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Today, students with disabilities are identified earlier, attend school, graduate and go
on to post-secondary education and jobs in larger numbers, and learn in more inclusive set-
tings than ever in history (American Youth Policy Forum & Center for Education Policy,
2001). Special education outcomes have never been more positive. Too many students with
disabilities, however, still do not graduate from high school, too many are excluded from
challenging learning outcomes, too many do not successfully make the transition to inde-
pendence, and too many end up living lonely, unproductive lives. These quality-of-life
indices are inextricably linked to the quality of education that people with disabilities
experience. Even though access to a free and appropriate education has been achieved, the
educational quality of that experience remains problematic.

The progress that special education has made in its three brief decades of existence
is remarkable. Nevertheless, in the same spirit of social justice and advocacy in which spe-
cial education was born and nurtured, special educators continue to advocate for improve-
ments in the education of students with exceptionalities (Kode, 2002). Today, rather than
advocating for inclusion in public education, special educators are working within the gen-
eral education community to gain genuine access for students with disabilities to the chal-
lenging educational results that most individuals in our society take for granted. The push
for research-based practice and results-driven accountability is being compromised by a
crisis within the special education profession: Special educators labor under work condi-
tions that contribute to attrition rates in special education that are twice as high as those of
general educators (NCES, 2000).

Recognizing this burgeoning problem, the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC)
established a CEC Presidential Commission on the Conditions of Teaching in Special Edu-
cation. The Commission (Kozleski, Mainzer, Deshler, Coleman, & Rodriquez—Walling,
2000) identified three outcomes fundamental to ensuring high and challenging learning
results for every exceptional learner:

1. Every student with an exceptionality receives individualized services and supports
of caring and competent professional educators.

2. Every special and general educator has the teaching and learning conditions to
practice effectively.

Richard W. Mainzer is with the Council for Exceptional Children, Donald Deshler is with the University of
Kansas, Mary Ruth Coleman is with the University of North Carolina, Elizabeth Kozleski is at the University
of Colorado—Denver, and Matty Rodriguez-Walling is a teacher in the Miami-Dade County Public Schools.
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3. Every instructional leader establishes strong expecta-
tions for the use of effective and research-validated
instructional practices.

Three years have passed since CEC published Bright
Futures for Exceptional Learners (Kozleski et al., 2000). In
this article, we review progress on the three outcomes and
update the recommendations made in that report.

CARING AND COMPETENT
PROFESSIONAL EDUCATORS

In describing the importance of systematic preparation
programs, Darling-Hammond (1997) concluded: “Teacher
preparation . . . is by far the strongest correlate of student
achievement in reading and mathematics.” There is consen-
sus that a quality teacher is the single most important factor
in students’ learning. In The No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB, 2002), both houses of Congress and the Adminis-
tration committed the nation to ensuring that every student
with disadvantages has a “highly qualified” teacher. Well
prepared, beginning teachers have mastered the essential
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knowledge and skills nationally validated by practicing pro-
fessionals and aligned with state licensing requirements,
including mastery of subject matter.

Knowing content is critical, as the choice of pedagogy is
informed by the nature of the information to be taught.
Because students with disabilities rely on special educators’
intervention across academic content areas, special educa-
tors must have a working knowledge of a wide array of sub-
ject-matter content across the general curriculum. When
deep understanding of a subject matter is critical to design-
ing new curriculum or helping students acquire new skills,
special educators routinely collaborate with appropriate sub-
ject-matter specialists and general educators to adapt the
content to the individualized needs of their students. For
some individuals with disabilities, special educators provide
rich individualized curricula to foster successful and fulfill-
ing growth and independence in students. In a very central
way, pedagogy is at the heart of practice in special educa-
tion. Special educators are responsible for effectively alter-
ing instructional variables to optimize the learning of stu-
dents with exceptionalities in whatever curriculum is most
appropriate.

The Bright Futures for Exceptional Learners was
designed to stem the tide of unqualified and underqualified
instructors teaching students with exceptionalities. Yet, 3
years after its publication, even more unqualified individu-
als are teaching the students who need the most qualified
and skilled special educators. Today, approximately 40,000
individuals teach approximately three quarters of a million
students without having met even minimum state licensing
requirements (USDOE, 2001). Approximately one in every
10 individuals practicing as special education teachers is not
minimally qualified (Carlson & Billingsley, 2001). Of all
new special education teachers, 32% are not fully certified
(Boe, Cook, Bobbitt, & Terhanian, 1998). The strongest cor-
relate of students’ performance on national assessments is
the percentage of fully qualified teachers (Darling—Ham-
mond, 1998). Achieving educational parity for students with
exceptionalities seems even more distant today.

