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Abstract: New demands and high attrition levels of special
education teachers have created a crisis for education and
extensive additional stress for special education directors and
principals. The critical shortage of highly qualified special
education teachers has significantly increased the pressure to
hire and retain them. This article discusses factors that affect
teacher attrition and proactive recommendations to address
the shortage. In addition, the authors make suggestions for
systemic reform and improvement of the level of job satisfac-
tion for special education teachers.
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he Education for All Handicapped Children Act

of 1975 (PL 94-142), reauthorized in 1990 and
commonly known as the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA), requires that all children with
disabilities be educated. The law and related court
cases established a clear legal obligation to provide
free and appropriate public education for all students
with disabilities. In addition, the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB) established an accountability requirement
measured by the achievement and progress of defined
groups of students, including those with special needs.
Special education students must meet state-identified
standards by the 2013-14 school year and demonstrate
proficiency in all core subject areas.

To fulfill their legal obligations under IDEA and
NCLB, educational leaders must ensure that a highly
qualified special education teacher is available for every
student who receives special education services. For the
past two decades, districts have not been able to employ
enough highly qualified special education teachers; in

addition, many transfer to regular education positions
or leave the field after a few years. If educational lead-
ers and policymakers are going to meet the educational
needs of special education students and comply with
IDEA and NCLB, they must be aware of the special
education teacher shortage, take steps to increase the
supply of teachers, and lower rates of attrition.

Special Education Teacher Shortage

The shortage of special education teachers is a national
epidemic and affects all regions of the United States.
Ninety-eight percent of school districts nationwide
have shortages and the situation will get worse as teach-
er retirements increase (Bergert and Burnette 2001;
Boyer and Gillespie 2000). Specifically, special educa-
tion positions remain difficult to fill—of the approxi-
mately 300,000 positions, more than 30,000 are filled
by noncertified teachers with an additional 6,000 left
vacant because of lack of personnel (Sach 1999). The
shortage of qualified teachers is persistent throughout
special education and is not limited to any particular
disability.

Lack of Qualified Applicants

Currently, teacher preparation programs do not grad-
uate enough special education instructors to fulfill the
needs of the K-12 system. Demand has been increasing
for the past twenty years and vacancies will continue to
be problems for special education administrators (Bill-
ingsley 2004; Gersten et al. 2001: Miller, Brownell, and
Smith 1999). Each year, colleges and universities gradu-
ate nearly 22,000 special education teachers, which is
about half the number required to fill vacant positions
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(Katsiyannis, Zhang, and Conroy 2003). The same
researchers have stated that “most recent reports indi-
cate that in 1999-2000, 12,241 positions for special
education teachers were left vacant or filled by substi-
tutes” (252). Because the supply is not sufficient to fill
vacancies, highly qualified special education teachers
are not available for all classrooms.

High Rate of Attrition

The causes of the teacher shortage are complex;
however, attrition of special education teachers is a sig-
nificant contributor (Billingsley 2004). Several states
report that special education teachers suffer from
higher rates of attrition than their general education
counterparts (Katsiyannis, Zhang, and Conroy 2003).
Up to 9.3 percent of special education teachers leave
the field at the end of their first year of teaching and
7.4 percent move to general education annually (Boyer
and Gillespie 2000). The reasons that special educa-
tion teachers leave the field have been categorized in
the following general areas:

e Employment issues: economics, better salaries, job
design, certification status

e Working conditions: job assignments, class loads,
job stress, paperwork, lack of empowerment, school
climate

e Personal issues: social, family, lifestyle, relocations

e Support: lack of collegial, principal, and district sup-
port; lack of appropriate staff development

e Students: low student motivation, discipline prob-
lems, behavior issues, and lack of student progress

e Other: retirement, better jobs

(Billingsley 2003; Boyer and Gillespie 2000; Brownell
et al. 1997; Gersten et al. 2001; Whitaker 2000).

The attrition rate among special education teach-
ers has been estimated at 20 percent annually (Boe,
Bobbit, and Cook 1997). Therefore, districts face a
continuous cycle of recruitment, hiring, and induction.
The time, energy, and resources that special education
leaders spend to induct teachers must be considered in
relationship to the cost to retain them. Because of the
pivotal value of retention, both at the district and site
level, education leaders must take proactive steps to
reduce the rate of attrition. The special education pro-
fession should not be a revolving cycle of new teachers
who change careers after only a few years.

Changing Student Demographics

Changing student demographics have exacerbated
the special education teacher shortage. For the past
twenty years, the growth rate of students with identi-
fied disabilities has grown faster than the general
school age population, occasionally more than three
times faster, and the trend is expected to continue
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(McLeskey, Tyler, and Flippin 2004). This demand for
special education services increases demand for these
teachers.

