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BREAKING DOWN  
THE ISSUE 

  Special education teachers provide 
specialized, often intensive instruction 
tailored to the unique needs of students 
with disabilities to ensure their academic 
success and legal rights are met.

  In March 2024, 51% of public schools 
nationwide reported that they would 
need to fill positions in Special Education 
before the start of the next school year, 
the most of any teacher specialty. This 
shortage has been consistent over 
decades, indicating deep-rooted and 
persistent challenges.

  Fewer people are entering the field of 
special education, and the number of 
students who are identified as needing 
special education services continues to 
increase over time. 

  Challenging working conditions – 
including excessive non-instructional 
duties, insufficient curricular resources, 
and lack of administrator and colleague 
support – reduce job satisfaction and 
contribute to high turnover among 
special education teachers.

  Due to the shortage, many schools resort 
to hiring uncertified or emergency-
credentialed teachers, despite federal 
regulations requiring fully certified staff. 
Because low-income, high-minority 
schools are the most likely to have 
uncertified teachers, the most vulnerable 
students are frequently taught by the 
least qualified teachers.

KEY INSIGHTS

EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES

 LONG-TERM STRATEGIES

  Partnerships with local teacher preparation programs align 
student teaching experiences with district-specific needs, 
which has been shown to improve the supply, effectiveness, 
and retention of educators, especially in high-need areas.

  Financial incentives for teachers in surplus areas to 
move into special education roles can reduce the special 
education teacher shortage by leveraging the existing 
workforce.

  “Grow your own” programs can increase the number of 
local candidates and candidates of color to be special 
education teachers.

  Special educators are more effective and experience 
less stress and burnout when they have access to strong 
curricula, feel supported by administrators, and are 
provided with targeted professional learning.

  Adequate planning time and reasonable workloads enable 
special educators to fulfill their responsibilities well, such 
that they experience less burnout, are less likely to leave 
their jobs, and provide higher-quality instruction.

SHORT-TERM STRATEGIES 

  Other educators, such as reading specialists and early 
elementary teachers, possess skills to provide academic 
interventions, while school counselors can support social-
emotional interventions.

  With training, observation, and ongoing coaching, 
paraeducators and personnel with relevant professional 
experience can effectively deliver highly structured 
interventions and evidence-based practices.

  Inexperienced and uncertified personnel are more likely to 
stay and serve students effectively with induction support 
and ongoing coaching.

PRACTICES TO AVOID

  Reducing service minutes or changing placement options to cut costs or address staffing challenges 
violates IDEA requirements and compromises the effectiveness of specialized instruction.

  Untrained personnel do not have the pedagogical and content knowledge required for intensive 
intervention, making them unlikely to make well-informed and responsive decisions.

  Excessive workloads are a major factor in special education teachers’ burnout and intent to leave, 
negatively affecting instructional quality and intensifying the educator shortage.

  When one dual-licensed educator is assigned to cover both special and general education roles, this limits 
their capacity to provide high-quality instruction in both the general education curriculum and students’ 
individualized goals.



BREAKING DOWN THE ISSUE

The EdResearch for Action Overview Series summarizes the research on key 
topics to provide K-12 education decision makers and advocates with an evidence 
base to ground discussions about how to best serve students. Authors – leading 
experts from across the field of education research – are charged with highlighting 
key findings from research that provide concrete, strategic insight on persistent 
challenges sourced from district and state leaders. 

Click here to learn more about who we are and what we do. 
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CENTRAL QUESTION: 
How can schools effectively recruit, prepare, and 
support special education teachers in the context 
of teacher shortages? ?
Special education teachers provide specialized, often intensive instruction tailored to 
the unique needs of students with disabilities to ensure their academic success and legal 
rights are met.

  Effective special education instruction is distinct from general education instruction in that it 
prioritizes explicit, systematic, and often intensive instruction focused on teaching specific skills 
and strategies. Students with disabilities depend on qualified special education teachers as 
crucial members of their educational teams to provide interventions and services to which they 
are legally entitled and which are essential for their access to and success in school.  

  Earning a special education credential typically requires obtaining a bachelor’s degree, 
completing a teacher preparation program with student teaching, and passing state exams. 
Ongoing professional development is often needed for renewal.