If special education is to achieve high-quality results for
all students in special education, the nation must recruit and
prepare greater numbers of motivated and committed special
education teacher candidates. Further, the nation’s teaching
force is overwhelmingly female (88%) and caucasian (92%)
while the ethnic and linguistic diversity of our communities
grows (NCES, 2000). Improved life chances of students of
color demand that the field recruit and retain qualified teach-
ers of color to our classrooms in general and special educa-
tion. Given that the attrition rate in special education is twice
that of general education, we must implement policies that
effectively encourage the good teachers we have to make
special education teaching a career. Finally, most states need



to increase the capacity of their preparation programs.
Whether this is accomplished through well designed and
documented alternative preparation programs or through
statewide coordinated systems of higher education, the state
must accept its dual responsibilities of program accredita-
tion and individual licensure as the best guarantee to the
community that its teachers are prepared for professional
practice.

The unprecedented demand for special educators can dis-
tract us from issues of teacher quality with shortsighted
solutions focusing on quantity over quality. Moreover, the
Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education (SPENSE,
2000a) documented that the use of unqualified individuals is
felt most keenly in districts that have the highest levels of
poverty. Teachers earn less than any other profession with a
similar level of college preparation (National Center for
Educational Statistics, 1992). Compensation does make a
difference. Careers in teaching must be competitive with
other equally preparation-intensive professional fields. In
addition, respect given to them must parallel that for other
professions, and career ladders that make continuing class-
room practice a respected and viable career option must be
implemented.

It is not encouraging when the U. S. Department of Edu-
cation regulations regarding NCLB permit individuals who
have never taught a class to be called “highly qualified” by
simply being enrolled in a preparation program (NCLB
Improving Teacher Quality State Grants, 2002). Some states
are implementing “quick fix”’ programs to increase the num-
ber of teachers they produce. These quick-fix alternative
preparation programs lower quality standards by assuming
that special educators can be prepared for professional
teaching responsibilities in a matter of weeks. No Child Left
Behind has laid the groundwork to eliminate the use of
unqualified individuals teaching disadvantaged students.
The upcoming reauthorization of IDEA must require states
to ensure that all special education teachers are fully pre-
pared and qualified. There are no short-cuts to attracting,
preparing, and retaining a sufficient cohort of caring and
competent teachers. “Quick fixes” only exacerbate problems
of both quantity and quality, and some data indicate that
individuals prepared in these programs leave the profession
at higher rates (Barry, 2003). Setting and holding rigorous
expectations for quality is the only way to genuinely
encourage individuals to select special education teaching as
an initial or second career.

In other professions, practicing without a license is ille-
gal. Teachers should be held to the same standard. Unpre-
pared, and therefore unqualified, individuals should not be
allowed to assume the mantle of professional teachers. Per-
haps the most insidious deceit is that, in allowing unquali-
fied people to practice as special educators, parents and

community members are led to believe that children are
receiving the educational supports and services they need to
succeed. The special education profession must demand that
all teachers demonstrate their competence to teach through
robust teacher-preparation and rigorous licensure standards.

States also must assure that programs that prepare special
educators meet rigorous national accreditation standards
that require the programs to demonstrate what their teachers
in training learn, not simply what they were taught or how
many courses they took. In combination, program accredita-
tion and individual licensing provide parents and the com-
munity the best assurance that the teacher possesses the
nationally recognized knowledge and skill to practice safely
and effectively.

Comprehensive Coordinated Workforce Planning

The severe and chronic shortage of special education
teachers is well documented (ERIC, 2001, Carlson &
Billingsley, 2001; USDOE, 2001); 98% of the nation’s
school districts are reporting shortages (AAEE, 1999). Many
state agencies do not know how many new special educators
are prepared within the state each year, or how many posi-
tions will become vacant each year. The answers to a myriad
of important questions depend on the use of complex, com-
prehensive workforce planning models. If states are to assure
a sufficient supply of well qualified educators, the stake-
holder agencies, including school districts and preparation
programs within states, must actively develop and implement
coordinated comprehensive workforce-planning models in
which the needs of all parties are considered.

Because states retain primary responsibility for educa-
tion, the repair and transformation of the serious shortages
of qualified teachers requires swift and effective policy
implementation in each state. States must work with their
local school systems to develop recruitment packages that
will attract academically competent college students to
careers in teaching. These packages must develop competi-
tive salary scales that encourage well educated college grad-
uates to choose teaching as well as law, medicine, and archi-
tecture as a respected and well compensated career. This
means that states must develop and implement coordinated
recruiting campaigns, unified job information banks, and
streamlined application processes. Every state should estab-
lish a workforce-planning group made up of the stakehold-
ers with the staff and resources to analyze, develop strate-
gies, and disseminate their findings widely to the public
regarding concerns such as:

» The extent to which the state infrastructure can pro-
vide the teachers and teacher educators needed over a
forecast period

» Effective and ineffective strategies to retain teachers
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» Effective and ineffective strategies to recruit a suffi-
cient cohort of diverse teachers at both career entry,
and mid-career points

* The extent to which special resources and strategies
are needed to address specific situations (e.g., urban
districts, preparation of teachers for low-incidence
populations)

» Effective and ineffective models for career ladders in
classroom teaching and the extent to which they are
implemented across the state

» Effective and ineffective models for attracting paraed-
ucators into special education and the extent to which
they are implemented across the state

» Effective and ineffective models for induction and
mentoring and the extent to which they are imple-
mented across the state

 Effective and ineffective models for licensing entry
level and advanced teachers and the extent to which
they are implemented across the state.