Need for a Diverse Work Force

Student demographics in the special education class-
room have changed significantly, but teacher demo-
graphics have largely remained the same. In addition
to an overall special education teacher shortage, “the
field of special education continues to struggle with
the challenges inherent in recruiting and retaining
diverse teachers” (Tyler et al. 2004, 22). A tremendous
need exists for teachers from culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse backgrounds. Thirty-one percent of the
nation’s population is composed of individuals from
historically underrepresented groups; as a result, the
need for culturally and linguistically diverse special
education teachers is a national concern (Tyler et
al.). The proportion of underrepresented students
who receive special education services is on the rise;
however, districts have not been able to recruit and
retain enough special education teachers from under-
represented groups.

Changes in Certification Requirements

Many districts have been forced to hire emergency
certified special education teachers, because special
education certified teachers were not available. Stud-
ies have shown that one-quarter of American second-
ary teachers are assigned classes out of their field
(Ingersoll 2002; Ross et al. 1999). In the past, emer-
gency certificates have been available; however, NCLB
has functionally eliminated them. By the end of the
2005-06 school year, every public school teacher had
to be highly qualified—a requirement that will place
significant pressure on schools. Schools have either
met this requirement or they have received case-by-
case waivers from their respective state departments
of education.

Demands of NCLB

NCLB requires that all children, including those
with disabilities, perform at “proficient” levels as
measured by state academic assessments by the
2013-14 school year. The requirements are expected
to be very difficult to achieve for the 6.6 million stu-
dents who receive special education services (Simp-
son, LaCava, and Graner 2004). Currently, many
schools fail to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP)
because special education students do not meet state
standards. As more schools fail to make AYP because
of their special education populations, pressures
placed on educators to meet the demands of NCLB
will increase, and more special education teachers
will request to transfer to regular education posi-
tions or leave the profession.
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Increase the Pool of Special Education
Teacher Candidates

Teacher turnover significantly impacts the number
of teacher vacancies. If districts can reduce the level
of attrition, the shortage of special education teachers
will partly be addressed. One of the chief concerns of
school districts attempting to maintain an effective spe-
cial education teaching staff is simply the lack of new
graduates who are willing to accept these assignments.
Policymakers and educational leaders who acknowl-
edge the issues surrounding this shortage can take mea-
sures to alleviate, or at least minimize, the crisis.

Troops to Teachers Program

The troops who return from war and leave the
military will need employment. The Department of
Education and Department of Defense have a program
designed to support both districts that need qualified
personnel and the service members who commit to
working in high-need areas. Ninety percent of the
Troops-to-Teachers are men, 29 percent are minorities,
and many pursue special education careers (Brownell
et al. 2002). The Troops-to-Teachers program provides
a stipend that helps military personnel obtain teacher
certification and placement services. It maintains an
informative Web site that schools can use to identify
potential teachers and determine district qualification
for financial support. In addition, the Department
of Defense has a pilot program that helps spouses of
active duty and reserve personnel become certified
public school teachers. Such programs can increase the
pool of qualified candidates.

Grow Your Own Special Education Teachers

As discussed previously, many districts are forced
to place regular teachers into special education class-
rooms. Districts could develop these teachers from
local talent pools. For example, the institutions of
higher education within Wichita, Kansas, and the
Wichita School District have a collaborative program
that supports outstanding high school graduates who
pursue teaching careers. Districts should investigate
scholarships and funding sources to support these
local graduates. Private, state, and federal grants could
be used to support teacher development programs.

Some districts pay tuition for both graduate and
undergraduate courses (Pipho 1998). Districts could
also provide other proactive incentives for teachers:
pay teachers to complete the courses required for addi-
tional endorsements, reimburse teachers for tuition, and
pay costs to attend classes. Distance learning, online
courses, and partnerships with regional universities
are excellent options for teachers to take additional
courses. Districts should have a district coordinator to
support teachers who want additional endorsements.
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In addition, most schools have teachers in regular
education positions who hold current special educa-
tion certificates. Leaders should explore the reasons
that these teachers are not in special education. School
districts should ask themselves the following questions:
Do you have support systems that encourage teachers
to accept special education positions? Are there regular
teachers on staff who would make excellent special
education teachers? From a systematic viewpoint, the
district should have support systems that encourage
selected staff to obtain special education endorse-
ments. Incentives could include early release, tuition
reimbursement, and bonus pay. Finally, most special
education programs have a pool of talented parapro-
fessionals that would become excellent teachers if they
had financial support.

