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ABSTRACT 

	The global shift toward inclusive education has emphasized the importance of providing equitable and high-quality learning opportunities for all learners, particularly those with special educational needs (SEN). This study explored the lived experiences of six public school teachers in self-contained classrooms to inform the development of an Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)-embedded curriculum. Using a qualitative phenomenological design, data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed following Clark and Braun’s thematic analysis framework. Findings revealed that teachers employ highly individualized and structured instructional practices, integrating behavior-based strategies such as positive reinforcement, task analysis, and prompting within daily routines. These strategies, while effective, were often applied informally and depended largely on teachers’ experience and adaptive problem-solving skills. Participants identified key challenges including diverse learner needs, behavioral complexities, limited instructional materials, insufficient training in ABA, and time constraints. Facilitating factors such as peer collaboration, administrative support, and prior professional experience were found to enhance teachers’ capacity to implement behavior-based strategies effectively. Importantly, teachers emphasized the need for a structured ABA-embedded curriculum that integrates reinforcement techniques, step-by-step instructional guides, and data-based monitoring tools aligned with learners’ individualized goals. The study underscores that grounding curriculum development in teachers’ practical experiences can bridge the gap between theory and classroom practice, promoting consistency, enhancing skill acquisition, and improving inclusive and special education outcomes. These insights provide a foundation for designing teacher-centered, evidence-informed instructional frameworks for learners with SEN.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The global movement toward inclusive education has underscored the imperative to provide equitable, high-quality learning opportunities for all learners, particularly those with special educational needs (SEN) (Aldhilan, Rafiq, Afzal, 2025; Ainscow, 2019). Classrooms are increasingly diverse, requiring teachers to respond to a wide range of cognitive, behavioral, social, and emotional needs. In this context, teachers play a pivotal role in shaping inclusive learning environments that are not only accessible but also responsive to individual differences (Alhassan et al., 2025). However, supporting learners with SEN presents multifaceted challenges, including managing complex behaviors, differentiating instruction, and ensuring meaningful participation in classroom activities (Rebellos et al., 2024; Abeykoon, 2024). These demands highlight the need for evidence-based practices that can guide teachers in delivering effective and individualized support.
One of the most widely recognized and empirically supported approaches in special education is Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) (Du, Guo & Yu, 2024; Fennell, & Dillenburger, 2018). ABA focuses on understanding and modifying behavior through systematic observation, data-driven decision-making, and the application of reinforcement principles (Lin, Santos, & Goncalves, 2026). Its effectiveness has been well documented in improving communication, social skills, academic engagement, and adaptive behaviors among learners with diverse needs, particularly those with autism spectrum disorder (Machado, Paes, & Lima, 2025). Despite its strong empirical foundation, the integration of ABA principles into everyday classroom instruction remains inconsistent. Many teachers report limited training, insufficient resources, and challenges in translating theoretical knowledge of ABA into practical, classroom-based strategies (Patterson, 2024).
Teachers’ experiences are critical in understanding how instructional practices are enacted in real-world settings (Kraft et al., 2024). Their insights provide valuable perspectives on the facilitators and barriers to implementing evidence-based approaches such as ABA. Examining teachers’ lived experiences in supporting learners with SEN can reveal gaps in knowledge, skills, and systemic support, as well as highlight innovative practices that emerge from classroom realities (Medina 2025). Such understanding is essential for informing the design of professional development programs and instructional frameworks that are contextually relevant and responsive to teachers’ needs.
In recent years, there has been growing interest in embedding evidence-based practices directly into the curriculum, rather than treating them as separate or supplementary interventions (Okwerede, 2025; Love, Messman, & Merritt, 2019; Vahey et al., 2018). An ABA-embedded curriculum integrates behavioral principles within daily instruction, enabling teachers to systematically promote positive behaviors, enhance engagement, and support skill acquisition in a naturalistic and sustainable manner. This approach moves beyond isolated interventions, positioning ABA as an integral component of teaching and learning processes in inclusive classrooms.
Despite the potential benefits of an ABA-embedded curriculum, research is limited on how teachers’ experiences can inform its development. Understanding how teachers perceive, adapt, and implement strategies for learners with special educational needs is essential for designing a curriculum that is practical, effective, and grounded in classroom realities (Fennell & Dillenburger, 2018). This study therefore, seeks to explore teachers’ experiences in supporting learners with SEN as a basis for developing an ABA-embedded curriculum, aiming to create an evidence-informed framework that addresses challenges, builds on successful practices, and enhances inclusive education outcomes for both teachers and learners.
2. material and methods 