If states are to begin to address the shortage of special
education teachers, they must systematically collect the
complex information to provide strategies to these and other
complex questions. In addition, states must do all of this
publicly, in ways that allow for separation of the data so it is
usable by local school districts and for subpopulations, as
well as statewide. Every school district should be required to
collect information on the conditions in which special edu-
cators practice, including role ambiguity, paperwork, case-
loads and class sizes, teacher credentials, administrative
training, professional development, salaries and their com-
petitiveness compared to other professionals. They must
also be expected to use this information as the basis for
strategic recommendations to improve the conditions.

Professional Development

The survey conducted for Bright Futures for Exceptional
Learners (Kozleski, Mainzer, Deshler, Coleman, & Rodriguez-
Walling, 2000) found that expectations for meeting the
needs of students with exceptionalities have changed dra-
matically over the years. These changes include greater
responsibilities for classroom teachers, the need for collab-
oration between general and special educators, and the
increased emphasis on high standards of learning for all stu-
dents. The general education teachers expressed feelings
that they had not been adequately prepared to meet excep-
tional students’ needs in their preservice programs and con-
cern that they were not being given enough professional
development support to compensate for this.

Special educators’ concerns were centered on their lack
of preparation for their roles in collaboration and content-
related teaching. Overall, the administrators said they were very

satisfied that their professional development was adequate
and in place, whereas the teachers said that they do not have
the knowledge and skills they need and that they were not
being given professional development to acquire them.

TEACHING AND LEARNING CONDITIONS
TO PRACTICE EFFECTIVELY

If all children with exceptionalities are to achieve high
and challenging learning outcomes, special educators must
have working conditions that allow the use of strong and
effective instructional interventions. When job responsibili-
ties are ambiguously defined and the work conditions offer
little support, it is not surprising that those who hold these
Jjobs have high levels of stress and leave in large numbers,
and that few new individuals are attracted to careers in these
jobs (SPENSE, 2001a; Mandlawitz, 2003).

Paperwork

Over the past two decades, the paperwork requirements
of IDEA have increased to a point at which paperwork sig-
nificantly reduces the amount of time that special educators
can spend on instructional time. In a national study of spe-
cial education, SPENSE (2001b) corroborated the Bright
Futures for Exceptional Learners finding that special educa-
tion teachers report spending twice as much time as general
educators on what they perceive as compliance-focused
paperwork that interferes with instructional time and posi-
tive communication with parents and colleagues. Special
educators also reported a lack of clerical support for routine
paperwork tasks and inadequate access to technology to
facilitate paperwork tasks.

Yet, school districts continue to spend millions of dollars
per year on triplicate forms and expect special educators to
complete lengthy and complex forms. Teachers today are
expected to operate in an information-based, technology-
driven environment with tools from the industrial age. Vir-
tually all professional fields except special education have
specially designed software to manage and organize their
tasks and records. In a time when even the UPS delivery dri-
ver uses a computer to plan deliveries and the recipient can
check the delivery status virtually from anywhere at any
time, it is time that special educators have appropriate tech-
nology to ease the paperwork burden.

In many school districts individuals largely untrained in
information management systems developed the forms for
documenting special education decisions. The result is the
fragmented paperwork that we have today. These poorly
designed forms accumulate into inadequately conceived and
fragmented systems. It is time that states take a leadership role
in developing well conceived, coordinated, and technologi-
cally based documentary systems with their school districts.



It is also time for policymakers to seriously consider how to
reduce the litigiously oriented paperwork burden that has
been placed on the shoulders of special educators. As Bill
East, the director of the National Association for State
Directors of Special Education, put it, “It is time for parents
and educators to take back control of education from the
attorneys (Tschantz & Markowitz, 2002, p. 25).”

With well designed technological solutions, timely
reports and forecasts can be generated with the touch of a
key. IEPs that address the unique needs of each child can be
developed efficiently. Special education records can be con-
fidentially transmitted instantaneously. With this type of
software, teachers can lift their eyes from the pile of tripli-
cate forms and make plans to address genuine educational
needs with their colleagues, parents, and students. More-
over, there is simply no reason to use the most important and
expensive resource, the teacher, to manage routine record-
keeping tasks. Every special education program should have
the support of a clerical assistant specifically trained in spe-
cial education records.