  Special educators do more than provide direct academic and behavioral instruction to students 
with disabilities. In fact, one study found that special education teachers only spent 32.4% of 
their day providing instruction. Outside of instruction, special educators develop Individualized 
Education Programs, track progress toward students’ goals, coordinate the services students 
receive, train and supervise paraeducators, and provide consultative support to other educators 
and school staff who share responsibility for serving students with disabilities.

  Special educators provide instruction and support to students in a variety of settings, including 
general education settings, pull-out or resource settings, and separate special education classes. 

   In general education, special education teachers and general education teachers may 
collaborate to provide support and differentiated instruction.

   During pull-out instruction, special education teachers may provide specialized small group 
or 1:1 instruction in a separate setting to students with disabilities.

   Special education teachers working in a separate special education class may provide 
instruction in all subjects to a group of students with disabilities who require intensive 
support and a highly individualized curriculum.

http://edresearchforaction.org/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00224669050380040601
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/osep-memorandum-personnel-qualifications-under-part-b-of-the-individuals-with-disabilities-education-act-idea-osep-22-01-oct-4-2022/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1045988X.2013.859561
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003043874-3/roles-teachers-effective-inclusive-elementary-schools-elizabeth-bettini-hannah-morris-mathews-jennifer-lillis-kathryn-meyer-tashnuva-shaheen-lindsey-kaler-nelson-brunsting
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In March 2024, 51% of public schools nationwide reported that they would 
need to fill positions in Special Education before the start of the next school 
year, the most of any teacher specialty. This shortage has been consistent 
over decades, indicating deep-rooted and persistent challenges.

  Special education staffing problems have been “severe, chronic, and pervasive” for as long as 
special education has existed as a national public education mandate.

  About 13.5 million students receive special education services from 445,215 teachers nationally, 
of which 33,660 (or 8%) are not fully certified. Because there are no national data on vacancies, 
this figure represents a minimum estimate of the special education teacher shortage in the 
U.S. Far more special education teachers are likely needed because many schools have vacant 
special education positions.

  Vacancies vary by district and state. In California in 2017, nearly 60 percent of first-year special 
education teachers were working without being special education certified.

  Paraeducator shortages, though less researched, present similar staffing challenges. 
In Washington (one of the only states in which researchers have analyzed data on the 
paraeducator workforce), districts post more paraeducator positions per 1000 students than 
for any other personnel category and experience high turnover rates. At the end of the most 
recent school year, 40% of paraprofessionals in Washington, or about 5,800 paraprofessionals, 
had left their positions.

Fewer people are entering the field of special education, and the number of students 
who are identified as needing special education services continues to increase over 
time. 

  Since 2012, the number of special education program completers has significantly declined. 
Although the rates vary substantially by state, the decline is not limited to a few states, 
suggesting a broader national trend.

  Researchers have identified several factors that may have contributed to the decrease in the 
number of people who want to be teachers across all teacher specialties: stagnant wages, 
rising college costs, declining prestige, deteriorating working conditions, increased workload, 
stress, and safety concerns. 

  There has also been a rise in the number of educators completing fast-track, for-profit 
programs, which have been criticized for misleading advertising, lack of mentorship for 
candidates, and failure to base their training on research. These issues have led to concerns 
that educators prepared through them may be ineffective and more likely to leave. 

  Even teachers who get certified in special education often shift to general education roles over 
time. Many teachers with dual special education and general education credentials are not 
employed in special education roles. For example, in Washington state, less than half of those 
credentialed in special education in 2010 were working in a special education position by 2016.

