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Introduction

Since 2005, Texas A&M University-Texarkana has received funding from the Texas Education Agency for The State of Texas Special Education Recruitment and Retention Grant to (1) increase the number of teachers entering special education certification programs; (2) increase the retention rates of special education teachers who enter the teaching profession; and (3) define the most effective recruitment and retention strategies for Texas special education teachers.
The West Texas Office of Evaluation and Research (WTER) at West Texas A&M University provided external evaluation services for the project. In Fall 2007, WTER worked with project leadership to develop and administer a survey to over 800 pre-service teachers from the following universities:  Prairie View A&M University, Stephen F. Austin State University, Tarleton State University, Texas A&M International University, Texas A&M University, Texas A&M University-Commerce, Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi, Texas A&M University-Kingsville, Texas A&M University-Texarkana, Texas Southern University, Texas Woman’s University, and West Texas A&M University.  Using the results of this survey, WTER worked with project leadership to develop a similar survey for in-service teachers, administrators, and other teacher-certified personnel at Texas public schools.  The following report is based on information collected from this survey.

Survey Development and Administration  

In January 2008, WTER associates began development of the Special Needs Readiness Survey for teachers and administrators with a target administration in May after TAKS testing ended.  They used the pre-service teacher survey instrument as a model for development of the new teacher and administrator survey.  Response options for questions parallel to pre-service teacher open-ended questions were based on coding categories used in the qualitative data analysis of pre-service teachers’ responses.  Lessons learned through analysis of the pre-service survey were used in revision of other questions for this survey.  New questions were developed for this survey to investigate issues that surfaced from pre-service teacher responses.
By the first of March, the online draft survey was ready for review by project management.  Revisions were made based on suggestions from project management.  At the end of March, a pilot of the survey was conducted with a group similar to the target audience.  The group included special education and regular classroom teachers; veteran and novice teachers; and a non-teacher who serves as a district diagnostician.  The group discussed all the proposed survey questions and offered suggestions for improvement.  Revisions to the survey were made based on these suggestions, and a new version of the survey was sent to project management for comments.  Project management made additional suggestions, and some new questions were added.
In early May, WTER sent project managment the survey URL and draft text for a message to participating universities to engage them in recruiting teachers and administrators for survey administration.  In mid-May, project management notified participating projects about the survey.  In order to allow participation by as many teachers and administrators as possible, no closing date was set for the survey.
The timing of the release of the survey was problematic.  Based on previous work with teachers and administrators, WTER associates were aware of the difficulties in getting responses from Texas public schools in the spring when the focus was on TAKS preparation.  However, teachers and administrators are also very tired in May and focused on closing out the year. WTER talked with project management about waiting to administer the survey until Fall 2008, but the decision was made to continue with survey administration in May.
Survey Respondents

There were 71 respondents to the survey: 60 teachers and 11 administrators.  Of the 60 teachers, 10 had special education certification.  Of the 11 administrators, four had special education certification.  Almost all the teacher (55 of 60) and administrator (10 of 11) respondents were female.  The same uniformity existed in respondents’ ethnicity with 53 of 60 teachers and 9 of 11 administrators indicating they were Hispanic.  The ethnicity of the respondents may be directly related to the institution where they completed their teacher preparation training for their original teacher certification.  Fifty-two of the 71 respondents identified Texas A&M International University (TAMIU) as their “home” institution.  Texas A&M University-Kingsville (TAMUK) was identified by four respondents.  All other institutions were identified by less than four respondents.  Both TAMIU and TAMUK have the designation of Hispanic-serving institutions. 
Respondents also identified their path to certification.  Almost two-thirds of survey respondents (39 teachers and 7 administrators) followed the traditional pathway to certification, undergraduates pursuing teacher certification during a bachelor’s degree program.  Almost one-fourth of all respondents (16 teachers and 1 administrator) were certified through an alternative certification program.  Four teacher respondents had a degree and sought their teacher certification through a post bac program.  The other four respondents (1 teacher and 3 administrators) pursued their teacher certification through a graduate program.

When respondents were asked to describe their school districts, 53 indicated they were from urban districts, 12 indicated suburban districts, and 6 indicated rural districts.  They were also asked to describe the grade levels of their current assignments.  Elementary school assignments were indicated by 44 respondents (31 PK-2, 9 Grades 3-5, and 4 PK-5).  There were seven respondents with middle school assignments, and 17 with high school assignments.  Three respondents did not answer this question about their grade level assignments.  

