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Special Education Teacher Supply and Teacher Quality: 
The Problems, The Solutions 

Mary T. Brownell, Paul T. Sindelar, Anne G. Bishop, Lisa K. Langley, and Seonjin Seo 

Special education is facing the daunting challenge of increasing the supply of teach-
ers while simultaneously upgrading its quality. Shortages of fully qualified teachers have 
plagued special education for two decades, and schools also have struggled to find quali-
fied math, science, and ESL teachers. Shortages in all of these fields are likely to worsen 
as the teaching workforce ages and as statewide initiatives (such as reductions in class 
size) fuel increased demand. The quality of the teaching workforce also has come under 
scrutiny, as schools across the country are initiating standards-based reforms in which 
teacher competence is linked to student performance on high-stakes assessments. 

In this article, we first consider two policy initiatives that address the dilemma of 
increasing numbers and improving quality simultaneously. We then consider the problem 
of attrition, which contributes in significant ways to both the quantity and quality issues. 
We explain why attrition is a particular problem for beginning teachers and describe pro-
grams that have proven effective in combating it. 

In response to burgeoning demand and dissatisfaction with the quality of the exist-
ing workforce, the Bush Administration has promulgated policies to increase supply, 
notably through the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, the most recent authorization of 
what had been known as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. These initiatives 
are designed to promote easy entry to the profession via alternative training routes for spe-
cific populations of teacher candidates. 

Previously, the National Commission for Teaching and America's Future (NCTAF) 
had issued a policy blueprint in 1996 that addressed shortages and quality in a different 
manner, emphasizing the professionalization of teaching and the enhancement of schools 
as workplaces. It was argued that fewer teachers would leave the field-and more candi-
dates would be attracted to it-if they ~ere to teach at schools that would support their 
work and foster their professional growth, and if they were to earn a professional wage. 
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NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001) is a policy package 
that focuses on statewide assessments, standards, and 
accountability. It also requires that all teachers be "highly 
qualified" by 2005-06, a challenge likely to necessitate dra-
matic change in state policy on teacher preparation and 
licensure. NCLB also lays the groundwork for such change. 
The act defines "highly qualified" teachers as individuals 
who hold full state licensure or who have a bachelor's 
degree and pass a state licensing examination. The empha-
sis in NCLB on alternative training routes is based upon the 
conviction that high-quality instruction places higher prior-
ity on content mastery than pedagogical training. Thus, 
teacher quality may be enhanced by attracting stronger can-
didates to the field. According to NCLB, stronger means 
better prepared in a subject area and having higher verbal 
ability. 

The Administration has expressed its belief that formal 
teacher education programs have failed to produce the 
highly qualified teachers that NCLB demands and actually 
might discourage strong students from entering the field 
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(U. S. Department of Education, 2002). Supply may be 
enhanced by facilitating entry to the profession. In NCLB, 
this is achieved by allowing states to develop alternative 
entry routes. The Administration has characterized tradi-
tional teacher education and licensure as imposing high bar-
riers and tolerating low standards. By contrast, NCLB 
simultaneously eliminates barriers to entry and raises stan-
dards for teachers. 

NATIONAL COMMISSION ON TEACHING 
AND AMERICA'S FUTURE 

What teachers know also figures prominently in the 
National Commission on Teaching and America's Future 
(NCTAF) policy blueprint, but so does what teachers do. In 
this approach, teacher quality is fostered by program accred-
itation, initial licensure, and certification of accomplished 
practice. This approach recognizes the inadequacy of 
teacher education as it is commonly practiced today, but 
NCTAF advocates upgrading teacher education rather than 
fostering alternatives to it. In this plan, teacher quality is 
enhanced by improved professional preparation. In turn, 
improved professional preparation requires fundamental 
change in teacher education. 

In "What Matters Most: Teaching for America's Future," 
NCTAF ( 1996) laid out a plan for teacher education reform. 
In it, teacher education is deferred until candidates receive 
bachelor's degrees. It emphasizes cognitive, social, and cul-
tural foundations; a coherent program of mentoring and 
instruction, preferably at a professional development 
school; content pedagogy; and technology and teaming. Ini-
tial preparation is linked to high-quality professional devel-
opment, and teacher practice in schools is organized to sup-
port their work. 

It is thought that the quality of the work environment also 
figures into solving the problem of inadequate supply: By 
supporting teachers and fostering their professional growth, 
schools will lose fewer teachers to attrition. The plan 
includes additional initiatives designed to keep teachers in 
the field-among them, upgrading salaries and developing 
career ladders and other opportunities for advancement 
associated with advanced professional certification. NCTAF 
also argues for greater investment in quality teaching, an 
action that would reduce administration and increase the 
proportion of school professionals who work with children. 

COMPARISON OF THE TWO APPROACHES 

No Child Left Behind has much in common with "What 
Matters Most." Both plans support rigorous standards for 
students and teachers. Both stipulate that schools are respon-
sible for the success of every student. Both seem motivated, 



at least in part, by a sincere concern about staffing high-
poverty urban and rural schools. Both insist that schools hire 
only fully qualified teachers, and both recognize that teach-
ers are underpaid. The two also differ in many ways, per-
haps the most dramatic of which involves the role of teacher 
education. In "What Matters Most," upgrading teacher edu-
cation is instrumental; in NCLB, alternatives are made read-
ily available so that candidates may circumvent it. 

To bolster supply, NCTAF advocates improving the job 
of teaching by (a) upgrading the profession, (b) improving 
the quality of the workplace, ( c) supporting retention 
through mentoring and induction, and ( d) basing teachers' 
salaries on knowledge and skills. NCLB provides more 
entry paths to teaching. Teacher education should be stream-
lined, and options to formal, campus-based training should 
be developed. 

To improve teacher quality, NCTAF argues for better 
training. In this plan, all programs would be accredited, 
teachers would be held to rigorous standards, and teacher 
education would be more rigorous. The quality enhance-
ment strategy implicit in NCLB is to recruit better trainees. 
Individuals with higher verbal ability and with stronger con-
tent preparation may be recruited into streamlined programs 
from which unnecessary and trivial requirements have been 
eliminated. 

THE SPECIAL EDUCATION CONTEXT 

The urgency of developing and sustaining an adequate 
special education teacher workforce is heightened by two 
factors: 

1. The persistence of teacher shortages 
2. The high level of attrition from the field. 

Special education has had teacher shortages since the 
inception of the Education for All Handicapped Children's 
Act (1975), and there is little to suggest that this scenario 
might improve. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (1999) pro-
jected demand for more than 135,000 special additional edu-
cation teachers between 1998 and 2008. Shortages also 
seem to be pervasive across states, with only a few states 
(e.g., Connecticut and Massachusetts) having no shortages 
and other states having rather dramatic shortages. In fact, 
according to the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) 
(2001), more than half of Wyoming's special educators are 
uncertified. Shortages also vary by geographic location 
within states and by disability areas, with poor urban and 
rural schools and emotional and behavioral disorders expe-
riencing the most severe shortages (American Association 
for Employment in Education, 1999; Ingersoll, 2001; 
National Center for Education Statistics, 1997; Riley, 1998). 
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Another aspect of the shortage issue is the underrepre-
sentation of teachers from culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CLD) groups. In 1998, 14% of special education 
teachers were CLD, compared to 25% of the general popu-
lation and 37 .5% of all special education students (US DOE, 
2001). Furthermore, the percentage of CLD teachers is pre-
dicted to drop to 12% by the year 2009 (Olson, 2000). Given 
the dramatic, chronic, and multifaceted nature of shortages 
in special education, it is not yet clear what impact NCLB 's 
requirement for highly qualified teachers will have on our 
field, but policy makers (West, 2002) expect the new law to 
present a serious dilemma for schools as 2005-06 
approaches. 