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/spp/results.asp#staff-vacancies-march24-chart1
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0741932507312010
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/files/45th-arc-for-idea.pdf
https://edsource.org/2020/amid-shortages-schools-settle-for-underprepared-special-education-teachers/621656
https://edsource.org/2020/amid-shortages-schools-settle-for-underprepared-special-education-teachers/621656
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/CALDER%20Working%20Paper%20273-1022_0.pdf
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/CALDER%20WP%20283-0423_0.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/364412701_Trends_in_the_Potential_Supply_of_New_Special_Educators
https://edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/Kraft%20Lyon%20-%20State%20of%20the%20Teaching%20Profession%20-%20April%202024.pdf
https://wheelockpolicycenter.org/effective-teachers/special-educator-supply/
https://wheelockpolicycenter.org/effective-teachers/special-educator-supply/
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/education/2022/04/20/too-big-to-fail-texas-largest-teacher-prep-program-riddled-with-problems-state-finds/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00144029221081239
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/1.20.23_specialed1pagerV2.pdf
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Challenging working conditions – including excessive non-instructional 
duties, insufficient curricular resources, and lack of administrator and 
colleague support – reduce job satisfaction and contribute to high turnover 
among special education teachers.

  Special education teachers leave teaching at higher rates than general educators—15% 
annually as of 2012. Attrition rates are rising post-pandemic, as seen in Pennsylvania, where 
special education teacher departures increased from 17% in 2019-2020 to 22% in 2021-2022.

  Despite enthusiasm for teaching, special educators report higher workloads than their general 
education colleagues, with more responsibilities than they have time or resources to fulfill well. 

  Special educators are frequently required to attend meetings, conduct assessments, and 
manage extensive paperwork, often without dedicated time to fulfill these responsibilities well. 

  Special educators often lack access to high-quality curricular materials, which makes their 
workloads less manageable and affects the quality of instruction. 

  When administrators fail to provide necessary resources, protect planning time, or engage 
regularly with special educators, it negatively impacts their job satisfaction and intent to 
continue teaching.

  Some evidence indicates caseload sizes have been increasing over time, as the number of 
students with disabilities has increased, without commensurate increases in the number of 
special educators employed. 

Due to the shortage, many schools resort to hiring uncertified or emergency-
credentialed teachers, despite federal regulations requiring fully certified staff. 
Because low-income, high-minority schools are the most likely to have uncertified 
teachers, the most vulnerable students are frequently taught by the least qualified 
teachers.

  Open positions are often filled by inexperienced teachers and teachers without adequate 
training. 

  Schools with significant teacher shortages may struggle to implement individualized education 
programs (IEPs) effectively and meet the requirements of IDEA.

  Unfilled positions can increase the demands on remaining special education teachers leading 
to burnout, lower job satisfaction, and eventually attrition.

  High special education teacher turnover rates impose significant financial burdens on schools 
and districts, with replacement costs ranging from $14,000 to $20,000 per teacher. These 
expenses, associated with recruitment, hiring, induction, and training, divert scarce financial 
resources that could otherwise be allocated to direct student support.

  Research from general education suggests that teacher turnover can negatively affect 
students’ academic achievement, even when teachers switch grades or subjects within schools, 
or a teacher in another grade leaves the school. Although we don’t have commensurate 
evidence of the causal impact of special educator attrition, special educators’ collaborative 
roles mean that many families and colleagues rely on them; thus, their attrition may be 
especially challenging for schools to manage. 

https://soeonline.american.edu/blog/special-education-teacher-shortage/
https://soeonline.american.edu/blog/special-education-teacher-shortage/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/07419325221135613
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932517708327
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0741932508327459
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932518762470
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0014402919868946
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919873556
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0888406416683230
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919873556
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654319862495
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919870464
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919870464
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402916684620
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.1177/2332858420905812
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.1177/2332858420905812
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0888406419880352
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932507312010
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/08884064221076159
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001440290407000305
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654319862495
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23353969?casa_token=Qdph3kRKXmIAAAAA:gO8gQq2xPaQlwTbkZIwm-mqfkka3seuz9LMOY2Nss0UmdbaJS2TmEfJcWYkyJNOGHg895JMHt4SKtyOUfgeUmPMNCLyXW42tn1dTGSpYQLoDp0JWlw4
https://scholarworks.alaska.edu/handle/11122/7815
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0162373716659929
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0022487117702583
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932507312010
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932507312010


EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES
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State and district policymakers should consider both (1) long-term strategies to help prevent 
these problems in the future by building pathways into the profession and sustaining current 
special educators; and (2) short-term strategies to ensure continuity in students’ access to 
high-quality intensive intervention, with skilled personnel, even when positions are vacant.