Survey respondents were given different questions based on whether they were teachers or administrators.  Respondents who indicated they were teachers were also given different questions based on their years of experience.  Novice teachers (3 years or less of experience) were asked about their teacher preparation programs.  There were six novice teachers with two of them indicating they had special education certification.  The two novice special education teachers received their certification through an alternative program.
Preparation for Working with Students with Special Needs

The six novice teachers were asked how prepared they were at the beginning of their first year of teaching to successfully address the special needs of students they taught.  Three of the four non-special education certified teachers indicated they were moderately well prepared, and the other non-special education teacher indicated somewhat well prepared.  Of the two special education certified teachers, one indicated somewhat well prepared, and the other indicated not at all prepared.  This information must be viewed in the context that both special education teachers indicated that all of their students were eligible for special education services while the two of the non-special education teachers had no students eligible for special education services and the other two indicated only 1% of their students qualified for these services.
These six novice teachers were also asked about their experiences related to special education during their teacher preparation program.  Both of the special education teachers indicated that they took one course that was focused on special education.  Of the four non-special education teachers, two indicated taking one course focused on special education, one took more than two courses focused on special education, and one indicated learning a few things about special education during some of courses.  In reviewing this information, it is important to remember that the two special education teachers have alternative certification.
Both special education teachers and one of the other novice teachers responded to the question that asked what could have been included in their teacher preparation programs to help them be more successful in addressing the special needs of the students they teach.  One special education teacher responded:  “Since it was an alternative certification program, their main focus was instruction on curriculum and instruction, not focusing specifically on special needs instruction.”  The other special education teacher suggested adding the following to the teacher preparation program:  “Handling disciplinary issues of special population children. Training on how to teach special children in ways they can enjoy, understand and retain.”  The other novice teacher commented:  “I think that I was sufficiently trained as to what special education was, but I think that the process for special education is something that could have been focused on a bit more. (ARD, Child Find, IEPs, etc)”
The teachers with more than three years experience were also asked how prepared they were to successfully address the special needs of the students they teach.  Of the eight special education teachers with more than three years experience, five indicated they were very well prepared to address the special needs of the students they teach, two indicated being moderately well prepared, and one indicated being somewhat well prepared.  Four of these eight special education teachers shared that all of their students are eligible for special education services, and the other four had less than 10% eligible for these services with two teachers indicating that none of their students were eligible.
There were 46 teacher respondents who had more than three years teaching experience.  When asked how prepared they were to successfully address the special needs of their students, 14 responded not at all prepared, 13 indicated somewhat well prepared, 15 moderately well prepared, and four very well prepared.  Of the 46 teachers, 59% indicated being not at all prepared or only somewhat well prepared.  These teachers were also asked to provide the approximate percentage of their current students who are eligible for special education services.  Almost 75% of these teachers indicated 10% or less of their students are eligible for special education services with 11 teachers having no students eligible.  Only one teacher indicated having as many as 50% of current students being eligible for special education services.
Administrators were also asked about how prepared their teachers were to successfully address the special needs of their students.  Of the 11 administrators, one indicated first year teachers were very well prepared to successfully address the special needs of their students, three indicated they were moderately well prepared, four believed they were somewhat well prepared, and two said not prepared at all.  One administrator did not respond to this question.  The administrators were asked the same question related not just to their first year teachers but to all their teachers.  In response, one administrator indicated most teachers were very well prepared to successfully address the special needs of their students, five administrators indicated most of their teachers were moderately well prepared, three said most of their teachers were somewhat well prepared, and one administrator indicated most teachers were not at all prepared to meet these needs.  One administrator did not respond to this question.

To set the context for another administrator question, they were asked to consider their school's responsibility in providing the least restrictive environment.  They were given three descriptions of teacher qualifications and asked to identify which would be best for their schools as they worked to meet the educational needs of their students.  Six of the 11 administrators identified: “Classroom teachers have grade level and/or content specific certification.  Expertise in special education is provided by special education certified teachers.”  Three administrators chose the following description:  “Teachers serve as special education facilitators/interventionists in general education as well as provide services needed for students with severe and profound disabilities.”  One administrator chose:  “In addition to their grade level and /or content specific certification, classroom teachers have special education certification or training addressing the needs of inclusion students and resource classrooms.  Special education teachers focus on students with severe and profound disabilities.”  The other administrator did not respond to this question.
Both teachers and administrators were asked whether or not they were familiar with four terms important to special education:  

· FAPE in LRE—Students with disabilities should receive a free appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment to the maximum extent possible.
· Disproportionality—Disproportionate representation of racial and ethnic groups in special education and related services that is the result of inappropriate identification.