An insufficient supply of new special education teachers, 
increasing student enrollments, a shrinking reserve pool 
(i.e., the number of teachers not currently employed), and 
high teacher attrition rates in special education contribute 
prominently to chronic shortages (McLeskey, Smith, Tyler, 
& Sanders, 2002). In 1998, 22,250 newly certified teachers 
graduated from teacher preparation programs to fill the 
30,000 vacant special education positions that year 
(USDOE, 1998). Although the number of graduates had 
increased by nearly 4,000 since 1993, a shrinking supply 
from the reserve pool offset positive growth in graduation 
rates. An analysis of data from two Schools and Staffing 
Surveys (SASS) suggested that between 1990 and 1993 the 
percentage of new hires from the reserve pool dropped by 
17%. 

At the same time, growth in the population of students 
with disabilities and high teacher attrition rates in special 
education put considerable strain on states to provide an 
adequate supply of certified teachers. From 1992 to 1999, 
the nation's student population (aged 3 to 12) grew by 6.8%; 
at the same time, the number of special education students 
grew by 20.3%. The number of special education teachers 
who leave the field annually also outstrips the numbers of 
available new hires. In the most recent analysis of the SASS 
data, the number of special educators who left teaching 
more than doubled the number of new graduates from 
teacher education programs. 

We can only speculate about the reasons for an inade-
quate supply of special education teachers. Some scholars 
assert that insufficient pay and poor working conditions 
undoubtedly affect teachers' decisions to enter and remain in 
the field. We do have some information about successful 
recruitment strategies and some research that documents 
why teachers-particularly beginning teachers-leave the 
field. In the sections to follow, we describe factors related to 
the attrition of general and special education teachers and 
consider why beginning teachers are most vulnerable. We 
also review strategies that states, districts, and schools have 
employed to recruit and retain teachers, and how some of 
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these strategies simultaneously increase teacher quality. In 
doing so, we hope to provide school practitioners with infor-
mation about what states, districts, and institutions of higher 
education might do to promote better recruitment and reten-
tion of qualified teachers. 

MAJOR FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO 
SPECIAL EDUCATION ATTRITION 

An analysis of Schools and Staffing Survey data from 
1987-88, 1990-91, and 1993-94, showed that the overall 
attrition rate for special educators was 6.1 % compared to 
5.7% for general educators. In addition, in 1990-91, special 
education lost teachers through transfer to general educa-
tion. Although the net loss was only 5,264 teachers, the 
14,559 special education teachers who transferred to general 
education represented more than 5% of the special educa-
tion teaching force (Boe, Cook, Bobbit, & Weber, 1996). 

Special education teachers abandon careers in the class-
room for many reasons. Research over the past decade or so 
indicates that factors related to teacher attrition in special 
education seem to cluster into three major areas: 

1. Teacher characteristics 
2. Workplace conditions 
3. Affective responses to teaching. 

In the following sections we describe factors in these 
three areas that affect teachers' career decision making and 
highlight supporting research. For a more thorough review 
of these factors and others, we refer readers to major litera-
ture reviews by Billingsley (1993, 2002), and Brownell and 
Smith (1992). i1o 

Teacher Characteristics 
Individual teacher attributes and their relationship to 

attrition have been studied extensively in the general educa-
tion literature and to a somewhat lesser extent, in special 
education. In both general and special education, re-
searchers have examined the relationship of age, experience, 
race, academic ability, and certification to teacher attrition. 
Although, in one or more studies, each of these variables has 
been related to teacher attrition, age, experience, and certifi-
cation status have been the most consistent predictors of a 
teacher's decision to leave the classroom. More recent 
research in general education suggests that the preparation 
route a teacher takes also may influence retention; this 
research, combined with research on certification status, 
suggests that teachers' preparation for the classroom makes 
a difference in their decisions to remain. 

Young, inexperienced teachers are the most vulnerable to 
attrition and most in need of extra support. National, state, 

and local studies have shown that young, inexperienced 
teachers are more likely to either leave the classroom or 
indicate an intention to leave than are their more experi-
enced counterparts. 

In a national study of special and general education 
teachers, Boe, Barkanic, and Leow (1999) found that early-
year teachers were the most vulnerable to attrition and that 
risk for leaving dropped dramatically with experience. Both 
general and special education teachers in their first 2 years 
voluntarily left the classroom at a rate of about 8%. Volun-
tary attrition rates dropped to 5% for teachers with 7 to 13 
years of experience and 2.5% for teachers with 14 to 22 
years of experience. 

Researchers collecting state and local data on special 
education teachers have consistently supported these find-
ings (Cross & Billingsley, 1994; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 
1999; Morvant et al., 1995; Singer, 1993 ), suggesting that 
inexperienced teachers are a district's greatest risk for attri-
tion. What is unclear in this research is how age and experi-
ence are interrelated in predicting attrition, as most inexpe-· 
rienced teachers also are young. 

Not being fully certified for a main assignment puts gen-
eral and special education teachers both at risk for attrition. 
Boe and his colleagues ( 1999) found that teachers who did 
not hold a certificate for their main assignment were twice 
as likely as those who were fully certified to leave the class-
room or move to another classroom. Other studies at the 
national and state levels also have found that certification 
matters in decisions to remain in or leave the classroom. 
Carlson and Billingsley (2001) found in a national study of 
special education teachers that certification status was a sig-
nificant indicator of intention to leave, and Miller et al. 
(1999), in their statewide study of Florida's special educa-
tion teachers, found that certification status was one of the 
strongest predictors of a decision to leave the classroom or 
transfer to another school or district. 

Research on traditional and alternative preparation routes 
has demonstrated that program duration affects retention of 
general education teachers. For instance, Andrew and 
Schwab (1995) reported that graduates of 5-year teacher 
education programs were more likely to remain in teaching 
than were graduates of 4-year programs. In a national study 
of college graduates, Henke, Chen, Geis, and Knepper 
(2000) found that teachers who entered the classroom with-
out student teaching-a common route for untrained teach-
ers and those entering via shortened routes-left the profes-
sion at nearly twice the rate of those who had completed 
training. 

Darling-Hammond ( 1999) also found that graduates 
from 4- and 5-year programs were more likely to remain in 
the classroom than were graduates from short-duration alter-
native routes. She reported that attrition rates for individuals 



entering teaching through shortcut programs (e.g., bachelor's 
degree plus intensive summer training in a teaching field) 
were about 60%, compared to 30% for traditionally trained 
teachers and 10% to 15% for graduates of 5-year programs 
(Berry, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1999). In contrast, longer 
duration alternative programs have demonstrated impressive 
retention rates (Southeast Center for Teaching Quality, 
2002). These data combined with retention data for graduates 
of 4- and 5-year programs demonstrate that preparation con-
tributes positively to teacher retention. 

Working Conditions 
Teachers are motivated or discouraged by the quality of 

their work environment. Salary, school climate, administra-
tive support, and issues related to the role special education 
teachers play in schools have an impact on their decisions to 
stay or leave. When special educators believe they are ade-
quately compensated for their efforts, in terms of both the 
intrinsic and the extrinsic rewards they receive, they are 
more likely to remain in the classroom. 