Role Definition

Special educators assume a wide array of responsibili-
ties depending on the specific context of the school and
the needs of the individuals. But this cannot overshadow
the importance of role clarity. The relationship of role
ambiguity and job stress is strong and convincing
(Billingsley, 1991; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). Moreover,
Gersten, Keating, and Harniss (2001) found that poorly
designed jobs affect teachers in negative ways, leading to
withdrawal in the job to eventually leaving the position or
the field.

School districts must clearly design job responsibilities
of each of the special education positions within the agency
and communicate them to parents, general educators, and
the community. These roles may include responsibilities,
such as direct, intensive, explicit instruction of students,
ongoing collaboration and planning with professional col-
leagues, supervision of clerical and other assistants, admin-
istration and analysis of various special assessments, and
communications and collaboration with parents and other
individuals involved in the student’s instruction.

The difference between how administrators and teachers
perceive the need for and availability of communication and
time for collaboration is striking (Kozleski et al., 2000).
General and special education teachers alike indicated that
they must have more time for collaboration and more ways
to establish clear communication with each other if they are
going to be able to meet the needs of their students with
exceptionalities. They believe that, given the changing
expectations and roles, the need for intense and ongoing col-
laboration is greater now than ever. Yet, the administrators

indicated that they are satisfied that teachers have what they
need to appropriately communicate and collaborate to meet
the needs of their students with exceptionalities.

Caseloads

Closely related to role definition and paperwork are ques-
tions about how many students with disabilities a special
educator can reasonably be expected to serve and implement
the individualized instruction and close collaboration that is
essential to students with disabilities. In a study of burnout
and job dissatisfaction among nurses, Aiken, Clarke, Sloane,
Sochalski, and Silber (2002) found that in hospitals with
high nurse-to-patient ratios, surgical patients experienced
higher risk-adjusted 30-day mortality and failure-to-rescue
rates, along with increased rates of burnout and job dissatis-
faction among the nurses. Clearly, class size and caseloads
may have important implications for the achievement of stu-
dents with disabilities and implications for reducing job
stress and high attrition among special educators.

The relation between class size and achievement in gen-
eral education classrooms has been studied and discussed
extensively over the past several decades (Goldstein &
Blatchford, 1998, Wested, 1999, Odden, 1990, Glass &
Smith 1979, Slavin, 1986). More than half of the states cur-
rently have initiatives to reduce class size (Russ, Chiang,
Rylance, & Bongers, 2001; Wexler et al., 2001). Yet,
research on caseload, class size, and achievement in special
education is relatively rare. In a review of the research, Russ
et al. (2001) found that larger caseloads negatively impact
students’ math and reading achievement, individualization is
more likely to occur in smaller groups, student engagement
and achievement increase with smaller group sizes, and high
teacher attrition and large caseloads seem to be related.

Unfortunately, caseloads and class sizes in special educa-
tion remain highly inconsistent from state to state and even
district-to-district (Ahearn, 1995). One troubling trend is
that states seem to be abandoning statewide guidelines by
allowing school districts to set whatever caseloads and class
sizes they choose. During the research for Bright Futures for
Exceptional Learners, special educators in forums around
the United States reminded the CEC Presidential Commis-
sion that it is more complex than just the numbers of stu-
dents in a class or caseload. Factors such as the range of
grade levels and subject areas for which they are responsi-
ble, and the variations in their students’ exceptionalities,
also must be considered.

In addition, the time it takes special educators to provide
consultation must be factored. Beginning this year, CEC
will develop national benchmarks for caseloads and class
sizes, collect relevant state law or guidelines, actual case-
loads, and class sizes by state for use by policymakers.
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Administrative and Collegial Support

In the survey of general and special administrators and
teachers for Bright Futures for Exceptional Learners
(Kozleski, Mainzer, Deshler, Coleman, & Rodriguez-Walling,
2000), administrators and teachers reported very different
perceptions of the conditions that teachers faced in the class-
room. Teachers reported more difficulties with the condi-
tions they face than the administrators perceived. Another
concern expressed by special education teachers in the same
survey was a feeling of isolation from their school and spe-
cial education colleagues. Special educators commented on
the general education teachers’ frustration in teaching stu-
dents with exceptional learning needs. The special educators
went on to say that this frustration was projected onto the
special education teachers. As a result, special educators
who work with students with the most intense needs are left
feeling as if they receive the least amount of support.