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of six (6) teachers in supporting learners with special educational needs (SEN). Participants were selected through purposive sampling based on the following criteria: (1) must be Special Education (SPED) teachers with at least three (3) years of experience handling learners with SEN; (2) must be currently employed as public school teachers; and (3) must have earned units in Special Education, either through a Master of Arts (MA) program or a diploma in SPED. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews to allow participants to share their experiences and challenges in supporting SEN. Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for accuracy. Data were analyzed using the thematic analysis framework of Clark and Braun (2006). To ensure trustworthiness, the study adhered to ethical standards including confidentiality, voluntary participation, and informed consent.
2.1 Research Question
This study sought to answer the following questions.
1. What are the lived experiences of teachers in supporting learners with special educational needs in self-contained classroom settings? 
2. What challenges and facilitators do teachers encounter in applying behavior-based strategies in supporting learners with special educational needs? 
3. How can teachers’ experiences inform the development of an ABA-embedded curriculum for learners with special educational needs?

3. results and discussion

This study examined the lived experiences of teachers in supporting learners with special educational needs (SEN) in self-contained classroom settings. Thematic analysis of the interview data generated four interrelated themes: (1) responsive and individualized teaching practices, (2) application of behavior-based strategies in classroom routines, (3) challenges and enabling conditions in implementation, and (4) directions for developing an ABA-embedded curriculum. These themes collectively address the three research questions and are supported by participants’ narratives using pseudonyms.

Table 1.	Dominant Codes, Categories, and Themes on Teachers’ Experiences in Self-Contained Classrooms

	DOMINANT CODES
	CATEGORIES
	THEME

	“individualized instruction” (T1:5; T3:6), “flexible pacing” (T2:4), “IEP-based teaching” (T4:5), “one-on-one support” (T6:6)
	Learner-Centered Practices
	INDIVIDUALIZED PRACTICES

	“visual supports” (T2:5), “routine-based instruction” (T5:6), “hands-on learning” (T3:4), “structured environment” (T1:6)
	Structured Learning Environment
	

	“positive reinforcement” (T1:6; T4:5), “token system” (T3:5), “praise and rewards” (T2:6), “behavior tracking” (T6:4)
	Reinforcement Strategies
	BEHAVIOR-BASED STRATEGIES

	“task analysis” (T3:6), “prompting and fading” (T5:5), “consistent routines” (T2:4), “behavior management plans” (T1:5)
	Systematic Instruction
	

	“behavioral challenges” (T4:6; T6:5), “diverse needs” (T2:6), “short attention span” (T3:4)
	Learner Complexity
	CHALLENGES AND FACILITATORS IN IMPLEMENTATION

	“lack of training” (T5:4), “limited materials” (T1:5), “time constraints” (T3:6), “workload” (T2:5)
	Systemic 
Barriers
	

	“peer support” (T4:4), “experience-based strategies” (T6:5), “administrative support” (T1:4)
	Facilitating Factors
	

	“need for structured guide” (T2:6), “embedded ABA strategies” (T3:5), “practical training” (T5:6), “curriculum alignment” (T4:5)
	Curriculum 
Development 
Needs
	DIRECTIONS FOR ABA-EMBEDDED CURRICULUM

	“data-driven instruction” (T6:4), “skill generalization” (T1:5), “routine integration” (T2:6)
	Instructional 
Integration
	


