we
see”. Lisa elaborated on these behaviors as manifesting “in physical ways, such as biting,
punching, head-butting, kicking, scratching, and hair-pulling. We also see behaviors like
scraping or hitting oneself”. She also listed “biting, punching, spitting, throwing, whether
it be objects, whether it be, you know, tables” as some of the common behaviors of concern.

Joe described “avoidance” as “another big challenge” and explained:

“It often looks like a child isolating themselves from the class or from the pro-
grams being offered to them. This is difficult to manage because unless we find
something or someone that the child is interested in, it’s very hard to engage
them. Our kids tend to be very protective of their own space; they don’t need
other people or things and are very content being on their own. It can be tough
to find a way into their world so they can avoid isolating themselves”. (Joe)

Joe gave examples of “hair pulling, scratching, hitting other pupils, other staff” and
emphasized that “the hair pulling and the scratching would be directed usually towards
staff”. He described “the more severe assault” as “very full-on hair pulling, hitting, depend-
ing on the size of the child”, as well as a mention of witnessing “self-injurious behavior”.
While Joe did not elaborate on the types of self-injurious behaviors, this was something that
Ruth had experienced in her class. She described a child in her class who “put her head
through a window” and “banged the back of her head against the window”. She stated
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that a child will use the “heel of her hand and bang both sides of her head. She’ll bang
her forehead off, the railings, the gates, anything hard. [...] the plastic on the door frames,
the handles, anything really hard, a corner of the desk and stuff. Or she’ll of kick herself”.
Ruth also noted that “there’s a lot of hair-pulling” and “putting staff to the ground by their
hair”. She described a situation where:

“One of the boys in my class would do a lot of hitting and sometimes it’s not even
aggressive, he’s just so strong and he doesn’t realize that he’s not four anymore
and he’s really strong and he’ll just be playing but he can really hurt you”. (Ruth)

Alice and Cara reiterated physical behaviors of concern such as hitting, biting, and
self-injurious behaviors, with Cara listing “banging their head, biting, targeting other
students, targeting staff, pulling hair, biting, pinching, scratching” as behaviors of concern.

Responding to behaviors of concern with strategies and interventions was something
that the staff felt prepared for via Alice’s position in the school. Cara was clear that
“it’s important for staff to be trained on what to watch out for and how to implement
the behavior support plan so that we are all following the same approach”. For Cara,
“recording is essential, and there are so many things we need to do to ensure we can help
improve things for the next time”. She saw Alice as her ‘guide’ in that training process.

Thinking of practical strategies, Ruth identified “communication packs” and whole-
school approaches, such as using “the same break visuals, which are on the doors”. Choice
is also an important strategy in the school:

“Every student has a choice board with pictures representing different activities.
They can take off a visual and place it on the board to indicate what they are
working on. For example, one of the girls has a choice board for food and one for
activities. She can choose something like “make Play-Doh” or “listen to music”.
She’ll tap the picture of what she wants, and she also has a list of songs to choose
from. Though she can’t speak, she can point, and this helps her calm down at
times”. (Ruth)

Ruth feels that “having a behavior specialist is very helpful”. As an NQT, Alice is a
source of information and support and teaches Ruth “how she records and tracks behaviors
for all children in the school. Some of the behaviors are worse than I thought, and some are
better, so tracking them is really beneficial”. Ruth notes that:

“it’s important to take the time to analyze the behaviors and see how they're
impacting the child and other children in the class. Then, strategies can be put in
place for the whole class. For example, if a behavior is occurring at the same time
every day, we can look at the timetable and adjust things accordingly. Maybe
a student could work at a workstation to reduce distractions. Being flexible
with the timetable and adapting to the child’s needs can help reduce behaviors
of concern”.

Adapting the environment is also a key strategy for Ruth, and she gives the example
of “one of the children I work with doesn’t like noise, so he does his work at the teacher’s
table while the other students are in the OT room”.

Alice described a school-wide strategy they utilize for “a student who engages in
significant physical aggression”. “When this happens, we take him to a safe space and
stand back to give him room. We follow a low-arousal approach, avoiding reprimands
or direct confrontation. We're not saying don’t hit, stop hitting. In more severe cases, we
evacuate the classroom, leaving just one or two staff members to manage the situation and
ensure no one gets hurt. The key is to give the student space to calm down on their own,
work through it themselves, where we can keep close proximity to them”.