Teacher Salary 
How much money teachers make influences attrition and 

retention. Overall, teachers who earn more tend to remain in 
teaching and are less mobile than those who earn less. All 
other things being equal, attrition and mobility rates decline 
with increasing salary levels (Boe et al., 1999). Correlations 
between salary and attrition rates for districts are strongest 
at the top and bottom of the salary distribution. Hare and 
Heap (2001) found that Michigan, the state with the highest 
average salaries in the nation (after cost-of-living adjust-
ments), had the lowest proportion of districts reporting 
difficulties in retaining teachers (21. 9% ), whereas, in Iowa, 
the state with the lowest average salaries adjusted for cost-
of-living expenses, 44% of districts reported high rates of 
turnover. 

Although the relationship between salary and attrition is 
strong, it is mediated by several factors, including opportu-
nities to earn more in nearby districts, employment options 
outside of teaching, and working conditions. Teachers are 
more likely to quit teaching or transfer to another position 
when their salaries are low relative to salaries in nearby dis-
tricts (Pogodzinski, 2000). Moreover, when salaries are 
comparatively low, other risk factors emerge. For example, 
the lowest paying districts lose teachers at a greater rate, and 
administrators in these districts are often left with few hiring 
options. In lower paying districts, administrators find them-
selves hiring more uncertified teachers than affluent dis-
tricts, increasing the risk for attrition. 

Even if districts could raise salaries, they may not be able 
to overcome attrition problems, particularly if higher paying 
job alternatives are available and working conditions are 
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poor. When teachers have more opportumtles to secure 
higher paying jobs outside of teaching, they are more likely 
to leave. The availability of higher paying job alternatives is 
the reason math and science have greater teaching shortages 
and urban districts have greater attrition than rural districts 
(Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2001). Undoubtedly, economic 
opportunities for teachers in urban areas are greater than 
those available in rural areas, where teaching may be the 
most attractive employment option. 

Intrinsic Rewards of Teaching 
The quality of a teacher's work life is often more impor-

tant than a teacher's desire to earn more money. A study 
from the National Bureau of Economic Statistics showed 
that teachers would be willing to take a pay cut to transfer to 
schools where students would be more capable academi-
cally and where teachers would receive more resources to 
do their job (Hanushek et al., 2001). Similarly, Miller et al. 
(1999) found that school climate and perceived stress were 
much stronger predictors than salary of special education 
teacher attrition, even though teachers who earned less were 
more likely than their higher paid colleagues to leave. 

From the special education teacher's viewpoint, work-
place quality plays a crucial role in career decisions. Do spe-
cial educators believe that their school is a good place to 
work? Is the environment safe for them and their students? 
Do they feel part of the mainstream? Answering no to these 
questions places special educators at risk for leaving the 
classroom. In fact, in statewide and national studies of spe-
cial education teachers, school climate proved to be one of 
the strongest predictors of teacher attrition or movement to 
another school (Carlson & Billingsley, 2001; Miller et al., 
1999). 

Although we do not know all the factors that contribute 
to a positive school climate, support from an administrator 
undoubtedly is one of them. When teachers feel supported 
by their administrators , they are more likely to believe that 
their school is a good place to work and persist in the class-
room. In special education, the amount of administrative 
support available at the building and district levels is a 
strong indicator of teachers' commitment to teaching and 
their decisions to remain in the field (Billingsley, 2002; Boe 
et al., 1999; Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Hamiss, 2001; 
Miller et al., 1999). 

Having a clear sense of one 's role in the school and a 
manageable workload also improves a special education 
teacher's commitment to teaching. Special education teach-
ers may be burdened by unreasonable job responsibilities 
and contradictory expectations from parents, administrators, 
and their general education colleagues (Kozleski, Mainzer, 
& Deshler, 2000; Mastropieri, 2001). Over the past 4 years, 
special education teachers' workloads have increased by 
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approximately 22% (Carlson, Schroll, & Klein, 2001; 
USDOE, 1998, 2000). 

Moreover, changing student demographics and move-
ment toward noncategorical services have resulted in more 
diverse caseloads for special educators. Special educators 
seem capable of handling more students, but increasing 
numbers combined with increasing diversity becomes less 
manageable. In a national study of special education teach-
ers, Carlson and Billingsley (2001) found that teachers who 
served students with different disabilities felt the most over-
whelmed by their job and expressed a strong intention to 
leave special education. Adding to their sense of burden is 
the excessive paperwork that many special education teach-
ers must complete to meet federal and state regulations 
(Billingsley, Pyecha, Smith-Davis, Murray, & Hendricks, 
1995; Schnorr, 1995; Westling & Whitten, 1996). 

Increasing pressure to include students with disabilities 
adds to special educators' sense of role conflict and ambi-
guity. Some special educators are frustrated by general edu-
cators' resistance to inclusion (Billingsley & Tomchin, 
1992; Boyer & Lee, 2001; Carter & Scruggs, 2001). Others 
experience conflict when placed in roles where their pri-
mary responsibility is to collaborate with general educators 
rather than to provide direct services to students (Embich, 
2001; Morvant et al., 1995). In this case, special educators 
may feel deprived of the opportunity to do what they pre-
pared themselves to do-teach. Moreover, special educators 
experience heightened anxiety and conflict when colleagues 
and principals do not make the education of students with 
disabilities an important focus in the school or do not pro-
vide sufficient professional growth opportunities (Gersten et 
al. , 2001). Support and professional development undoubt-
edly help special educators feel better able to handle the 
challenges of their jobs. 

Affective Responses to the Job 
When special educators face undesirable working condi-

tions day after day, their commitment to teaching, satisfac-
tion with the job, and stress are likely to change for the 
worse, increasing the chances that they will leave the class-
room (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Cross & Billingsley, 
1994; Gersten et al. , 2001; Morvant et al. , 1995; Singh & 
Billingsley, 1996). Conversely, when teachers feel that prin-
cipals communicate openly, demonstrate their leadership, 
establish trust, and show appreciation for their efforts, 
teachers are more satisfied with their jobs (Cross & Billings-
ley, 1994; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). On the one hand, 
excessive paperwork, high caseloads, and frequent meetings 
cause many special educators to feel stressed and less com-
mitted to their workplace. On the other hand, the longer 
teachers work, the more able they are to handle the organi-
zational demands of their job. Indeed, classroom experience 

is linked to higher levels of professional commitment (Cross 
& Billingsley, 1994). 

WHY ARE BEGINNING SPECIAL EDUCATION 
TEACHERS MOST VULNERABLE TO ATTRITION? 

Teaching is one of the few professions where novices are 
expected to meet the same demands as their more seasoned 
colleagues. "Similar to their more experienced colleagues, 
beginning teachers must plan lessons, teach content sub-
jects, manage student behavior, collaborate with peers, com-
municate effectively with parents, and complete paperwork" 
(Brownell & Skritic, 2002, p. 5). These challenges are enor-
mous when one considers that beginning teachers have not 
yet developed basic classroom routines and are just starting 
to operationalize their knowledge of instruction. 