*Legend: T- Teachers

3.1 Lived Experiences of Teachers in Self-Contained Classrooms
Teachers described their experiences as highly demanding yet deeply purposeful, characterized by continuous adaptation to meet diverse and intensive learner needs. Instruction in self-contained classrooms was largely individualized, anchored on learners’ individualized education plans (IEPs), and supported by structured routines and consistent environmental arrangements (Gloria, Pelayo & Castro, 2024).
Teacher Aira shared, “In my class, I cannot use one method for all. Each learner has a different goal, so I adjust my teaching every day.” Similarly, Teacher Ben noted, “Routine is very important. When learners know what to expect, their behavior improves and they participate more.”
These findings indicate that teachers’ lived experiences are grounded in flexibility, patience, and responsiveness. Narayanan (2024) believes that such experiences not only shape teachers’ professional identities but also enhance their ability to navigate complex classroom and family dynamics, particularly when supporting culturally and linguistically diverse families. The emphasis on individualized and structured instruction reflects the core principles of special education, where teaching is tailored to the learner’s developmental and behavioral profile (Miña, 2024). 
3.2 Application of Behavior-Based Strategies
Participants consistently reported the use of behavior-based strategies aligned with key principles of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), though often applied intuitively rather than systematically. Common practices included positive reinforcement, token systems, prompting, and task analysis embedded within daily instruction. Abida et al. (2024) support these findings, noting that consistent and structured use of ABA strategies enhances social and adaptive skills in children with autism, underscoring the need for intentional, evidence-based implementation.
Teacher Carla explained, “I use rewards and praise to encourage my learners. When they see they can earn something, they try harder.” Teacher Dan added, “Breaking tasks into smaller steps really helps them complete activities without getting overwhelmed.”
These results suggest that teachers are indeed integrating ABA-informed practices into their teaching, particularly in managing behavior and facilitating skill acquisition. However, the lack of formal structure in applying these strategies indicates a gap between theoretical knowledge and classroom practice.  Smyth, Reading and McDowell (2019) argue that targeted training improves teachers’ understanding of ABA and supports more consistent and effective implementation.
3.3 Challenges and Facilitators in Implementation
Teachers identified multiple challenges that hinder the effective application of behavior-based strategies. These include managing complex and diverse learner needs, limited access to instructional materials, insufficient training in ABA, time constraints, and heavy workloads. Delaoria, Narapan and Narapan (2025) argue that these challenges significantly affect teachers’ ability to manage behavior effectively, often requiring them to rely on adaptive coping strategies to support learners with SEN. Trump et al. (2018) further highlight that misconceptions about ABA and inconsistent implementation can limit its effectiveness, emphasizing the need for proper training, evidence-based practices, and a learner-centered approach to maximize student outcomes.
Teacher Ella shared, “Some learners have behavioral issues that are hard to manage, especially without proper training.” Teacher Finn noted, “We want to apply these strategies, but sometimes we lack materials and time.”
Despite these challenges, several facilitating factors emerged, including peer collaboration, administrative support, and teachers’ own experiential learning. Teacher Grace stated, “We learn from each other. Sharing strategies with co-teachers helps a lot.”
These findings demonstrate that while systemic barriers persist, support systems and professional collaboration can enhance teachers’ capacity to implement effective strategies. Benson (2021) notes that strong administrative support and structured collaboration between special and general education teachers are critical in promoting effective instructional practices and improving student outcomes. Squires et al. (2024) further emphasize that effective collaboration between special education teachers and other professionals in the team requires clear communication, mutual respect, and recognition of each professional’s expertise to overcome challenges and ensure that behavior-based interventions are feasible and meaningful in classroom contexts.
3.4 Implications for the Development of an ABA-Embedded Curriculum
A key finding of the study is the strong need for a structured, practical, and contextually relevant ABA-embedded curriculum. Teachers emphasized that integrating ABA strategies directly into daily lesson plans would make implementation more feasible and sustainable. Gitimoghaddam et al. (2022) highlight that evidence-based ABA interventions improve cognitive, social, communication, and adaptive outcomes for children with autism, underscoring the importance of systematically embedding these strategies into everyday educational practices.
Teacher Hana expressed, “If ABA strategies are already part of the lesson, it would be easier for us to follow.” Teacher Ivan added, “We need clear guides and training so we can apply these strategies correctly.”
Participants highlighted essential components for such a curriculum, including step-by-step instructional guides, embedded reinforcement strategies, data-based monitoring tools, and alignment with IEP goals. These insights underscore that an effective ABA-embedded curriculum should not be theoretical but practical, teacher-friendly, and adaptable to classroom realities. Hart Barnett, Zucker, and More (2021) emphasize that integrating ABA principles into daily classroom routines such as peer-mediated instruction, visual schedules, and priming makes interventions more feasible and promotes social, adaptive, and academic skills in learners with autism and related disabilities.
[bookmark: _GoBack]3.5 Research Limitation
This study acknowledges several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, the small sample size (n = 6) limits the breadth of perspectives captured and may not fully represent the diverse experiences of special education teachers in different contexts. Second, the use of purposive sampling and the focus on teachers from public school self-contained classrooms may restrict the generalizability of the results to other educational settings, such as private institutions or inclusive mainstream classrooms. Additionally, the reliance on self-reported data through interviews may introduce potential bias, as participants may selectively recall or interpret their experiences. Despite these limitations, the study provides in-depth insights into teachers’ lived experiences and offers valuable implications for the development of an ABA-embedded curriculum. Future studies with larger and more diverse samples are recommended to enhance the generalizability and robustness of findings.
4. Conclusion

This study highlights that teachers in self-contained classrooms play a critical role in supporting learners with special educational needs through individualized, structured, and adaptive instructional practices. While behavior-based strategies aligned with Applied Behavior Analysis are consistently utilized, their implementation is often informal and dependent on teachers’ experience rather than guided by structured frameworks. Challenges such as diverse learner needs, behavioral complexities, limited resources, and time constraints emphasize the need for systematic support and targeted professional development. At the same time, facilitating factors including peer collaboration and administrative support demonstrate the potential for strengthening instructional practices when adequate systems are in place. Although the findings are context-specific and limited by the sample size and setting, they provide meaningful insights into classroom realities. Importantly, the study underscores the need for a practical and structured ABA-embedded curriculum that aligns with teachers’ experiences, enhances instructional consistency, promotes skill acquisition, and contributes to improved inclusive education outcomes for learners with SEN.
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