One of the key elements of job satisfaction and retention
is a sense that what we do is understood and appreciated by
those for whom we work. In the case of teachers, this is the
perception that administrators and colleagues understand
and support the effort that goes into teaching. Gersten et al.
(2001) found that building-level support from school admin-
istrators and other colleagues has a strong and direct effect
on all critical aspects of teachers’ working conditions. When
administrative and collegial support is in place, teachers
tend to feel positive about their work. When this under-
standing and support is perceived to be lacking, however,
there is a profoundly negative impact (Gersten et al., 2001).
The striking differences in perception between the adminis-
trators and teachers participating in the survey about the
conditions of teaching children with exceptionalities is trou-
bling and corroborates teachers’ anecdotal reports that
administrators do not understand what teachers are faced
with in today’s teaching world. Given these differences, it
may not be surprising that the one area surveyed in which
administrators were more positive than teachers was in “sat-
isfaction with their work.”

School principals and assistant principals are assuming
more responsibility for the special education and related per-
sonnel and services. As the instructional leader of the school,
the school administrator must understand and be able to
clearly communicate, to parents, the community, and other
colleagues, the scope and purpose of special education ser-
vices. It is no longer sufficient to prepare administrators with
broad platitudes such as “All means all” or “Leave no child
behind.” To use a metaphor, training with broad platitudes is
like getting to know the United States by taking a supersonic
jet from coast to coast. A more apt metaphor is the need for a
bus ride from coast to coast. If special education services are
to be genuinely included in the school culture, prospective

school administrators must be explicitly and deeply prepared
in the supervision, development, and evaluation of special
education and related services within the schools and in how
to effectively address their responsibilities for the individuals
with exceptionalities in their schools.

In addition, like other preparation programs, programs
preparing school administrators should be accountable to
demonstrate that their graduates have mastered the knowl-
edge and skills to explicitly develop, supervise, and improve
school-based special education programs and services. Pro-
grams that prepare school administrators must evaluate the
depth and breadth of special education knowledge and skill
they require. Moreover, school districts must offer targeted
professional development opportunities for their existing
school administrators.

STRONG EXPECTATIONS FOR EFFECTIVE
VALIDATED INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES

One of the major findings of the Bright Futures for
Exceptional Learners study was the often insufficient focus
on student outcomes. This finding is especially troubling in
light of some highly significant policy shifts and emphases
in recent years and months. First, the reauthorization of
IDEA in 1997 marked a major shift in the law’s intent. For
the first time, schools were explicitly directed to measure
the outcomes achieved by students and to include students
with disabilities in accountability systems. Prior to 1997,
IDEA had focused largely on the processes and procedures
to ensure that all students with disabilities would receive a
free and appropriate education. Second, with the NCLB,
passed in 2001 (NCLB, 2002) and the publication of A New
Era: Revitalizing Special Education for Children and Their
Families (2002), the emphasis on achieving positive out-
comes for students outlined in IDEA 1997 was strongly
underscored; however, the bar was set even higher for edu-
cators by NCLB in calling for students to be taught with
“scientifically based instructional practices.”

Indeed, one of the cornerstones of the NCLB (2002) that
was passed is its call for educational practices to be
grounded in “scientifically based research.” In that particu-
lar bill, the phrase “scientifically based research” appears
111 times. A belief shared by the U.S. Congress and the
Administration alike is that improved outcomes for students
must be linked to educational practices solidly grounded in
research. Effective and validated practices based on scientif-
ically based research are expected to be a central feature in
the reauthorization of IDEA in the coming months.

Given the importance of ensuring that any investments on
behalf of individuals with disabilities yield optimal out-
comes, it is encouraging to have legislative initiatives that
deal with individuals with disabilities tied so closely to



instructional practices that have been shown to make a dif-
ference in the performance of individuals. As encouraging as
it is to have legislation espousing and even requiring the use
of scientifically based practices, there is no guarantee that
results in our nation’s classrooms will change unless we seri-
ously confront the broad array of issues involved in effec-
tively translating promising research findings into practice.
For years, educational practice has been plagued by the
infamous research—practice gap (e.g., Carnine, 1997;
Elmore, 1996; Gersten, Vaughn, Deshler, & Schiller, 1997;
Greenwood & Abbott, 2001; Kauffman, 1996; Kennedy,
1997; Robinson, 1998). Too often, research in special edu-
cation has been limited to small-scale fragmented research
initiatives. Simply because a line of research has demon-
strated promise in small-scale studies is no guarantee that
the innovation will stand up in large-scale initiatives or
whether it can be successfully integrated into the array of
responsibilities expected of teachers. Although encouraging
results continue to emerge in small-scale research studies,
they rarely are brought to scale and sustained over a suffi-
ciently extended period in a broad array of settings and under
differing conditions. Only when a so-called scientifically
based practice has been shown to get results in a scaled-up
and sustained fashion can we say that it is scientifically

Validated Interventions

-

Fidelity of Implementation
o
Coordinated Implementation
-
Strong Administrative Leadership

-

Quality Professional Development

based. If the practice ends up sitting on the shelf in class-
rooms because it is too cumbersome or burdensome, we
must question the overall value of its contribution and the
standards that lead to it being labeled as ‘“‘scientifically
based.” Unless an innovation has been proven effective and
usable in frontline settings, researchers cannot legitimately
claim that an innovation is scientifically based. In short, if
questions of external validity have not been answered satis-
factorily in a broad array of contexts, the claim of “scientif-
ically based” is premature.