· Child Find—Local educational agencies actively search for individuals with disabilities or developmental delays.  Early intervention services are made available for children, ages 0-3, with an identified need.

· Effective transition—Ensure that students who receive special education services are successful in transitioning.

Data are provided in Table 1 for responses of familiarity of teachers and administrators with these four terms and are disaggregated by their special education teacher certification status.
	Table 1.  Familiarity with Key Special Education Terminology

	Special Education Term
	# Indicating Familiarity with Special Education Terminology

	
	Special Education Certified*
	Not Special Education Certified**

	
	Teachers
	Administrators
	Teachers
	Administrators

	FAPE in LRE 
	  9
	4
	37
	4

	Disproportionality
	  8
	3
	26
	5

	Child Find
	  9
	4
	31
	3

	Effective Transition 
	10
	4
	32
	4


*10 teachers and 4 administrators indicated having special education certification.
**50 teachers and 7 administrators indicated they did not have special education certification.
Additional Training Related to Special Education

Teachers were asked whether they would take advantage of opportunities for additional training related to various special needs.  Table 2 provides a summary of the teachers’ responses.  Data are disaggregated by the teachers’ status with respect to special education certification and years of experience.

	Table 2.  Teacher Interest in Additional Special Education Training Opportunities 

	Special Needs Addressed in Training
	# Teachers Indicating Interest in Training Opportunities

	
	Non Special Education Teachers*
	Special Education 
Teachers**

	
	Novice Teachers
	Teachers 
with >3 years experience
	Novice Teachers
	Teachers with >3 years experience

	Autism
	3
	34
	2
	6

	Dyslexia
	3
	35
	2
	5

	Emotionally Disturbed
	3
	32
	2
	3

	Hearing Impairment
	2
	27
	2
	4

	Learning Disabilities
	2
	38
	2
	7

	Mental Retardation
	2
	23
	1
	4

	Orthopedic Impairment
	2
	19
	1
	4

	Other Health Impairment 
	2
	27
	1
	5

	Visual Impairment
	3
	30
	1
	6


* Data are from 50 non-special education teachers (46 with > 3 years experience and 4 novice teachers with 3 or less years experience).
**Data are from 10 special education teachers (8 with >3 years experience and 2 novice teachers with 3 or less years experience).

Teachers were also asked whether they would take advantage of additional special education training opportunities offered by various groups.  Table 3 provides a summary of their responses.
	Table 3.  Teacher Interest in Groups Providing Additional Special Education Training

	Group Providing Special Education Training
	# Teachers Indicating Interest in Training

	
	Non Special Education Teachers*
	Special Education 

Teachers**

	
	Novice Teachers
	Teachers 

with >3 years experience
	Novice Teachers
	Teachers with >3 years experience

	Local School District
	3
	40
	2
	6

	Education Service Center
	3
	31
	2
	5

	College or University
	4
	30
	2
	4

	State
	4
	30
	2
	5


* Data are from 50 non-special education teachers (46 with > 3 years experience and 4 novice teachers with 3 or less years experience).

**Data are from 10 special education teachers (8 with >3 years experience and 2 novice teachers with 3 or less years experience).

Teacher and Administrator Support for Special Education Certification

In the pre-service teacher survey, respondents identified factors that influenced their pursuit of special education certification.  Indication of being discouraged from seeking special education certification was reported by 28% of the respondents, and 46% of those respondents identified teachers as the source of this discouragement.  To further investigate the role teachers and administrators play in recruitment for special education teachers, a question was added to this survey.  Teachers and administrators were asked if they would advise someone interested in a teaching career to seek special education teacher certification.  The following respondents indicated that they would advise pursuit of special education teacher certification:  

· 9 of 10 special education teachers (90%)
· 32 of 50 non special education certified teachers (64%)
· 4 of 4 administrators with special education certification (100%)
· 6 of 7 administrators with no special education certification (86%) 
Based on their answer to this question, a follow-up question was asked for the respondents to explain why they would or would not advise pursuit of special education certification.  Forty respondents who indicated they would advise an individual to seek special education certification provided comments.  Fifteen comments stressed the need for special education teachers.  Thirteen comments addressed how special education certification increases the skills of teachers to address all students’ needs.  Eight comments referred to making a difference for children, and seven comments pointed to the rewarding experiences that special education teachers have.  Two sample comments are:

· Most classrooms include children with special needs. Strategies used for special needs students are effective for regular ed students.
· The number of students being identified with special needs is growing enormously so it's important to know how to best meet their needs in the regular classroom and use those strategies with other students who are struggling.