Beginning special education teachers face the same chal-
lenges as all beginning teachers-and then some. Paper-
work requirements , development of instructional and testing 
accommodations, IEP development and implementation, 
and collaboration all fall within the purview of special edu-
cators, novices and veterans alike (Billingsley & Tomchin, 
1992; Boyer & Gillespie, 2000; Brownell & Skrtic, 2002; 
Kilgore & Griffin, 1998; MacDonald, 2001). Moreover, 
they are likely to have fewer colleagues at their schools and 
less chance for consistent mentoring. Beginning special 
educators also believe that they must face these demands 
with fewer curricular and technological resources than those 
available to their general education colleagues (Griffin, 
Winn, Otis-Wilburn, & Kilgore, 2002). Given the nature of 
their work and the supports they receive to do it, it is little 
wonder that beginning special educators question whether 
they can meet the demands of the job. 

Some beginning special educators do not have the basic 
knowledge or skills to overcome the challenges they face. 
Inexperienced special educators are far less likely to be fully 
certified for their main position than are their more experi-
enced counterparts. In a national study of beginning special 
education teachers, Billingsley (2001) found that only 63% of 
first-year teachers were fully certified for their job, compared 
to 91 % of teachers in their fifth year. Although being uncerti-
fied places any teacher at risk for attrition, it is more prob-
lematic for beginners. High attrition rates among young, inex-
perienced special education teachers emphasize the 
vulnerability of this group and the need to consider strategies 
that will increase the likelihood of their remaining in the field. 

STRATEGIES FOR RETAINING 
SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS 

We believe that policy and practice at the state and local 
levels may be designed to make teaching special education 



a more desirable career. We also believe that combating 
attrition would help to reduce chronic shortages. Most states 
and districts have paid less attention to retention than to 
recrui tment, and, indeed, recruitment strategies may 
improve retention, particularly if they increase the numbers 
of fully certified teachers entering the classroom. Research 
suggests, however, that improving the preparation and 
induction of new teachers and the working conditions of all 
teachers may be more successful. 

In this section, we describe state and district policies that 
hold potential for decreasing attrition. We provide informa-
tion about the characteristics of alternative preparation and 
induction programs that also seem to be effective in improv-
ing retention rates. We then describe research studies that 
examine school environments with high retention rates for 
the purpose of identifying supports they provide to teachers. 

State and District Strategies for 
Recruiting Certified Teachers 

Long before No Child Left Behind, concern over dramatic 
shortages in the upcoming decade had produced a flurry of 
state- and district-level strategies for special education 
teacher recruitment. States and districts are instituting expen-
sive, aggressive recruitment strategies, _such as innovative 
internet recruitment sites, signing bonuses, compensatory 
pay for working in critical-shortage areas or hard-to-staff 
schools, loan forgiveness, and increases in teacher salaries. 

In this section we provide some examples of the strate-
gies districts and states are employing. Before we do, how-
ever, we must acknowledge that if we have fewer fully qual-
ified special education teachers than special education jobs, 
no recruitment policy, however aggressive, will solve this 
problem nationally. 

In this case, such policies may work only to shift the 
shortage burden from one school, district, or state to another. 
But if recruitment policy is designed to increase the number 
of individuals entering preparation programs, or to increase 
the number of general education teachers migrating to spe-
cial education or of reserve pool members returning to 
teach, such policies would supplement total supply and not 
merely shift the burden of demand. Although this is an 
important distinction to bear in mind, we must recognize at 
the same time that states are obligated to provide a fully 
qualified teaching force and that state policy is designed to 
solve state and not national problems. 

Aggressive recruitment strategies hold some promise for 
increasing the number of qualified special education teach-
ers in a district or state. Web-based advertising seems to be 
an excellent tool for recruiting new teachers, particularly 
out-of-state teachers. In the Oregon Special Education 
Recruitment and Retention Project (2002), a survey of 
newly hired special education professionals revealed that 
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more than half had found their current jobs over the inter-
net and that more than 60% of out-of-state new hires were 
experienced special educators. Clark County School Dis-
trict in Las Vegas has developed an innovative recruitment 
website that sells the benefits of living in Las Vegas. In 
addition, 65 district representatives visit school districts 
nationwide to recruit teachers. In 1998, these recruitment 
strategies yielded an applicant pool of 4,500 qualified 
teacher candidates. 

Other districts and states offer financial incentives to 
attract and retain teachers (Southeast Center for Teaching 
Quality, 2002). Pennsylvania recently instituted a $3.8 mil-
lion recruitment program to pay signing bonuses- equal to 
20% of a teacher's starting salary-to teachers willing to 
work in high-shortage areas (i.e., special education, math, 
science, and foreign language). New York, South Carolina, 
Mississippi, California, Louisiana, and Massachusetts all 
provide a variety of incentives to recruit teachers to hard-to-
staff schools and critical-shortage areas. For example, New 
York provides an annual stipend of $3,400 to any certified 
teacher who takes a job in a critical-shortage area. Missis-
sippi provides tuition scholarships to teachers who are will-
ing to work toward a master 's degree in a critical-shortage 
area and also assists with relocation costs. 

Despite the enormous expense of these strategies, there is 
little evidence of their effectiveness in attracting or retaining 
teachers, and there is some indication that the strategies are 
not effective in attracting qualified teachers to hard-to-staff 
schools. New York's bonuses and aggressive recruitment 
strategies do seem to be increasing the overall supply of cer-
tified teachers, but South Carolina and Massachusetts have 
seen less success despite an enormous expenditure of recruit-
ment funds. In South Carolina, an $18,000 signing bonus 
was effective in recruiting only 20% of the teachers needed 
to fill 500 positions. Teachers either were not sufficiently 
qualified or were unwilling to move to hard-to-staff schools. 

In contrast, previous research on salary and teacher attri-
tion has supported raising salaries to attract and retain qual-
ified teachers. On average, teachers earn 20% less than pro-
fessionals in other occupations requiring similar levels of 
education. Recognizing the problem, Louisiana, West Vir-
ginia, Iowa, Alabama, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Con-
necticut have enacted legislation to increase salaries. 
Despite these efforts, Connecticut is the only state that has 
completely eradicated teacher shortages (Southeast Center 
for Teacher Quality, 2002). Thus, a closer examination of 
Connecticut's policy context may provide insights into how 
better to recruit and retain special education teachers. 

Connecticut's Comprehensive Policy Initiative 
Connecticut has enacted the best example of a compre-

hensive policy initiative to address teacher shortages, 
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through careful attention to improving teacher quality much 
as NCTAF has proposed. After analyzing policies across the 
50 states and conducting an indepth case study of Connecti-
cut, Wilson, Darling-Hammond, and Berry (2001) found 
that the state's efforts to raise teacher quality represented the 
most notable, long-term, systemwide reform effort under-
taken by any state to ensure quality teaching for all schools. 
Even though more than 25 states have passed legislation 
designed to improve teacher recruitment, education, certifi-
cation, or professional development, only Connecticut has 
developed a policy approach to address them coherently. 

Nearly 30 years ago, Connecticut's state department and 
legislature began to consider what might be done to address 
inequities in the learning outcomes of students from various 
socioeconomic backgrounds. They equalized school fund-
ing and created policies to ensure an adequate supply of 
qualified teachers for all schools. The state provided funds 
for increases in teacher salaries, incentives to attract high-
ability teachers, and incentives for districts to hire certified 
teachers. It enacted a law prohibiting the hiring of uncerti-
fied teachers and began a strategic effort to educate the citi-
zens about public education. 