Is it sufficient for educators and administrators to focus
solely on the use of scientifically based instructional practices
to improve student outcomes? If it isn’t sufficient, what else
must be in place to make a significant difference? During the
past 25 years five important factors have emerged in the pro-
fessional literature that, when applied collectively, have a high
probability of improving student outcomes. These five factors
might be conceptualized in terms of a “student success for-
mula.” That is, the probability of student success is signifi-
cantly increased to the extent that each factor included in the
student success formula is present. These factors, illustrated
in Figure 1, are: validated interventions, fidelity of imple-
mentation, coordinated implementation, strong administrative
leadership, and quality professional development.

Student Success

FIGURE 1
Student Success Formula
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Validated Interventions

Consistent with the expectations of NCLB 2001 and the
report of the Presidential Commission on Excellence in Spe-
cial Education (2002), validated interventions must be
viewed as the core element in bringing about significant stu-
dent gains. In the absence of effective and validated instruc-
tional practices, the likelihood of gains is greatly dimin-
ished. The field of special education is markedly different
today than it was when PL 94-142 was originally passed.
Several instructional materials and practices have been vali-
dated. For example, through the support of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, Office of Special Education Programs
and the National Center for Learning Disabilities, several
meta-analyses have synthesized the research in the follow-
ing topics:

* Higher-order processing and problem solving (Swan-
son, 1999)

* Reading comprehension (Gersten, Williams, Fuchs, &
Baker, 1998)

* Written expression (Gersten & Baker, in press)

* Grouping practices (Elbaum, Vaughn, Hughes, &
Moody, 1999).

A review of these meta-analyses underscores the fact that
special educators can call upon a significant array of vali-
dated instructional practices when designing programs for
students with disabilities. Swanson (1999) found that the
two most effective instructional programs for students with
specific learning disabilities (LD) were direct instruction
and learning strategy instruction. Although Swanson’s
meta-analysis of the intervention literature provides helpful
direction to special educators, perhaps the most valuable
part of this analysis is the types that Swanson found to oper-
ationally define each of these models. Specifically, teachers
who used a direct instruction model were most frequently
found to (a) break tasks into small steps, (b) administer
probes, (c) supply feedback, (d) provide diagrams and pic-
tures to enhance comprehension, and (e) provide ample
independent practice. In contrast, teachers who imple-
mented a learning strategies model were most frequently
found to (a) provide elaborate explanations, (b) model learn-
ing processes, (c) provide prompts to use strategies, (d)
engage in teacher-student dialogues, and (e) ask process-
type questions. In short, the largest effect sizes in more than
270 intervention studies were produced when teachers
incorporated instruction that was in alignment with these
features.

In an article designed to summarize the prevailing mes-
sages in each of the meta-analyses cited above, Vaughn,
Gersten, and Chard (2000) were able to draw several con-
clusions about existing validated instructional practice for

students with disabilities. They found that the instructional
practices that are visible and explicit, interactive between
students and teacher and between students and students,
controlled for task difficulty, and include strategies to guide
student learning result in the greatest student achievement.
The most pressing challenge, however, is to bring our level
of implementation into alignment with what we know makes
a difference for students with disabilities.

Fidelity of Implementation

The overall effectiveness of an intervention is tied closely
to two factors: (a) how the intervention is designed and (b)
how the intervention is taught. Fidelity of implementation is
tied directly to the second factor. As defined in Webster’s,
fidelity means “strictness and thoroughness of performance,
with exactness, with accuracy.” Given the problems that
many students with disabilities exhibit in information pro-
cessing, teachers must carefully adhere to well established
principles of learning and pedagogy, as well as strictly fol-
low the instructional details outlined in intervention manu-
als or protocols.

When an intervention procedure is validated, it is taught
according to a specified set of instructional guidelines. To
reasonably expect similar results with a given intervention
in “scaled-up” practice, the guidelines and principles of the
intervention must be absolutely clear. An example of an
instructional sequence that has been found to produce large
effective sizes when teaching different learning strategies to
students with disabilities to help them perform well in
school has been validated by the University of Kansas Cen-
ter for Research on Learning (CRL) (Deshler et al., 2001).
This instructional sequence has been found to be sufficiently
powerful to enable students with LD to learn strategies
quickly and efficiently.