Seventeen respondents who indicated that they would not advise an individual to seek special education certification provided comments as to the reasons behind their position to not advise this certification.  Six of the comments referenced the large amount of paperwork and rules required for special education teachers.  Five comments questioned the effectiveness of current special education practices.  Three comments addressed the liability issues that special education teachers face.  Other common concerns were raised by only one or two respondents.  Examples of comments are:
· It requires not just a good knowledge of content area/subject matter but mental and emotional preparedness, a passion not just to teach but to make a difference, massive amount of love and patience, and a good background in psychology to be able to be truly effective.
· Teaching special education classes burdens an educator with more paperwork and legal worries. Since special education classes can't be housed in one area, they are most often floating teachers who have limited access to a private area. Unlike regular education teachers, they are not seen as a "subject area" teacher and are either left out of content area planning or burdened with double meetings (Special ed and content area meetings) in order to keep up. Likewise, they are not given a chance to attend regular in-service trainings since they have so many special ed trainings. It is a raw deal.
· I don’t believe they allow the teacher to teach the students real life needs, and expect unrealistic goals.
· Once one teaches Special Education, it is unlikely to be placed in a regular education class even when requested.

· It takes a special person to accomplish this job. This person should have an innate desire to do so and should not have to be convinced by someone else.
Sources of Encouragement for Pursuit of Special Education Certification

The pre-service survey had an open-ended question asking respondents to identify who had encouraged them to pursue special education teacher certification.  Data from this survey revealed:  33% were encouraged by friends to seek special education certification, 30% by family members, and 26% by their K-12 teachers.  Education professors provided information about special education certification to 54% of the survey respondents, and 44% reported receiving this kind of information from education advisors.  WTER used the categories of people who provided encouragement to pre-service teachers to create response options for the teacher and administrator survey.  Table 4 provides the responses of special education certified teachers and administrators to questions of who provided encouragement to them to seek that certification.  Respondents were asked to indicate all those that offered encouragement.
	Table 4.  Sources of Encouragement for Pursuit of Special Education Certification

	Sources of Encouragement
	# Indicating Encouragement Received

	
	Teachers*
	Administrators**

	Family member
	2
	1

	Friend
	2
	1

	Special education teacher
	3
	0

	Non-special education PK-12 educator
	0
	0

	College professor or advisor
	5
	2


*Out of 10 teacher respondents with special education certification.
**Out of 4 administrator respondents with special education certification.

Sources of Discouragement for Pursuit of Special Education Certification

The pre-service survey also had an open-ended question asking respondents to identify who had discouraged them from pursuing special education teacher certification.  Data from this survey revealed 28% had been discouraged from seeking this certification.  Of those who had been discouraged from pursuing special education certification, 46% identified teachers as the source of discouragement, and 32% identified friends as the source.  As with the previously discussed questions related to encouragement for pursuit of special education certification, WTER used the results of the opened-ended questions on the pre-service survey to develop response options for questions on the teacher and administrator survey.  
When teachers and administrators were asked if anyone discouraged them from seeking special education teacher certification, only one teacher and one administrator indicated receiving any discouragement.  The teacher indicated the source of discouragement was not a family member, a friend, a PK-12 educator, or a college professor or advisor.  However, the administrator indicated receiving discouragement from seeking special education certification from both a non-special education PK-12 educator and a college professor or advisor.

Reasons for Choosing Special Education Certification
Of the pre-service teacher survey respondents seeking special education certification, 70% indicated they chose this certification because of their personal commitments to make a difference for students with special needs and 12% because they believed they had the personal characteristics needed to be good special education teachers.  WTER used the responses to the pre-service open-ended question asking why they chose to seek special education certification to create response options for the same question on the survey targeting teachers and administrators.  
Ten teachers with special education certification responded to the question asking why they chose this certification.  Eight of the ten indicated they chose special education certification because of their personal commitment to make a difference for students with special needs.  One teacher indicated making this choice because of having the characteristics needed to be a special education teacher.  The other teacher respondent chose this certification because of the need for special education teachers.
Four administrators with special education certification responded to this question.  Two administrators indicated making their choice because of the need for special education teachers.  One administrator indicated the reason for choosing special education certification was the personal commitment to make a difference for students with special needs, and the fourth administrator indicated having the characteristics needed to be a special education teacher.  
These teachers and administrators were also asked when they made the decision to seek special education teacher certification.  Nine survey respondents (6 teachers and 3 administrators) made the decision to seek this certification after they received their initial teacher certification.  The four other teachers decided to seek special education certification while they were in college.  The other administrator made the decision to seek special education certification during high school.