Along with these incentives, the state department of edu-
cation worked collaboratively with colleges of education, 
district administrators, and teachers to develop high stan-
dards for teacher knowledge and performance aligned with 
state standards for student learning. A three-tiered teacher 
certification system (beginning, provisional, and profes-
sional certification) was established to ensure teachers' con-
tinuous progress toward these standards. To acquire a 
Beginning Certificate to practice in schools, potential teach-
ers must pass a basic skills test and a test of knowledge in 
subject matter. To achieve Provisional Certification, teach-
ers must successfully complete an induction program that 
includes rigorous evaluation and extensive mentoring. Pro-
fessional Certification requires that all teachers with 2 or 
more years of successful teaching experience participate in 
90 hours of professional development every 5 years for 
renewal. 

To ensure that licensure standards were not just another 
hollow requirement, Connecticut implemented several 
strategies to support learning opportunities for teachers. The 
state designed and implemented one of the most impressive 
statewide teacher induction programs in the country, the Be-
ginning Educator Support and Training Program (BEST). In 
BEST, beginning teachers are evaluated, according to state 
standards, over 2 years and receive considerable mentoring 
to meet those standards. To align standards for teaching and 
student learning, the state department provides data about 
student performance on indepth, low-stakes assessments of 
reading, writing, and mathematics. These data are made 
available to districts with the expectation that they will 

become the foundation for all professional development 
activities. In a study conducted by the National Education 
Goals Panel, Baron (1999) concluded that Connecticut's use 
of low-stakes, authentic assessment and its ability to make 
these data easily accessible to districts for further analysis 
are the keys to its impressive student achievement gains. 

In addition to providing data, the state department pro-
vides supports to high-need districts, such as additional 
funds for professional development, preschool and all-day 
kindergarten, and smaller pupil-teacher ratios. More 
recently, Connecticut placed increasing emphasis on devel-
oping instructional leaders to support teachers' efforts in 
schools. The state is working with the Interstate School 
Leadership Licensure Consortium to create standards that 
emphasize the central role that teaching expertise plays in 
the development of instructional leaders who can foster 
teacher learning. 

Connecticut's efforts to align teaching and administrator 
standards with standards for student learning combined with 
the ongoing provision of supports for teacher learning pro-
vide the foundation for one of the most coherent, continuous 
systems of teacher education in the country. Moreover, 
Connecticut has demonstrated that raising salaries, increas-
ing teacher standards, and providing multiple learning sup-
ports can increase teacher quantity and quality. Compared to 
43.7% nationally, more than 80% of all the state's teachers 
hold master's degrees (National Center for Educational Sta-
tistics, 1997), and in 1990 approximately 30% of new hires 
graduated from highly selective colleges or universities. 

More important, rising student NAEP scores (at least for 
nondisabled students) over the past two decades indicates 
that this system of promoting teacher learning is successful. 
Although we do not know how these reforms specifically 
affected special education teachers, we do know that Con-
necticut reports no shortages in this area. Clearly, Connecti-
cut's efforts to raise salaries, increase teacher standards, 
support beginning teachers, and improve teacher quality 
have "helped create a culture that value[s] teachers and 
teaching" (Wilson et al., 2001, p. 34). Moreover, the results 
of these efforts are so impressive in terms of student 
achievement that the public is willing to continue supporting 
them even during hard economic times. 

High-Quality Alternative Routes 
Alternative preparation routes also hold potential to 

increase the number of individuals particularly those from 
diverse backgrounds, entering the teaching profession 
(Zeichner & Schulte, 2001). Moreover, a small amoun~ of 
existing research suggests that some of these programs pro-
duce competent graduates who are likely to remain in teach-
ing. Clearly, alternative programs have been highly success-
ful in recruiting culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) 



students, and, because they do not compete with formal 
teacher education program for traditionally college-aged 
students, most programs contribute uniquely to the supply 
of new teachers. 

In reviews of research on alternative programs in general 
and special education, Rosenberg and Sindelar (2001) and 
Zeichner and Shulte (2001) cited high proportions of CLD 
participants as a notable accomplishment. For example, in 
the Pathways to Teaching Careers program sponsored by the 
DeWitt Wallace-Reader's Digest Fund (Focus: Pathways, 
2002), 79% of the participants in the paraprofessional pro-
gram are minorities. Haberman ( 1999) found that 78% of 
the participants in the Milwaukee Metropolitan Teacher 
Education Program were minorities. 

Programs for Paraprofessionals 
One particularly promising approach for recruiting more 

diverse teacher candidates and improving retention rates 
involves training paraprofessionals. Districts typically offer 
these "step-up" programs in collaboration with campus-
based teacher education programs (Epanchin & Wooley-
Brown, 1993; Gaynor & Little, 1997). To date, programs of 
this sort described in the literature are "alternative" only in 
the sense of student demographics and the venues at which 
courses and field experiences are offered. Participants tend 
to be older than traditional college age and more experi-
enced; they also are more likely to be first in their families 
to get college degrees. 

Courses and field experiences are offered off campus, 
most often in schools in host districts. These programs do 
not offer shortcuts into teaching and often are as rigorous as 
traditional special education teacher preparation. Most par-
ticipants in step-up programs enter with no college degree 
and complete a minimum of 2 years of preparation. They are 
likely to have extensive experience with children and actu-
ally may be identified and selected on the basis of their 
classroom competence. 

Graduates often go to work in districts ( and sometimes 
schools) where they previously were employed as parapro-
fessionals. Those who do so come equipped with knowledge 
of the community, school routines, and district rules and 
regulations, and they can be counted on to hit the ground 
running. They tend to be stable members of their communi-
ties and are less likely to move than are younger teachers 
who have yet to put down roots. 

Common sense suggests that retention may be less an 
issue for these individuals, and research bears this out. Cal-
ifornia has been offering paraprofessional step-up training 
for more than a decade. Between 1995 and 2001, 311 teach-
ers graduated from such programs, and as of 2002, 99% had 
remained in the field (Southeast Center for Teaching Qual-
ity, 2002). 
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It is not surprising that "grow your own" programs such 
as these are becoming popular and widespread. For exam-
ple, the Dewitt Wallace-Reader's Digest Fund has invested 
$45 million in its Pathways Program for paraprofessionals 
(and returning Peace Corps volunteers). The program has 
graduated more than 2,000 "scholars," as they are called, 
from 42 colleges and universities nationwide, and retention 
is estimated to be 90% (Focus: Pathways, 2002). Retention 
rates of both programs are considerably better than rates for 
both 4- and 5-year teacher preparation programs. 

In special education we have similar examples funded 
through the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP). 
Most of the graduates of the VCUF Program, an OSEP-sup-
ported collaborative program we conducted with the Volusia 
County (Florida) schools, have remained in the field. At last 
count, 5 years after completing the program, 16 of 19 grad-
uates were teaching, all in Volusia County (Rennells, Sinde-
lar, & Austrich, 1997). 

In addition to improving retention rates, step-up programs 
and other more intensive alternative preparation programs 
show promise of graduating competent teachers (Focus: 
Pathways, 2002; Sindelar, Rennells, Daunic, Austrich, & 
Eisele, 1999). In a comprehensive study of alternative and tra-
ditional programs (Sindelar et al., 1999), we used PRAXIS III 
to assess the competence of alternatively and traditionally 
trained graduates. PRAXIS III is a comprehensive assessment 
using observational and interview data to document how well 
beginning teachers plan and deliver instruction, organize their 
classrooms, and communicate with parents and other profes-
sionals. In a comparison of graduates of campus-based pro-
grams to two types of alternative programs-those offered 
through a university and district partnership and those offered 
by a district alone, special education graduates of step-up pro-
grams and campus-based programs were more skilled than 
graduates of programs offered exclusively by districts (Sinde-
lar et al., 1999). Also, initial evaluations of the Pathways Pro-
gram graduates demonstrated that graduates have achieved at 
least an average level of competence on all components on 
Praxis ill (Focus: Pathways, 2002). 