Eight stages comprise the instructional sequence (Ellis,
Deshler, Lenz, Schumaker, & Clark, 1991):

. Pretest and make acquisition commitments

. Describe

Model

Verbal practice

. Controlled practice and feedback

. Advanced practice and feedback

. Posttest and make generalization commitments
. Generalization

P NN AW~

Instruction within these eight stages is provided in the
context of a learning apprenticeship (Hock, Schumaker, &
Deshler, 1995) in which the teacher takes an active role in
describing and modeling for students alternative ways to
approach tasks in more potentially efficient and effective
ways. As students begin to understand what being a strategic



learner is all about, some of the scaffolding is removed and
instruction shifts from an emphasis on teacher-mediation to
an emphasis on student-mediation in the later stages of
instruction (e.g., Deshler et al., 2001; Hock, Deshler, &
Schumaker, 1993).

Validated interventions are generally successful because
they are based on well established principles of learning and
instruction. When implementation procedures for validated
interventions are varied, they no longer follow validated
procedure and the results on student performance are simply
unknown. In short, implementation with fidelity is impera-
tive to optimize student outcomes.

Coordinated Implementation

For students with disabilities to reduce the sizable
deficits that characterize many of their profiles as learners,
their instruction must be well coordinated in terms of the
short- and long-term goals specified in their IEPs, as well as
how the instruction is implemented and reinforced across
teachers and settings alike. If the instruction is not clearly
focused, carefully orchestrated, and precisely planned, the
gains may be significantly reduced. First, an instructional
plan must be conceptualized to systematically address the
deficit areas targeted by the IEP. To do so, one skill or strat-
egy has to be built upon another so students’ overall compe-
tence in a deficit area is dramatically improved. As an exam-
ple, if a student has significant deficits in written expression,
the instructional plan specified by the IEP may call for
intensive instruction in a validated scope and sequence of
instruction in written-expression strategies including sen-
tence writing, paragraph writing, theme writing, and error
monitoring (Deshler, Ellis, & Lenz, 1996). If achieving
these instructional goals takes more than one semester or
academic year, alignment between instructional activities
and IEP goals must be maintained to a high degree.

In addition, students with disabilities must receive
instruction that is carefully coordinated across all of their
teachers and different educational settings. This can be illus-
trated by considering a student with disabilities, Jason, who
is in an elementary fifth-grade classroom. Jason has one
teacher who is responsible for teaching all of his academic
subjects and a special education resource services teacher
who provides special education supports. Under this sce-
nario, the fifth-grade teacher and special education teacher
can readily collaborate and coordinate their instruction for
Jason. The targeted skills or strategies that Jason is learning
from the special education teacher should be ones that will
help him respond successfully to the demands of the general
education curriculum. In turn, the general education fifth-
grade teacher can prompt and reinforce Jason’s use of these
targeted skills and strategies in each of the academic sub-
jects and assignments throughout the school day.

When Jason moves from his elementary school to a mid-
dle school the following year, however, the challenge of col-
laboration among Jason’s teachers around the coordination
of his instruction across settings becomes much more chal-
lenging. The first step will be for Jason’s fifth-grade teach-
ers to collaboratively communicate with his sixth-grade spe-
cial and general education teachers. More often than not,
this communication link is not done well and the work with
Jason in his new school is often unrelated to what occurred
during the fifth-grade. Often the special educators, as case
managers, have to take on the responsibility of forging
strong communication links to ensure that the targeted skills
and strategies in a student’s IEP are continually stressed and
practiced mastery will be a higher probability.

In the case of Jason, if his special education teacher were
teaching him a vocabulary strategy to use in his classes,
Jason optimally would master the strategy and see its rele-
vance if each of his teachers would incorporate it into his or
her classroom and set the expectation for Jason to apply the
vocabulary strategy in all of his work in that class. When this
type of collaboration and carefully coordinated instruction
occurs across teachers and settings, it promotes learning,
mastery and overall student success.

Strong Administrative Leadership

School administrators play a vital role in ensuring that
each of the factors in the student success formula (see Fig-
ure 1) are in place. They can put the weight of their office
behind the implementation of each factor in a variety of
ways:

e They can advocate for funding from a variety of
sources (e.g., the State, district, grants), set priorities,
and restructure their budget allocations.

¢ They can ensure that research-based interventions are
the focus of professional development activities.

e They can structure the professional development
sequence to incorporate the four phases above.

e They can actively participate in all professional devel-
opment activities.

* They can take an active role as instructional leaders by
visiting classrooms, taking part in support team meet-
ings, insisting that interventions be implemented, and
ensuring that each staff member is accountable for
student outcomes.