Reasons for Not Choosing Special Education Certification
Of the over 800 respondents to the pre-service teacher survey, about 70% chose not to seek special education teacher certification.  They gave the following reasons:  24% indicated they had no interest in this certification; 24% believed being a special education teacher would be too overwhelming, too challenging, or too much work; 21% expressed the desire to teach in a specific content area or age group; 16% had never even considered the possibility of this certification and/or had never received any information about it; and 9% indicated that they might pursue special education certification in the future.  WTER used these categories and other responses to the open-ended pre-service survey question as response options for the question given to teachers and administrators who did not have special education certification.  Table 5 presents the results from this survey.  The 50 teachers and seven administrators who did not have special education certification were asked to identify the most important reason for not seeking this certification, but not all of these survey respondents answered the question.
	Table 5.  Reasons for Not Choosing Special Education Certification

	Most Important Reason for Not Choosing Special Education Certification
	# Indicating Most Important Reason

	
	Teachers*
	Administrators**

	I wanted to teach a specific subject or at a specific grade level.
	14
	  1

	I have never thought about getting special education certification.
	11
	  1

	I have no interest in special education certification.
	  9
	  0

	I did not have the time or money needed for the extra classes required for special education certification.
	  6
	  2

	Teaching students with special needs would be too overwhelming, too challenging, and/or too much work.
	  4
	  0

	I have never received any information about special education certification.
	  2
	  1

	I am not considering special education certification now, but I might get it sometime in the future.
	  2
	  1

	Seeking special education certification would not be a good career move for me.
	  1
	  0


*Out of the 50 teacher respondents who did not have special education teacher certification.
**Out of the 7 teacher respondents who did not have special education teacher certification.
The teachers and administrators were also asked when they decided not to seek special education certification.  Four teachers indicated making this decision before high school, and one made the decision during high school.  During college was the time identified by 11 teachers and two administrators when they decided not to seek special education certification.  Four teachers and one administrator decided not to seek this certification after they completed their original teacher certification.  Twenty-eight teachers and three administrators indicated that they had never considered seeking special education certification.   
Experiences With Special Needs Individuals

In the pre-service survey, 75% of the respondents indicated having experiences working with individuals with special needs.  Further analysis indicated that 92% of those seeking special education certification and 69% of those not seeking this certification had experiences working with special needs individuals.  Over 40% of those respondents who reported having contact with individuals with special needs indicated the experiences occurred at work as substitute teachers; teacher aides, assistants, or paraprofessionals; day care workers; or service providers for special needs individuals.  About one-fourth of those reporting these work experiences were teacher aides, assistants, or paraprofessionals, and over half of these individuals were seeking special education certification.
WTER used the results of the open-ended questions on the pre-service survey to construct descriptions of experiences that teachers and administrators were asked to compare to their own experiences.  Table 6 provides information collected on this survey about the experiences of teachers and administrators with special needs individuals.  Data in this table are disaggregated by special education certification status and position of respondents.
	Table 6.  Experiences with Individuals with Special Needs

	Experience
	# With This Experience

	
	Special Education 
Certified*
	Not Special Education Certified**

	
	Teachers
	Administrators
	Teachers
	Administrators

	I had a family member or a friend with special needs.
	  3
	2
	21
	3

	I did volunteer work with individuals that have special needs.
	  3
	2
	  7
	2

	As a paraprofessional, I worked with students with special needs.
	  2
	2
	  8
	1

	As a substitute teacher, I taught special needs students.
	  0
	1
	  3
	4

	During teacher preparation, I observed special needs students.
	  5
	2
	20
	4

	During teacher preparation, I taught special needs students.
	  5
	2
	11
	3

	As a teacher, I have taught students with special needs.
	10
	4
	39
	5

	At my job, I worked with individuals with special needs.
	  5
	3
	26
	3


*10 teachers and 4 administrators had special education certification.  
**50 teachers and 7 administrators indicated they did not have special education certification.  
Conclusion and Recommendations 

This survey was an important follow-up to the pre-service teacher survey and could have added important data to the research begun with the first survey.  The timing of the survey administration was unfortunate and resulted in less than the desired level of participation by teachers and administrators.  Given the small numbers of teacher and administrator participants, it is difficult to draw conclusions.  WTER recommends project management (1) continue efforts to collect additional data from teachers and administrators and (2) increase efforts to engage university partners in recruitment of teachers and administrators in their service area for survey participation.
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