Educ. Sci. 2025, 15, 531

12 of 19

Using a token system, another school-wide strategy, “for lower-level aggression, like
constant pinching or light hits” and reminders to use “gentle hands” are other approaches
used in the school. Alice explains that “after accumulating tokens, the student can earn
a reward, like playing with a favorite toy. That would be called a DRO, but that is quite
an intensive behavior strategy because it involves one person being with them the whole
time”. Alice explained that a “DRO is Differential Reinforcement of Other behavior (DRO),
where the goal is to reinforce the absence of the targeted behavior, such as pinching”.

“To implement DRO, we first establish a baseline to determine how often the
behavior occurs. We might start with a 30 s interval, rewarding the child if they
do not engage in the behavior during that time. As they improve, the interval is
gradually extended. This approach requires intensive support, with one person
closely monitoring the child and collecting data throughout the day. Once the child
achieves 90% success, we increase the interval to maybe like a minute”. (Alice)

June described a child who “grabs clothing—sometimes his own, sometimes others'—
pulls at it, wraps it around himself, and drops to the ground”. The school-wide response is
to wait “for him to calm down because there’s nothing we can do in the moment”. There is
a time out room for the child and the preferred strategy is to get him into the room and
give him space and “if he managed to calm down, he would sit on a beanbag in the corner”.
Giving children exhibiting BoC space is a core strategy in the school.

While Lisa extols “traditional teaching methods and traditional” strategies, she also
identifies “play therapy” and “music therapy” as effective interventions that are used
across the school in all classrooms.

3.4. Experiencing Challenges for Inclusion

Alice identified space as “a really big challenge” and explained that a BoC “can be
disruptive to the rest of the class. If we have to evacuate the room regularly due to severe
behavior episodes, it affects other students”. This has a knock-on effect as there is not
“a separate space for each child during high-needs situations”. She described a situation
where: “there’s a student in particular who has really high physical aggression and also
really big movement needs. He needs to go outside and be on the trampoline every few
minutes. It's not safe to have him outside when there are loads of other kids out there, but
we only have one space for him to go”.

She also noted that “staffing levels pose challenges. Even if we develop a comprehen-
sive behavior plan, it’s hard to implement when we have fewer staff available during lunch
breaks or other times”. Her feeling is that “most special schools should have one-to-one
staffing, especially with this level of need” and “with the staff limitations, it’s difficult to
manage”. She also noted that there are “some kids that need two people to one”, describing
a student who needs “two people at once, especially if you're going to meet his needs of
requiring movement every couple of minutes. You need two staff members to go with him
every time, you know. So, those are all really, really big challenges”. June draws on this
“staffing crisis” and comments that “there isn’t funding for a dedicated teacher” in one of
the rooms in the school.

“A lack of services [...... ] would be another big challenge” as they are “really over-
stretched as well, staff-wise. Sometimes, you might not get an SLT or an OT for one
particular student for the whole year, you know. That’s another really big challenge” (Al-
ice). She called for an on-site speech and language therapist and an occupational therapist,
“along with behavior support or psychology” as “if you had somebody on-site, it would
just achieve an awful lot more”. This is reflective of Alice and how her presence in the
school means that there is a sense of achievement in supporting children with BoC.
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Lisa felt that the large caseload is a challenge and that “is a lot of pressure sometimes”
and “it’s a cry for help”. Ruth concurred, stating that “there are too many students for her
to manage. The waiting list is long, and the children who come here have very high needs.
I think it would be helpful if we had two or three behavior specialists, as there are about
50 students in the school. [Alice] is constantly moving between campuses and students,
so she doesn’t always have the time to spend on each individual student. Having more
support would definitely help”. Cara echoed these sentiments, “especially in the special
school setting where every student probably needs attention, there are a lot of students. We
have two campuses with over 50 students and only one behavior specialist.”

Alice stated that “time is an issue. Even when you go around to see all the students
and chat with everybody, it’s fine at the moment, but then writing everything up takes so
long, especially creating the behavior support plans”. It means that work interferes with
life as there is “probably a lot of that done outside of school hours as well”.