Programs for Career Changes 
Other promising models of alternative preparation involve 

intensive, post-baccalaureate preparation to accommodate 
second-career professionals or non-education majors. These 
programs typically require students to participate in extensive 
coursework, provide mentoring by both university faculty 
and experienced classroom teachers, and involve collabora-
tion between teacher education programs and school dis-
tricts. Although little research has examined the effective-
ness of these approaches, two studies in general and special 
education suggest that these programs produce competent 
teachers. 
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One such program is ALTCERT, offered collaboratively 
by the Johns Hopkins University and Baltimore County 
Schools (Rosenberg & Rock, 1994) and sponsored by OSEP. 
ALTCERT is a post-baccalaureate program for individuals 
with degrees and experience in other fields; it is based on 
Johns Hopkins 's Master's-level teacher education program. 
Initial evaluations provided by special education supervisors 
and principals suggested that graduates of this program com-
pared favorably to graduates of the campus-based program. 

Miller, McKenna, and McKenna ( 1998) studied an alter-
native program for middle school teachers similar in struc-
ture to ALCERT. They compared graduates of this program 
to graduates of more traditional, campus-based programs 
and found them to be similar on an observational measure of 
classroom practice and in promoting student achievement. 

Other alternative programs truly are abbreviated and 
expedite entry into the classroom. These shortcut programs 
differ dramatically from other alternative routes, as well as 
from traditional, campus-based programs, and the impact of 
these programs on retention and teacher quality is less clear. 
One well-known example is Teach to America (TFA). Like 
ALTCERT, this program is geared to attract career changers. 

TFA. TFA offers recent college graduates-non-education 
majors-a 5-week summer institute and 1- or 2-week orien-
tation before placing them in high poverty urban and rural 
schools, where they serve as teachers. Candidates obligate 
themselves to serve 2 years, during which time they receive 
formal support and additional training. Over the past 12 
years, TFA has placed more than 8,000 teachers in 12 com-
munities nationwide. 

Despite the impressive number of teachers this program 
has placed, several research studies have called into ques-
tion the effectiveness of the program. For one thing, TFA 
graduates have high attrition rates-more than 60%-and 
two studies questioned how adequately prepared TFA grad-
uates are to teach. In a study comparing teachers from alter-
native routes to those from traditional routes, Darling-
Hammond, Chung, and Frelow (2002) found that TFA grad-
uates were less satisfied with their preparation programs and 
did not feel as well prepared on a variety of classroom prac-
tices. Laczko-Kerr and Berliner's (2002) study of alterna-
tive route and traditional route teachers demonstrated that 
TFA graduates and other undercertified teachers were less 
effective than graduates of traditional routes in promoting 
student achievement. 

ITT. Troops to Teachers (TTT) is a U. S. Department of 
Education program, authorized through 2006 by the No 
Child Left Behind Act. A support program more than a train-
ing program, TTT provides financial incentives to encour-
age retiring military personnel to enter teaching. Like TFA, 

TTT graduates agree to serve in high-need districts- in this 
case for 3 years. They also have 3 years to obtain a teaching 
license. A nationwide network of offices offers support in 
finding employment and training. 

Since its inception in 1994, TTT has supported roughly 
3,000 retirees who went on to teach. It is notable that the 
vast majority of them are men (90% ), that minority repre-
sentation is higher (29% ), and that more TTT graduates pur-
sue careers in special education than expected. The success 
of this program in providing a more diverse workforce, 
retaining teachers, and fostering effective classroom prac-
tice has received some support in initial evaluation studies 
(National Center for Education Information, 1998; Webber, 
Raffeld, & Kettler, n.d.). TTT graduates have retention rates 
equivalent to graduates of 5-year programs (e.g. , 85% to 
87% of these teachers remain in the field), and administra-
tors tend to rate TTT graduates comparably to graduates of 
traditional programs (National Center for Education Infor-
mation, 1998; Webber et al., n.d.). 

Comparing TTT and traditionally trained teachers, how-
ever, should not be construed as a test of alternative route train-
ing. Indeed, many TTT teachers complete a post-baccalaureate 
or master's program to obtain their teaching license. 

Given that the supply of graduates from formal teacher 
education programs is inadequate to meet the demand for 
new teachers and that burgeoning shortages loom on the 
horizon, alternative routes represent a viable strategy for 
increasing the supply. Although little can be said with cer-
tainty about alternative routes generally, some programs 
have been shown to produce competent teachers. They do 
bring into the field individuals for whom traditional, cam-
pus-based programs seem inappropriate-second career 
professionals and retired military personnel, for example-
and they can help to diversify the teaching workforce. In our 
judgment, these are significant accomplishments. 

The term "alternative route" encompasses a wide range 
of programs, and research to date has been limited to more 
extensive and rigorous ones. The verdict remains out on 
shortcut programs. 

Induction Programs 
High-quality induction has the potential to combat many 

of the challenges that confront beginning special education 
teachers as they enter the field. Although the primary pur-
pose of induction is to help beginning teachers become more 
effective, good induction may contribute to teachers ' deci-
sions to remain in teaching. In fact, both general education 
and special education beginning teachers who participate in 
carefully designed programs, nested in a supportive working 
environment, are far more likely to become our veteran 
teachers of tomorrow. 



Here, we identify the critical characteristics of high-qual-
ity induction programs for both general and special educa-
tion teachers and highlight successful state and local efforts. 
We emphasize the importance of workplace conditions, rec-
ognizing that environments in which teacher learning is val-
ued and supported also foster retention of both early career 
and veteran teachers. 

Induction may be defined as a planned process of sup-
port (Griffin et al., 2002). Induction programs often are tai-
lored to the specific needs of a jurisdiction or group and 
vary dramatically by design and definition. In their review 
of the induction literature, Griffin et al. (2002) drew from 
the earlier work of Moskowitz and Stephens ( 1996) and 
identified key characteristics of quality induction programs 
for both general and special education teachers. These char-
acteristics were (a) a culture of shared responsibility and 
support, (b) interactions between new and experienced 
teachers, (c) a continuum of professional development, (d) 
de-emphasized evaluation, (e) clear goals and purposes, (f) 
rich instructional and pedagogical content, (g) mentoring, 
and (h) fiscal and political support. By addressing these key 
elements, interested states, districts, and collaborative part-
nerships have the ingredients for establishing effective 
induction programs. 

Although the key characteristics identified by Griffin et 
al. (2002) are important components of induction programs 
for all teachers, some additional factors must be considered 
to address the specialized needs of special educators 
(Billingsley, 2001; Whitaker, 2000). Beyond the typical 
planning, management, and curricular issues, special educa-
tion teachers also must wrestle with caseload management, 
collaboration, parental issues, accommodations, and paper-
work. These burdens often are specific to a particular school 
culture (Griffin et al., 2001; Whitaker, 2000; White & 
Mason, 2001). Mentors offering individualized and contex-
tual support must address the specialized challenges typi-
cally faced by early special educators (Rosenberg, Griffin, 
Kilgore, & Carpenter, 1997; White & Mason, 2001). 