Develop a Proactive Marketing Strategy

Traditional approaches are not satisfactory for today’s
competitive job market. Principals and human resource
directors are in direct competition for a limited sup-
ply of special education teachers; therefore, they must
become highly skilled headhunters. Because special edu-
cation directors make many of the hiring decisions, they
should develop strong relationships with the placement
offices of universities and become actively involved in
job fairs. Placement officers are most effective if they
understand the profile of a district, specific requirements
of positions, and characteristics of the community. They
can then identify potential teachers who have an interest
in working in specific geographic locations or schools.

Recruitment materials reflect the quality of the dis-
trict. Teachers expect districts to have state-of-the-art
Web sites that address basic employment issues: pay
schedules, application forms, district and building
characteristics, and student body demographics. A
recent survey of newly hired teachers indicated that a
majority found their jobs via the Internet (Brownell et
al. 2002). Because of the relationship between a com-
prehensive Web site and effective recruitment, districts
must keep them current, accurate, and inclusive.

Keep Our Special Education Teachers

One of the most straightforward methods to address
the shortage of special education teachers is imple-
menting systemic changes to keep those who are hired.
Numerous studies have identified reasons that teach-
ers leave this field. Proactive educational leaders can
address these concerns.

Teacher Certification: Highly Qualified

Under NCLB, special education teachers may be
forced to obtain certification in multiple special edu-
cation areas in addition to core academic areas. This
significant policy issue has not been resolved at this
time. Policymakers and educational leaders should
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ensure that dual certification is not required for special
education teachers and eliminate it in states where it
is already required. A dual certification requirement
“will, at the least, negatively impact the hiring and
retention of an already dwindling supply of person-
nel. This requirement might also deter individuals
from pursuing a special education career” (Simpson,
LaCava, and Graner 2004, 72).

Currently, some states offer alternative methods to
obtain teacher certification and meet the increased
need for special educators. However, Katsiyannis,
Zhang, and Conroy (2003) encouraged policymakers
and educational leaders to exercise caution in the use
of these methods because they may become “an insti-
tutionalized alternative to a comprehensive teacher
education program” (246). A recent study of thirteen
fast-track alternative-certification programs found that
they were indeed faster than standard programs but
often did not adequately prepare preservice teachers
for the realities of the classroom and were not able to
provide support systems for new classroom teachers
(Moore, Johnson, and Birkeland 2006).

Billingsley (2004) stated, “Teachers who are uncerti-
fied for their positions . . . appear to be at a greater risk
of attrition than their certified . . . counterparts” (44).
Teachers who are not well prepared for their job are more
likely to quit prematurely. Therefore, hiring certified spe-
cial education teachers is in the best interest of districts
that wish to lower the attrition level. Teachers who are
prepared and have appropriate support are more likely
to continue as special education instructors.

Teacher Induction

Special education teachers face different obstacles
and have different concerns than general education
teachers; therefore, they should have their own induc-
tion process. An analysis of the responses of 1,153
special education teachers, who had been teaching for
fewer than five years, indicated that “school districts
need to provide systematic and responsive teacher
induction programs for all beginning special educa-
tors” (Billingsley, Carlson, and Klein 2004, 345). In
addition, “induction programs need to be flexible
enough to consider the needs of beginning teachers
and the context in which they work” (345). Effective
induction programs are crucial for beginning teach-
ers; in addition, “a meaningful induction experience
has lasting effects on teacher quality and retention”
(Kelley 2004, 447). Teachers who are familiar with the
supports and resources of their school district are less
likely to switch careers prematurely.

Mentoring

Effective mentoring programs cannot be optional for
beginning teachers. White and Mason (2003) listed the
following reasons for using mentoring to strengthen
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the performance and increase retention of new special
education teachers:

e mentoring capitalizes on an existing resource: the
skills and knowledge of accomplished teachers who
already work in the district,

e mentoring can be cost effective, and

e evidence is available that shows that mentor-
ing increases retention and teacher satisfaction and
strengthens school performance (1).

School districts and building administrators should
implement mentoring programs, that are designed to
meet the unique challenges and specific assignments
of incoming special education teachers.

Professional Development

Educational leaders must provide special educa-
tion teachers with professional development that is
ongoing and aligned with individual teacher’s needs.
Well-planned professional development will improve
the abilities and skills of the teachers, move the school
one step closer to alignment with the school improve-
ment plan, and enable special education teachers to
improve teaching and learning. Special education
teachers should be actively engaged in the planning
and improvement of staff development. Regardless of
the types of activities involved, professional develop-
ment for special education teachers must take into
account the levels of expertise and experiences of the
individuals.