LONG-TERM STRATEGIES

Partnerships with local teacher preparation programs align student teaching 
experiences with district-specific needs, which has been shown to improve the supply, 
effectiveness, and retention of educators, especially in high-need areas.

  Partnering with local teacher preparation programs enhances alignment between teacher 
training and actual staffing needs, improves the effectiveness of new special education teachers, 
and establishes pathways into districts and schools with high needs. Research has shown that 
teachers are more likely to work where they completed their student teaching, suggesting 
that hosting student teachers could increase the supply of special educators in areas that are 
challenging to staff, like rural districts. This could be particularly effective when paired with 
financial support for student teaching. 

  Special education teacher candidates are more likely to stay in their initial roles when those 
positions are similar to the environments where they student taught. For example, teachers who 
student-taught in an inclusive setting but were hired into a self-contained special education 
setting are more likely to leave the workforce early in their careers. This suggests that offering 
student teaching placements in classroom settings that reflect the environments where new 
teachers are most needed can increase teacher retention.

  Aligning curricula between teacher preparation programs and in-service teaching supports 
new teachers’ instructional quality and effectiveness. For example, in Washington state, special 
educators whose teacher preparation programs and in-service school districts both emphasized 
literacy instruction methods aligned with the science of reading were more effective than 
teachers who experienced misalignment between pre- and in-service approaches to literacy 
instruction. 

  Student teaching with a cooperating teacher who holds a special education endorsement 
increases the likelihood of entering a special education position, regardless of whether the 
placement was in a special or general education setting.

Financial incentives for teachers in surplus areas to move into special education roles 
can reduce the special education teacher shortage by leveraging the existing workforce.

  Dual-certified teachers often prefer general education positions. Implementing financial 
incentives could motivate these general education teachers to work directly in special education. 
This strategy highlights the untapped potential of leveraging existing educators to fulfill the 
critical needs in special education.

  For example, researchers found that Hawaii’s $10,000 bonuses for special education teachers 
reduced vacancies and reliance on uncertified teachers by inducing general educators in surplus 
areas to switch to special education teaching positions.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932518812689
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932518812689
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0162373716630739
https://www.pheaa.org/partner-access/schools/pa-student-teacher-support-program/
https://caldercenter.org/publications/misalignments-between-student-teaching-placements-and-initial-teaching-positions
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/001440291107700205
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00144029221081236
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00144029211010162
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00144029211010162
https://caldercenter.org/publications/impact-10000-bonus-special-education-teacher-shortages-hawai%E2%80%98i
https://caldercenter.org/publications/impact-10000-bonus-special-education-teacher-shortages-hawai%E2%80%98i
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“Grow your own” programs can increase the number of local candidates  
and candidates of color to be special education teachers.

  Grow your own (GYO) programs, which recruit local community members to become teachers, 
are increasingly popular across 40 states, often offering alternative certification paths with less 
coursework and student teaching. These programs show promise in reducing teacher attrition, 
improving student outcomes, and enhancing the diversity of the teaching workforce. 

  Nearly half of students with disabilities are students of color, yet only 18% of both special and 
general education teachers are people of color, highlighting a significant demographic gap 
between students and teachers. Studies have found that “homegrown” teachers are more 
likely to match the racial and ethnic demographics of their students, especially in historically 
underserved urban districts.

  However, some research from Virginia and Tennessee suggests that alternatively certified 
teachers might require more support to meet certification standards, highlighting the 
importance of providing support for meeting state certification requirements (e.g., supporting 
the costs of licensure tests and test prep support).

Special educators are more effective and experience less stress and burnout when they 
have access to strong curricula, feel supported by administrators, and are provided with 
targeted professional learning.

  Research shows that all teachers are more effective at improving student outcomes when they 
have access to strong curricula, including well-developed lesson plans and logistical support. 
However, special educators often report a lack of adequate curricula and are sometimes 
excluded from curriculum purchases for their school, leaving them to find or create their own 
materials. Including special educators in all curriculum purchases for the grade levels they teach 
is essential for ensuring they have the necessary resources.