According to Griffin and her colleagues, effective fea-
tures of mentoring programs in special education include (a) 
frequent contact between mentor and mentee, (b) nonevalu-
ative support, (c) formal and informal support, (d) good 
mentor match, and ( e) appropriate content of support. Spe-
cial education teachers are different; they require mentors 
who focus on the their individual concerns and teaching 
context in a consistent, positive, nonevaluative manner. For 
a more thorough review of the guidelines for special educa-
tor mentorship, we refer readers to the Council for Excep-
tional Children website, http://www.cec.sped.org 

Many states, districts, and collaborative partnerships 
have incorporated these key characteristics into induction 
and mentoring programs to support and retain beginning 
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teachers. The National Association of State Directors of 
Teacher Education and Certification (NASDTEC) (NAS-
DTEC, 2000, 2002) reports that 26 states and the District of 
Columbia provide some level of support for beginning 
teachers. Another report indicates support from as many as 
28 states and the District of Columbia (Southeast Center for 
Teacher Quality, 2002). Although support from the state 
level seems to be increasing and some programs provide 
evidence of success, a review of beginning teacher induction 
programs for both general and special education indicates 
that programs vary dramatically according to level of fund-
ing, accessibility, and intensity of support (Southeast Center 
for Teacher Quality, 2002; Hirsch, Koppich, & Knapp, 
1998; 2001). 

When examining successful induction programs, two key 
elements clearly surface. The schools, districts, states, and 
collaborative partnerships highlighted in the induction liter-
ature exhibit a high level of commitment to teacher learning 
and provide adequate fiscal support. It is not surprising that 
schools that support teacher learning, foster collegiality, and 
promote professionalism also recognize the importance of 
nurturing early-career teachers. And fiscal commitment is 
vital in providing ongoing support for beginning teachers. A 
report from the Southeast Center for Teacher Quality (2002) 
indicated that the average cost for many of the most effec-
tive programs is $5,000 to $8,000 per teacher. It would be 
fair to assume that this price tag may be a bargain compared 
to the organizational costs that districts incur in replacing 
teachers. 

Many local and state induction initiatives recognize the 
importance of funding initiatives to retain the teachers who 
already are on board. Connecticut, however, emerges as an 
exemplar in teacher retention, and its induction program is 
no exception (Wilson et al., 2001). The BEST Program rep-
resents Connecticut's commitment to teacher quality by 
serving as a change agent for new teachers and mentors 
alike. Beginning teachers are offered levels of support over 
3 years and also are held to high subject-specific standards 
assessed by classroom observations and portfolios. For 
example, the portfolio for second-year teachers consists of 
lesson plans, videotapes, reflection, and student work sam-
ples. Trained state assessors who are familiar with the Con-
necticut Teaching Competencies and the Connecticut Com-
petency Instrument Indicators evaluate this portfolio. 

Further, mentors or cooperating teachers are trained and 
often involved in other levels of professional development 
such as training as the state assessor. Not surprisingly, men-
tors report improvements in their own teaching, which is 
consistent with other studies reporting this value-added 
effect (Gibb & Welch, 1998). Connecticut's induction pro-
gram exemplifies its comprehensive commitment to 
improve teaching and learning. 
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We are beginning to gain evidence outside the state of 
Connecticut that induction is dramatically reducing the attri-
tion rates among new teachers. For example, the California 
Beginning Teacher Support and .Assessment program 
(BTSA) has reduced attrition rates among all new teachers 
by 66% (Berry, 2001). In a comparative analysis, attrition 
rates varied from 9% to 37%, based on availability of the 
BTSA induction program. Similarly, by providing compre-
hensive induction programs, districts in Ohio, including 
Cincinnati, Columbus, and Toledo, reduced attrition rates by 
more than two thirds (Darling-Hammond, 1997). Clearly, 
schools, districts, and states that exemplify the concept of 
learning communities and emphasize the development of 
early career teachers are better positioned to retain highly 
qualified professionals. 

Whereas induction programs have the potential to sup-
port and retain new teachers in the field, high-quality men-
toring alone obviously is subverted by an unhealthy work-
place environment. In a 3-year evaluation of four mentoring 
programs in the Baltimore City Public School System 
(BCPSS), Silva and Silva (2001) concluded that school cul-
ture was the critical factor in determining whether a teacher 
remained with the BCPSS over the short- or long-term. 
Although three-fourths of the teachers interviewed in the 
study considered mentoring as useful, school culture domi-
nated beginning teachers' decisions to leave or to remain in 
teaching. With this in mind, we now examine teachers' 
working conditions and highlight the elements of effective 
schools and healthy school cultures. 

Fostering Supportive Working Conditions 
Novices are not the only teachers struggling to survive. 

All special educators cope with extraordinary challenges. 
They often face isolation, lack of administrative support, 
role ambiguity, challenges with classroom management, a 
multifaceted curriculum, lack of planning time, parental 
concerns, and a multitude of rules and regulations (Billings-
ley, 2002; Brownell, Smith, McNellis, & Miller, 1997; Grif-
fin et al, 2002). Thus, it is no surprise that many succumb to 
environments that lack adequate school and district support. 

Nevertheless, a close examination of the major factors of 
attrition reveal that most of the issues can be addressed by 
systematically improving the organizational characteristics 
and working conditions in schools and districts (Ingersoll, 
2001; Rosenholtz, 1991; Yee, 1990). By attending to a 
healthy school culture, all teachers-general education and 
special education, early career and veterans-find them-
selves in a collegial, stimulating environment that allows 
them to do what they entered the profession to do-teach. 

The role of a competent administrative leadership at both 
the school and district levels is pivotal in retaining general 
and special education teachers. Effective leadership might 

ameliorate factors relating to attrition and also create a col-
laborative work environment in which students, teachers, 
and learning communities flourish (Brownell & Skrtic, 
2002; Pullan & Hargreaves, 1991). Within these positive cli-
mates exists an "abundant spirit of continuous improve-
ment" (Rosenholtz, 1991, p. 208), and school-level admin-
istrators hold the key to teacher retention. 

Effective school principals are committed to creating and 
nurturing a quality teacher workforce. Earlier case studies of 
teacher commitment and retention suggest that exemplary 
principals establish a school climate of collegiality and col-
laboration by (a) fostering ongoing learning, (b) protecting 
beginning and veteran teachers from forces that inhibit their 
ability to teach, (c) promoting helping relationships, (d) 
engaging teachers in shared decision making, and ( e) estab-
lishing common goals (Rosenholtz, 1991; Yee, 1990). 

Principals who exhibit these characteristics also value 
induction and professional development programs, which in 
tum establish a sense of self-efficacy and competence and 
support instructional innovation (Joyce, Calhoun, & Hopkins, 
1999; Yee, 1990). By addressing workload assignments, dis-
cipline, and unnecessary district and state edicts, principals 
allow special education teachers to focus on teaching. 

The district and community context also contributes to a 
teacher's decision to remain in teaching (Ingersoll, 2001: 
Rosenholtz, 1991; Yee, 1990). In Rosenholtz's (1991) study 
of eight elementary school districts in Tennessee, she ana-
lyzed the effects of district-level practices by interviewing 
superintendents and high-ranking central office staff mem-
bers. Profiles of "moving" and "stuck" districts emerged as 
quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed. The "mov-
ing" districts invested in quality induction programs, 
emphasized the importance of continuous learning, and pro-
vided shepherding for their beginning teachers. A high level 
of commitment for continued professional growth perme-
ated the successful districts . In addition, higher overall 
retention rates of the teacher workforce occurred in "mov-
ing" districts. 