Working Conditions

Working conditions also influence decisions to leave
special education positions (Billingsley, Carlson, and
Klein 2004). Unfortunately, many special education
teachers are expected to make commitments beyond
those expected of regular education teachers without
appropriate compensation. Kaff (2004) found that the
most often cited reasons for special education teacher
leaving the profession involved time commitments
and money. Kaff recommended that districts provide
additional compensation for these teachers for work
beyond the regular school day (e.g., time for collabora-
tion, planning, and paperwork and the characteristics
of the students). In addition, districts should provide
clerical support, equity in building space, and curricu-
lum-appropriate resources.

Lack of Administrative Support

Principals must proactively support special educa-
tion teachers. They must be aware of the responsibili-
ties and unique needs of these educators and should
implement basic extrinsic motivators that include
appropriate instructional materials, suitable classroom
space, reasonable caseloads, realistic access to support,
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time for meetings, and clerical support for paper-
work. All teachers, especially special education teach-
ers, must have adequate resources and time to fulfill
their responsibilities

In addition, basic intrinsic motivators related to
administrative support should become a part of the
school culture; for example, empowering of special
education teachers and the true involvement in the
educational community. The lack of support of peers
and principals is significantly related to decisions to
leave special education (Ax, Conderman, and Stephens
2001; Billingsley 2004: Gersten et al. 2001). The school
climate and school culture, which are directly impacted
by principal leadership, must support special educa-
tion. The staff, community, and student body view the
principal as a role model of how things are done in a
given school. Principal leadership is directly related to
school culture and school climate. If the principal is
supportive and overtly includes special education in
all school activities, decisions, and expectations, then
stakeholders will be more likely to be caring, encour-
aging, and helpful. To retain special education teach-
ers, principals must change the realities of the role of
special education and establish school climates that
reflect its importance. Principals must make teaching
in special education more appealing.

Conclusion

Brownell, Hirsch, and Seo (2004) boldly stated the
need for action from policymakers and educational lead-
ers in regard to the special education teacher shortage:

We could increase the yearly supply of teachers if we
would attend more carefully to the factors related to
attrition. Specifically, we know that young, inexpe-
rienced teachers are a high attrition risk. Addition-
ally, efforts to improve teacher salaries and design
work environments that support teachers and result in
manageable workloads should reduce attrition-related
shortages in special education. Moreover, the need to
hire uncertified teachers continually exacerbates the
attrition problem, particularly in high-poverty schools
and districts. (56)

Educational leaders need to change the basic culture
of schools to elevate the professional status of special
education teachers. For example, establish fairness
between all programs within a school so that special
education classes are not placed in the distance annex
and teachers are not systematically excluded from
staff development. The elevation of the role of spe-
cial education in schools must become a coordinated
effort of the entire educational community. Proactive
leadership can address the important issues: aggressive
marketing, recruiting, teacher turnover, staff develop-
ment, and salaries. Principals can support teachers as
they work to meet the challenges of special education.
Community leaders can work directly toward improv-
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ing teacher salaries and welcoming new teachers into
the community.

The earlier issues are difficult ones for already highly
burdened educational leaders; nevertheless, these lead-
ers must address the root causes of the special educa-
tion teacher shortage crisis. If the status quo continues
leaders will face continuous teacher turnover and the
unacceptable problems associated with out-of-field
teaching assignments. The coming decade will be a
time of enormous uncertainty within education and
will present these leaders with many significant chal-
lenges. Unless leaders become proactive, they will
continue to face the same problems every year. In con-
clusion, districts can and must create an atmosphere in
which special education teachers are well respected in
their educational communities, provided good work-
ing conditions (including competitive pay), and sup-
ported as professionals. They must implement policies
and procedures to change the culture of individual
schools and education in general. Systematic changes
include:

e implementing proactive principal leadership;

e transforming schools and districts to support spe-
cial education programs;

e employing fully certified teachers;

e establishing procedures to retain special education
teachers, including mentors, staff development, and
support; and

e developing a culture that supports the status of
special education.

Schools would be able to attract and retain an abun-
dant supply of highly qualified teachers if teaching
were treated as highly valued profession that required
expertise and skill (Ingersoll 1998).

The special education teacher shortage is caused
by a low supply and an increased demand created by
changing demographics and the accountability move-
ment. Policymakers and educational leaders must find
new ways to recruit teachers into this field and take
steps to retain experienced special education teachers.
For students with disabilities to be guaranteed instruc-
tion by highly qualified special education teachers,
their supply must increase and the high levels of attri-
tion must be minimized.
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