“There are a lot of students and only one behavior specialist. We also have some
new students starting. Over on our other campus, we have a new class. Four
students started in September. We have one new student starting here, and we're
opening another class with a few more. That takes a lot of time as well because the
behavior specialist visits the families, visits the schools the students are coming
from, and then prepares materials like slideshows or documents for the class
team about each student to make the transition as smooth as possible. Okay, so
that’s another job added to the role. Of course, some years we don’t have new
students, but this year we definitely do, and it’s a big, important job”. (Cara)

All participants (n = 7) stated that a lack of training both pre- and in-service was a
challenge. Helen felt that the staff are “always kind of playing catch-up” and “fundamen-
tally there needs to be a lot more training and college” as teachers do not know how to
work with children experiencing BoC. The data implied that there is a need for training but
that alone is not enough—having the presence of a specialist is needed for ongoing and
sustainable inclusion.

June noted that a “major challenge is just the title itself—behavior specialist. It kind
of implies that this person has all the answers. But when something doesn’t work out, it
can be really tough for the specialist. Everyone looks to them for immediate answers and
results, which is just not realistic. You can’t always get immediate results”.

4. Discussion

Much of the literature implies that behaviors of concern are a barrier to the promotion
of effective inclusion for teachers in schools (McKeon, 2013, 2017, 2020; Hick et al., 2019;
O’Reilly & Colum, 2021; Colum, 2023; Department of Education [DoE], 2024b; National
Council for Special Education [NCSE], 2025b), and looking towards an expert for support
is common practice. The current research frames the role of the BS as one who identifies
and presents an understanding of the child and their unique behavior, and based on that
understanding, prepares adequate paperwork to guide and support staff in their practice.
There is an emphasis on the relational—get to know the child first, which is reflective of
research (Colum, 2023; Colum & Mac Ruairc, 2023) and the mission of the National Council
for Special Education’s (National Council for Special Education [NCSE], 2025b) Relate
initiative that “places relationships at the heart of all support and takes a regulation first
approach in understanding and supporting students.” The BS is constructed as an almost
mild disciplinary persona within the power-knowledge nexus of education (Foucault,
1975). Alice’s knowledge and expertise in behavior support position her as a welcome
authority figure, shaping both understanding and control of the children’s behaviors
(Foucault, 1966, 1969). Using functional behavior assessments (FBAs) and behavior support
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plans (BSPs) as tools of biopower (Foucault, 1969), Alice gets to know the child and
monitors and normalizes behaviors, employing a form of surveillance (Foucault, 1975)
through data collection and interval recording as children are subjected to continuous
observation to regulate their actions. One may view this process through the lens of
Foucault’s (1975) docile body, where children conform to expected behaviors through
systematic interventions, and disciplinary techniques extend institutional control beyond
the school and embed it into broader social structures through collaboration with external
agencies and families. However, we argue that the power at play is the expert in the role
(Alice), who provides mechanisms of empowerment (practices) that are welcomed by the
school staff. They see each other as mutually benefitting from the power process—Alice as
an “apparatus[es] of knowledge” (Foucault, 1980, p. 106) that benefits the staff, as opposed
to dictating from top-down—it is an effective part of the “relationships of power” (Foucault,
1988, p. 11), thus producing effective inclusionary practices.

What is evident from this study is that Alice embodies certain characteristics that
promote her effectiveness within her role as a BS in the school. She has a child-centered
approach, prioritizing the safety, dignity, and individual needs of each child; she builds
trusting relationships to foster emotional security and builds on a strengths-based approach,
promoting a positive identity (de Swart et al., 2023). She places an emphasis on observation
and assessment (Stevens, 2018; Colum, 2023) to understand the function of behaviors, uses
data to inform her approaches, and ensures there is collaboration with key stakeholders.
Collaboration is at the heart of her work as she advocates for the child’s needs and ensures
consistency across home and school environments (Collins & Colum, 2024). It is clear
that Alice embodies intervention and de-escalation techniques to maintain a supportive
environment in line with national policy (Department of Education [DoE], 2024a). The duty
of care that Alice has for the children and staff is also highlighted in this research, and her
approach of modeling, coaching, and empathy is central to her position.