  Consistent evidence indicates that special educators who feel supported by school 
administrators experience less stress and burnout and are more likely to intend to continue 
teaching. Administrators can build relationships with special educators, meeting with them 
regularly and being responsive to their requests for support (e.g., purchasing materials that they 
need and protecting their time). Administrators can also consistently communicate value for 
special education and students with disabilities, building a culture of shared responsibility for 
ensuring students with disabilities have equitable educational experiences and outcomes. 

  Targeted professional learning, especially coaching, supports special educators by enhancing 
their knowledge and skills specific to their unique roles. Regular, non-evaluative observations 
with feedback and problem-solving opportunities are effective in promoting professional growth.

Adequate planning time and reasonable workloads enable special educators to fulfill 
their responsibilities well, such that they experience less burnout, are less likely to leave 
their jobs, and provide higher-quality instruction.

  Special educators who rate their planning time as adequate are less likely to experience burnout 
and less likely to plan to leave their jobs. Further, emerging evidence indicates special educators 
may be more likely to use evidence-based practices, implement newly learned practices, and 
provide higher-quality instruction when they have adequate planning time. Protecting this 
planning time requires well-designed school schedules that prevent special educators from being 
pulled away to provide student support. 

  Shifting duties like lunch and bus supervision to paraeducators and assigning administrative 
assistants to handle non-substantive paperwork can reduce special educators’ workloads, 
lowering stress and enhancing their focus on core responsibilities.

https://edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/ai24-895.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/00028312221078018
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/00028312221078018
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932517733047
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932517733047
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/08884064221119166
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/08884064221119166
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0888406409359904?journalCode=tesa
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003297093-25/gendered-discourse-special-education-teaching-care-work-bettini-elizabeth-meyer-kathryn-stark-kristabel?context=ubx&refId=7a6ac114-3fde-4fa3-848c-f486857841c5
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1281051.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0014402919868946
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0014402919868946
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919873556
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/08884064221076159
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654319862495
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654319862495
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1074295620904024
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932516664790
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/James-Mcleskey-2/publication/265561867_A_Case_Study_of_a_Highly_Effective_Inclusive_Elementary_School/links/54ff02b50cf2672e2240e6ff/A-Case-Study-of-a-Highly-Effective-Inclusive-Elementary-School.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0022466918775432
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003297093-20/professional-development-pathway-sustaining-teachers-jade-wexler-alexandra-shelton-kristabel-stark-erin-hogan-jason-chow-rebecca-fisk
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=PwmqEAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=info:-XST9Z67gDQJ:scholar.google.com&ots=LC8gEnfOb9&sig=MCPNQByPkDUWR9YbRLD5yqHNHyA#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654318759268
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654318759268
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/08884064221076159
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919873556
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0022466916644425
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932520924121
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001440299606200604
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED627029.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1074295620904024
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1074295620904024
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0022466912440455
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SHORT-TERM STRATEGIES 

Other educators, such as reading specialists and early elementary teachers, 
possess skills to provide academic interventions, while school counselors can 
support social-emotional interventions.

  Other educators in the school may have the expertise necessary to provide interventions. 
For example, reading specialists or early elementary teachers may have the skills to 
provide reading interventions, while school counselors may have the skills to support 
social-emotional interventions. 

  Reconfiguring these educators’ work creates dedicated time to provide interventions to 
students whose special education teacher’s position is vacant. 

With training, observation, and ongoing coaching, paraeducators and personnel 
with relevant professional experience can effectively deliver highly structured 
interventions and evidence-based practices.

  Paraeducators are not trained to develop interventions, but prior research has consistently 
shown that paraeducators can deliver interventions that are highly structured or scripted. 
For example, paraeducators can effectively use evidence-based practices, such as 
simultaneous prompting, supporting peer interactions, and teaching vocational skills, 
contributing to significant positive outcomes for students. 

  Paraeducators should be provided with appropriate training to provide these interventions 
effectively. Effective training includes:

  Initial instruction on how to deliver the intervention

  Observation and feedback on how well they deliver it

   Ongoing coaching, with more intensive coaching and support for paraeducators who 
struggle to implement the intervention with fidelity

  In some subjects, personnel may bring valuable professional knowledge and skills to 
teaching, even if they do not have a teaching license. In particular, career and technical 
education teachers who have prior professional experience in the area for which they are 
providing instruction may promote better short- and long-term outcomes for students with 
disabilities than traditionally prepared career and technical education teachers. 