They also can ensure that the special educators have well
defined roles that are clearly supported and communicated to
parents and teachers. They can ensure that caseloads and
other working conditions are in place so teachers can use val-
idated and effective instruction, Finally, they can develop and
implement schedules to optimize the communication and
collaboration that is so critical to coordinating instruction.
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Quality Professional Development

The vital role that quality professional development plays
in improving students’ outcomes has been repeatedly
emphasized in the literature (e.g., Archer, 1999; Olson,
1997; Sanders, 1999). Professional development has to
focus on changing instructional practice by ensuring that
teachers use effective and validated practices. Further, equal
attention must be directed to how professional development
experiences should be conceptualized and delivered.

First, the content of staff development should emphasize
instructional practices that are effective and validated. When
a practice that does not have strong validation is recom-
mended, it must be accompanied by clear and appropriate
cautions. A research synthesis by Wang, Haertel, and Wal-
berg (1993) provides direction regarding the kind of infor-
mation around which professional development should be
based. Their meta-analysis found that student learning was
most affected when teachers focused instruction on key
“proximal” variables such as students’ self-regulation of
their academic behavior, students’ perseverance and enthusi-
asm for learning, the amount and quality of teacher—student
interactions, and teacher modeling of appropriate academic
behaviors.

Wang et al. (1993) found that proximal variables are
more highly related to positive student outcomes than distal
variables (i.e., variables not directly related to the student—
teacher interactions, such as moving from a junior high
school structure to a middle school structure). To achieve the
greatest change in student performance, professional devel-
opment programs should focus on proximal variables—
those related to the instructional methods used with students
with disabilities. The importance of focusing professional
development on factors that lead to the largest student out-
comes is especially important given Carnine’s (1995) find-
ing that the vast majority of interventions and materials that
dominate current practice with students with disabilities are
not validated.

Once the content of a professional development program
has been chosen, the next issue is how to conceptualize and
deliver the professional development program. To bridge
the gap between research and practice—to make validated
interventions available to teachers in a manner that will
maximize their use over a sustained period and to impact
student behavior in a positive way—professional develop-
ment programs must be carefully structured. Several stud-
ies have identified ways to best provide professional devel-
opment and enhance implementation rates. Most important,
professional development must be viewed as a continuous
process involving everyone in the school. Instead of partic-
ipating in fragmented, one-shot sessions about a variety of
topics, teachers have to participate in a planned sequence of

learning sessions that they see as relevant to their role in the
educational mission.

The professional development sequence must consist of
at least four phases (Deshler & Schumaker, 1996; Ehren,
1999; Schumaker & Clark, 1990):

1. Initiation (to give basic information to potential
implementers to help them determine the extent of
appropriateness and alignment between the attributes
of an innovation and existing instructional needs).

2. Learning and implementation (to give in-depth
explanations, models, and practice and feedback).

3. Follow-up support (to back implementation efforts
through coaching, troubleshooting, support-team
meetings, and implementation refinement).

4. Maintenance (to establish the innovation within the
system as routine).

CONCLUSION

Although the nation has made substantial progress over
the last three decades in improving the education of students
with disabilities, there is much left to do. The threefold
focus laid out in Bright Futures for Exceptional Learners—
that every child with exceptionalities receive individualized
services and supports from competent and caring profes-
sionals; that special and general educators teach under con-
ditions that support success; and that instructional leader-
ship establish the expectation that effective and valid
practices will be in place—provide the nation with the pre-
requisites to ensure that all children with exceptionalities
achieve high and challenging learning outcomes.

The special education field will continue to lose its work-
force without the active engagement of state and local poli-
cymakers who collaborate to ensure the following.

1. Robust teacher preparation programs must demon-
strate that teacher education graduates develop con-
tent-area expertise, make professional judgments
among research-validated practices to match student
need to the appropriate pedagogy, and use student
performance data to continuously refine and improve
their teaching practices.

2. Rigorous licensure standards have to be upheld even
as states and local education agencies develop and
refine alternative routes to licensure.

3. General and special educators alike are expected to
modify, adapt, and accommodate their teaching prac-
tices to meet the educational needs of students with
exceptionalities.

4. States and districts must develop information sys-
tems that relieve educators from the burden of exces-
sive paperwork but maintain the original intent of the
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individualized educational program: accountability
for results, effective and frequent communication
with families, and clear expectations for what is to be
learned.

5. States have to support local educational agencies by
developing statewide recruitment and retention
efforts designed to attract the most highly educated
individuals to the teaching profession, emphasizing
the importance of providing opportunities for chil-
dren to learn from an ethnically, culturally, and lin-
guistically diverse teaching force.

The issues and strategies presented here outline a blueprint
for success. The responsibility to see that they happen is
shared by educators, policymakers, families, and commu-
nity members who all have a stake in the education of stu-
dents with disabilities. Education is emancipation and there-
fore holds the greatest promise for enhancing the quality of
life for each student, including those with the greatest need.
During the next three decades the field can advance as much
or more than it has in the past 30 years. It can be done if we
have the collective will to do so.
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