We have also examined the construct of the BS as providing guidance, support, and
affirmation to school staff, extending the power of the relational, and the power of creating
a supportive and inclusive learning environment. Here the Foucauldian lens reveals the
interplay of power, support, and regulation, enabling staff to navigate challenges within the
nascent concept of pastoral power (Foucault, 1982). Alice assumes a caring yet disciplinary
role, supporting staff while shaping their practices and behaviors in the classroom. Her
presence reassures staff, mitigates feelings of failure, and sustains morale, creating an
environment where responsibility is shared and inclusion is a shared value. Helen extolled
methods such as interval recording and ABC (antecedent-behavior-consequence) charts,
which allow staff to consistently track behaviors, work from a strength-based model, and
feel empowered by “doing” inclusion. Lisa observed how Alice provides insights into
teaching dynamics, empowering staff to handle challenges more effectively. One of the key
areas in effective inclusion is a mindset or attitude change (Ainscow, 2024). Echoing the
recent literature, the positive influence of having that one person for support is integral to
the “doing” of inclusion (Colum, 2023). It is as Mac Ruairc (2013) has said—inclusion is won
in the hearts of people. Alice works closely with teachers, SNAs, and families to ensure that
the strategies are practical, feasible, and aligned with the child’s needs. Joe emphasized the
importance of follow-up, noting how Alice regularly checks in with staff, reviews collected
data, and adjusts strategies to maintain their effectiveness. This research has highlighted
that Alice has a role that integrates data-driven interventions with teamwork, practical
guidance, and a focus on fostering inclusion. It is a practical approach to support the
children and the school community. This is not without its challenges, however, and as June
noted, the burden of the title of “specialist” is akin to the burden of being the “one expert”
(Colum, 2023), which comes with the expectation of having to have all the answers and be
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responsible for all inclusive practices, a role that is lonely and sometimes isolating. The day-
to-day duties of supporting children and staff, reporting, ensuring that behavioral strategies
align with legislative and policy frameworks, adhering to guidelines, and safeguarding
interventions that are ethical, evidence-based, and compliant with national standards can
be taxing and lonely for someone positioned as a leader for inclusive practices (Colum,
2023; Colum & Mac Ruairc, 2023).

It is interesting to observe the practical strategies for supporting children with BoC
through a Foucauldian lens. The disciplinary use of behavior support plans, data collection
(surveillance), protocols, and consistency in approaches are key to effective inclusion
practices. Ruth describes the power dynamics of how communication packs, visuals, and
choice boards exercise autonomy for the children while subtly directing their actions within
structured boundaries. There is surveillance and regulation through the use of low-arousal
strategies, token systems, and DRO at both micro and macro levels. The docile body of
the child is shaped and rewarded to align with expectations. The disciplinary mechanism
of adapting the environment and using timetables means that there is individual and
collective buy-in for inclusion.

There are many future research directions from this study, but we will note just a few.
It would be beneficial to observe if a BS in a mainstream school has the same role and
offers the same support, and a comparison between the mainstream and special school
settings could be informative for key stakeholders and policy-makers. We ask the following
questions: is it time to have a full-time BS in every single school in the country? Is this
the key that unlocks the door to effective inclusion? The current study demonstrates how
having that one specialist on site fosters a positive attitude towards inclusion via a constant
reminder for school staff that they are doing the “right thing”. A follow-up to this research
as part of a longitudinal study would reveal if having the BS for a number of years means
that there can be a gradual release of power and school staff can position themselves as
the experts without relying on someone with the title of “specialist”. Another point of
note is the conceptualization of our BS as a “behavior practitioner”. Given the new BoC
guidelines (Department of Education [DoE], 2024a) and the launch of the NCSE Relate
initiative (National Council for Special Education [NCSE], 2025b), research is warranted on
how a BS/behavior practitioner could support teachers with this new and much-welcomed
direction. Should we learn from the past and now step up and be proactive with these new
guidelines as opposed to being reactive and struggling through, as has perhaps been the
case when other guidelines have been released, namely the Department of Education and
Skills (Department of Education & Skills [DES], 2017) guidelines on supporting children
with SENs in mainstream classes? There is also a need to redo this research but gather
the voices of children (Kiely et al., 2024), the voices of families, and the views of external
agencies (Gardiner, 2023). This would provide richer and deeper insight into the role of a
BS and how they are seen through the eyes of others. Finally, but never final, it may be of
immense (admittedly biased towards Foucauldian theory here on what may be deemed as
a superfluous use of the word “immense”) benefit/interest for researchers and Foucauldian
scholars to examine the role of the BS through a more detailed critical lens, using the
Foucauldian concepts that have merely been touched upon in this paper.
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The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

ABA Applied Behavior Analysis

ABC Antecedent-Behavior-Consequence
BoC Behaviors of Concern

BS Behavior Specialist

BSP Behavior Support Plan

DES Department of Education and Skills
DoE Department of Education

FBA Functional Behavior Analysis
NCSE National Council for Special Education
Rol Republic of Ireland

SEN Special Educational Needs

SNA Special Needs Assistant

UNCRPD  United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
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