CONCLUSIONS ABOUT POLICY AND 
PRACTICE IN REDUCING SPECIAL EDUCATION 
TEACHER SHORTAGES 

The teacher-shortage issue is disconcerting, as it threat-
ens the ability of public schools to provide an appropriate 
education to students with disabilities, particularly in our 
nation's poorest schools. But existing solutions have the 
potential to increase the retention of new hires and improve 
teacher quality. The Connecticut policy approach empha-
sizes improvement of teaching through standards and 
professional preparation-policy strategies recommended 
by NCTAF. It also holds great promise for reducing teacher 



shortages in special education. Clearly, creating state poli-
cies and district cultures that promote and reward high-
quality teaching will improve the recruitment and retention 
of all teachers. 

Unfortunately, many states have not created policy con-
texts that are as impressive as Connecticut's, nor do they 
have the political support in their state for doing so. Thus, 
many teachers, district and state administrators, and higher 
education faculty may be left wondering what role they can 
play in improving the supply of new teachers and increasing 
teacher retention, particularly when there seems to be little 
legislative will to increase resources to teaching and teacher 
education. Creating more high-quality alternative prepara-
tion programs seems to be one solution that many higher 
education faculty, sometimes in conjunction with district 
administrators, are already implementing to improve the 
supply and retention of teachers. Alternative programs 
offered to preservice students in remote, rural sites, such as 
the programs developed by the University of Utah and Utah 
State University, in collaboration with the state's Compre-
hensive System of Personnel Development, draw on a pop-
ulation of prospective teachers who are likely to remain in 
the rural communities in which they live. Other programs, 
such as one currently offered by Johns Hopkins University 
in conjunction with the Montgomery Public Schools and 
funded by OSEP, prepare paraprofessionals intending to 
become special education teachers. Many OSEP-funded 
programs, however, are expensive, and the institutional 
capacity for continuing them without ongoing federal sup-
port or additional state support seems unlikely. 

State and district administrators can improve recruitment 
techniques, as the state of Oregon and the Clark County 
Public Schools have done. Advertising professional pro-
grams and benefits over the Internet seems to be a relatively 
easy, low-cost, and effective way to recruit new teachers. 
States and districts also should consider devoting funds to 
furthering the professional development of principals 
regarding special education and developing induction pro-
grams for all beginning teachers. In doing so, though, they 
must realize that successful mentoring requires training and 
time and that the needs of beginning special education 
teachers will be different and extensive. 

In addition, states and districts have to collect better data 
on their efforts to recruit and retain teachers. These data may 
be used in collaborative efforts with teacher education 
researchers to identify the factors contributing to teacher 
shortages in special education and, more important, how to 
remedy them. 

Administrators and teachers also may work together to 
provide supports at the school level that promote teacher 
retention and the induction of beginning teachers. Building 
administrators need to be aware of the barriers that special 
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educators confront as they collaborate with general educa-
tion teachers and complete procedural and paperwork 
requirements. As the instructional leaders in a building, 
principals may foster a vision that focuses on collaboration 
between special and general education to promote learning 
for all children. One way they can establish a vision is to 
create opportunities for special and general educators to 
work together on schoolwide initiatives, such as implement-
ing a new literacy program or a schoolwide discipline pro-
gram and determining the impact of these initiatives on stu-
dent learning. Building administrators also may use 
resources creatively to assist special educators with paper-
work and meetings, and to ensure that they have the same 
access as their general education counterparts to instruc-
tional materials. 

Most important, principals and veteran special educa-
tors must be cognizant of beginning special education 
teachers' needs and must provide them the support they 
require to succeed. Principals and veteran teachers should 
be ready to provide advice and hands-on support to begin-
ners who are struggling with behavioral and instructional 
problems. Principals may provide release time for veteran 
special educators to observe and coach their novice col-
leagues. Veteran special educators and principals must 
communicate frequently with new teachers about the 
issues they are confronting and help them find solutions. 
Only by promoting continuous teacher learning and colle-
giality in a supportive, healthy work environment can prin-
cipals and teachers create schools that retain special edu-
cation teachers. 

Finally, state administrators, district administrators, 
teacher educators, and teachers need to collaborate in strate-
gic efforts to educate the public about the teacher shortage 
and quality issues. Connecticut is a good example of how an 
educated public will support system-wide school reform. 
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RESOURCES 

Sites of Interest to Teachers 
Beginning and Preservice Teachers, 

www.sabine.kl2.la.us/vrschool/newteachers.htm 
A website providing support and insight for new and beginning 
teachers. 

LD Online, www.ldonline.org 
A user-friendly website for parents, teachers and other professionals 
involved in the area of special education. 

National Staff Development Council, www.nsdc.org 
A robust site for information on staff development for educators: 
addresses issues of teacher quality, staff development, and school 
improvement. 

New Teacher Center, www.newteachercenter.org 
Website hosted by the University of California at Santa Cruz that is 
dedicated to teacher development and new teacher training. 

Recruiting New Teachers, www.rnt.org 
A website offering guidance and resources for prospective teachers, 
as well as information and research on current trends and issues in 
the field. 

Special Education News, www.specialednews.com 
A website that offers unique resources to special education profes-
sionals. Topics include educating students with disabilities as well as 
special education news and events across the country. 

Teachers.Net www.teachers.net 
A supportive site for beginning and experienced teachers. 

Sites of Interest to Administrators 
Beginning Teacher Center, 

http://www.teachers21.org/teachers21 beginteachcntr.asp 
A website that promotes teacher quality and focuses on beginning 
teachers as well as the retention of new teachers. 

Center on Personnel Studies in Special Education www.copsse.org 
A comprehensive website composed of research syntheses and issue 
briefs on special education. The Center of Personnel Studies in Spe-
cial Education, COPSSE, is a cooperative agreement between the 
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Pro-
grams, and the University of Florida. COPSSE scholars are seeking 
answers to questions that have long bedeviled the field of special 
education. 
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Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy 
http://depts. washington.edulctpmail/ 
A comprehensive website housed at the University of Washington 
that addresses the many issues surrounding education: teacher qual-
ity, beginning teachers, teacher preparation, teacher shortages, and 
teacher development. 

Ed Policy Research Center, www.edpolicy.org/research 
Website that provides information on education policy at the 
national, regional, and state levels; among the numerous topics 
included in the site are teacher preparation, certification, professional 
development, and mentoring issues. 

Education Commission of the States, www.ecs.org 
A website created to improve public education by facilitating the 
exchange of information, ideas, and experiences among state policy 
makers and education leaders; site contains information on current 
education research and issues. 

National Teacher Recruitment Clearinghouse, 
www.recruitingteachers.org 
A website designed to help meet the challenges of recruiting quali-
fied teachers; provides job opening lists as well as resources and 
strategies for improving teacher recruitment and retention. 

Southeast Center for Teaching Quality, www.teachingquality.org 
An indepth website addressing the various issues of teaching quality; 
site includes research on successful teaching and learning practices, 
as well as research on teacher quality experiences of states and local 
schools. 

Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education, www.SPeNSE.org 
Website designed to address the concerns of special education 
teacher shortages and the need for improvement in the qualifications 
of those employed in the field. The site also provides information on 
the quality of the workforce nationally and within each geographic 
region. 

WestEd, www.wested.org 
A comprehensive website dedicated in providing resources, as well 
as addressing the many issues surrounding the field of education. 


