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Transforming Special Education Teacher Education:
A Reaction to the Report
Transforming Teacher Education through Clinical Practice:
A National Strategy to Prepare Effective Teachers

Jennifer R. Newton, Michael J. Kennedy, Christine Walther-Thomas, and Jake Cornett

Policy makers, university teacher education faculty, school leaders, and government
officials are asking the same question: How do we recruit, prepare, and retain effective
teachers who will produce desired student outcomes in every classroom? This complex
question garners distinct opinions depending on the queried stakeholder, but most agree
that significant improvement is needed in the processes of teacher preparation and induc-
tion (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Greer & Meyen, 2009; Sykes, Bird, & Kennedy, 2010;
Wang, Odell, Klecka, Spalding, & Lin, 2010). An argument can be made that the need for
improvement is most urgent within the field of special education teacher preparation
(Brownell, Sindelar, Kiely, & Danielson, 2010; Piper, 2007; Pugach, Blanton, & Correa,
2011; Simonsen et al., 2010; Sindelar, Brownell, & Billingsley, 2010).

To illustrate, recent achievement data for students with disabilities provides striking
evidence of the critical need for improvement in areas of literacy, graduation rates, and
other postsecondary outcomes (e.g. National Center for Education Statistics [NCES],
2009; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, & Garza, 2006). There is substantial variability
in the numerous factors that contribute to the struggles of students with exceptionalities on
measures of academic and social success (see Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-
Azziz, & Chung, 2005; Wagner et al., 2006). Many complex factors influence a teacher’s
impact on student achievement, which leads to the need for us to continue to examine and
reform our current models of teacher preparation. Thus, teacher educators and practition-
ers must continue to investigate and evaluate the effects of new and existing policies, pro-
grammatic structures, and individual practices on outcomes of interest and disseminate
those findings.

Although calls to reform teacher education and P-12 instruction for children with
exceptionalities are not new (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003), it is clear that new thinking is
needed to overcome traditional barriers to academic and social success for individuals with
exceptionalities. However, despite the critical need for improvement, teacher preparation
models within special and general education largely remain fixed to traditional methods
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that reflect the status quo as opposed to evidence-based
practice (Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wycoff,
2009; Brownell, Griffin, Leko, & Stephens, 2011; Sykes et
al., 2010).

ISSUES RELATED TO SPECIAL EDUCATION
TEACHER PREPARATION PROGRAMS

Regardless of programmatic purpose and intent, many in
the field agree that field experiences, pedagogy, and knowl-
edge of subject matter are three critical components all
teachers must have as a foundation for effective teaching
(Darling-Hammond, 2010; Darling-Hammond & Bransford,
2005). Most traditional and alternative teacher preparation
programs are grounded in an established theoretical frame-
work (e.g., Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005; Hollins,
2011); however, empirical evidence for validating one
model over the other has yet to emerge (Brownell, Ross,
Colon, & McCallum, 2005; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Wang
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etal., 2010). Despite support from federally funded research
centers (e.g., Center on Personnel Studies in Special Educa-
tion), substantial public attention (e.g., National Council for
Accreditation of Teacher Education, 2010), and research (e.g.,
Cochran-Smith, 2005), there is little consensus with respect
to the “best” pathway to teacher preparation (Kennedy,
2005). Although there are logical reasons for heterogeneity
among teacher preparation programs (e.g., elementary prepa-
ration, secondary preparation), this heterogeneity also con-
tributes significant variability to the knowledge and skill
sets of candidates who complete the respective preparatory
programs (Boyd et al., 2009).

Experts in the field of special education augment this list
with readiness of educators to embed individualized instruc-
tional practices within content-specific demands of the gen-
eral education curriculum (Brownell et al., 2010; Kennedy
& Thle, 2012; McKenzie, 2009; Oyler, 2011). To date, there
is little evidence to guide teacher preparation programs in
construction of instructional models addressing the complex
and voluminous demands placed on special education teach-
ers (Brownell et al., 2011; Pugach et al., 2011; Sindelar et
al., 2010). To some extent, the limited empirical guidance is
a function of both the heterogeneity of preparatory programs
(Brownell et al., 2005) and the substantially different instruc-
tional settings within individual districts and schools (King-
Sears & Bowman-Kruhm, 2011; McKenzie, 2009).