  Thus, in some selected areas for which robust pedagogical content knowledge can be 
developed outside of teacher preparation, districts can consider acknowledging expertise 
gained through other professional experiences and hiring these personnel. 

Inexperienced and uncertified personnel are more likely to stay and serve students 
effectively with induction support and ongoing coaching. 

  Personnel hired without training may especially need and benefit from support for their 
professional learning, including coaching and mentoring. 

  Intensifying these supports for these personnel may be especially important for ensuring 
they are able to provide robust services. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20205132
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27002215/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27002215/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1298556.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1298556.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/07419325211063607
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2165143417708191
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/08884064231160575
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00400599211006745
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED627982.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED627982.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0022219420970194
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315226378-20/special-education-teacher-effectiveness-era-reduced-federal-mandates-increasing-teacher-shortages-mary-brownell-elizabeth-bettini-daisy-pua-david-peyton-amber-benedict


PRACTICES TO AVOID
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Reducing service minutes or changing placement options to cut costs or address 
staffing challenges violates IDEA requirements and compromises the effectiveness 
of specialized instruction.

  IDEA requires that students receive the specialized instruction and related services they 
need to make meaningful progress toward their educational goals. The setting in which 
students receive these services should be determined by need, not by staffing. Schools 
cannot reduce service minutes or end intervention services because of a lack of available 
staff. 

  In survey data from the IDEA State and Local Implementation Study 2019, 28% of districts 
reported that they changed available educational placement options to reduce the cost 
of special education. Similar reductions to the availability of a continuum of services in a 
district because of staffing challenges would fail to meet the requirements of IDEA (2004). 

  Effective intervention requires certain active ingredients, such as small, homogenous 
groups. Expanding group sizes or the range of student needs within a group in response to 
staffing challenges will make specialized instruction less effective.

Untrained personnel do not have the pedagogical and content knowledge required 
for intensive intervention, making them unlikely to make well-informed and 
responsive decisions.

  Intensive intervention requires sophisticated pedagogical content knowledge – knowledge 
of both the content being taught, how to effectively provide explicit instruction, and how to 
provide explicit instruction in the specific content being taught to students who struggle in 
that area. 

  Untrained personnel are unlikely to have this knowledge and thus unlikely to be able to 
make well-informed and responsive decisions about how to promote students’ skills.

Excessive workloads are a major factor in special education teachers’ burnout 
and intent to leave, negatively affecting instructional quality and intensifying the 
educator shortage.

  Overwhelming workloads are a major factor contributing to special education teachers’ 
burnout and intent to leave their jobs. Further, special educators with too many 
responsibilities may also triage instructional responsibilities, thereby negatively impacting 
the quality of the instruction they provide. 

  Adding more responsibilities to current special educators’ plates will increase the likelihood 
that they are overwhelmed, burned out, and unable to effectively serve their students – 
thus increasing the likelihood that they will leave and exacerbating the shortage overall.

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2023007/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/3
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0731948719864417
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203817032-32/dimensions-teacher-quality-general-special-education-mary-brownell-trisha-steinbrecher-jenna-kimerling-yujeong-park-jungah-bae-amber-benedict
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/08884064221076159
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919873556
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00131725.2020.1861146
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0741932518762470
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402921999825
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When one dual-licensed educator is assigned to cover both special and general 
education roles, this limits their capacity to provide high-quality instruction in 
both the general education curriculum and students’ individualized goals.

  Some districts have required dual licensed teachers to serve as both the general and 
special educator for the same class of students – effectively serving as their own co-
teachers. 

  Effective co-teaching fundamentally depends on the capacity of two educators to 
coordinate their work with one another, dividing up responsibilities for the same group 
of students. 

  Assigning dual licensed teachers to serve as their own co-teachers is not co-teaching, 
and it is likely to yield poor-quality instruction and overwhelm these educators. 

https://btu.org/inclusion/
https://jhr.uwpress.org/content/early/2022/01/31/jhr.0420-10834R3.abstract
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/001440290707300401
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/001440290707300401
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