Roles of Special Educators and
Implications for Teacher Preparation

Special educators must be ready to teach students with a
wide variety of instructional needs and disabilities across
multiple grade levels and in rigorous content areas (Brownell
et al., 2005; Brownell et al., 2011; Kennedy & Ihle, 2012;
McKenzie, 2009). Regardless of grade level or content area,
a chief concern of special educators is their capacity to pro-
mote individualized instruction among students resulting in
student achievement (Edmonds et al., 2009; Faggella-Luby
& Deshler, 2008; Kennedy & Deshler, 2010). Capacity is
constructed and sustained though implementation of evi-
dence-based practices, including explicit and strategic
instruction (Ebbers & Denton, 2008; Scammacca et al.,
2008; Scruggs, Mastropieri, Berkeley & Graetz, 2010). A
frequent recommendation in the professional literature that
preparing preservice and in-service teachers to provide evi-
dence-based literacy instruction should be a cornerstone of
teacher preparation programs and ongoing professional
development (Brownell et al., 2010; Shanahan & Shanahan,
2008). In special education, however, the translation of evi-
dence-based instructional practices from the research labo-
ratory into teacher preparation coursework and classroom
implementation remains a significant area for improvement



(Brownell et al., 2011; Deshler & Schumaker, 2006; Pugach
et al., 2011; Sindelar et al., 2010).

Special educators must also be prepared to work collabo-
ratively with general education teachers across a range of
frequently ill-defined and poorly supported coteaching sce-
narios and content areas (Billingsley, 2004; King-Sears &
Bowman-Kruhm, 201 1; Mastropieri et al., 2005; McKenzie,
2009; Oyler, 2011). In addition, they must keep up with
paperwork requirements and maintain ongoing communica-
tion with families and a range of professionals (Billingsley,
2010). In many ways, special educators face unfair and
impractical expectations with respect to the vast range of
knowledge and practices required to support students with
special needs across diverse academic expectations (Kennedy
& Ihle, 2012). Guidance from national accreditation groups
such as the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education (NCATE), now known as The Council for the
Accreditation of Education Preparation after a merger with
the Teacher Education Accreditation Council, may offer use-
ful frameworks for improving methods to prepare general
and special educators, who are required to continuously
improve measurable outcomes for all students. However,
translating reform frameworks into observable and measur-
able practices at scale is much easier to conceptualize than
to implement (Cuban, 2008; Fullen, 2007).

While special education preparation programs expose
candidates to evidence-based practices and provide training
writing IEP goals and in various collaboration techniques
(see Brownell et al., 2005), there are no set curricula or pre-
scribed experiences comprehensively preparing candidates
for the wide array of instructional settings in which they
may be asked to serve. One reason for this is that expecta-
tions placed on special educators in the field are wildly
diverse and unpredictable with respect to daily duties
(McKenzie, 2009). In other words, each district and school
maintains its own interpretation of instructional settings for
students with disabilities. This inconsistency among schools
is not inherently negative; however, at the teacher prepara-
tion level, it is impractical to provide training for a wide
variety of ultimately unpredictable instructional settings
(Sykes et al., 2010). For example, in some schools, special
educators are required to teach subject-specific content to
small groups of students. In others, the special educator
plays a support role to a content specialist in the general
education classroom. And, in others still, special educators
split time among multiple instructional settings. Therefore,
it is largely unfair to criticize schools of education for the
frequent mismatch between preparation and the reality of
special education settings in schools. Although general edu-
cation teacher preparation programs face mismatches of
their own between institutional curricula and the various
curricula used by school districts (cf. Wang et al., 2010),

special education is further set apart from other programs
within the field of teacher education, given the difficulty in
clearly and consistently specifying what special education is
and looks like in multiple settings (Brownell et al., 2011;
Pugach et al., 2011).

The Role of NCATE in Improving Teacher Preparation

Schools of education seeking accreditation from NCATE
are required to demonstrate a cohesive, evidence-based,
competency-centered curriculum that will prepare effective
teachers (NCATE, 2010). Nearly 700 teacher preparation
programs in the United States are NCATE accredited, a
process that indicates a commitment to and focus on effec-
tive teacher preparation. However, the accreditation process
is only one piece of the puzzle when it comes to instituting
effective teacher preparation practices that can be correlated
with student performance in the classroom (Hollins, 2011;
Stronge, Ward, & Grant, 2011). Given increasing public
demands for highly effective teachers and little definitive
research available about the appropriateness of various
teacher preparation approaches, stakeholders (e.g., state
and federal policy makers, school professionals, field re-
searchers, and professional organizations) have taken note
(Boyd et al., 2009; Pugach & Blanton, 2011; Wang et al.,
2010). Although widely disseminated attention is typically
given to the struggles of teacher preparation as a generic
whole (cf. Ed Week), there is significant need to be more
precise with respect to the uniqueness of teacher preparation
in the field of special education (Brownell et al., 2010; Sin-
delar et al., 2010).

In response to the ambiguity in teacher preparation,
NCATE commissioned a panel to develop a roadmap for
improving teacher education through transformative learning
and development experiences. In November 2010, NCATE
released Transforming Teacher Education through Clinical
Practice: A National Strategy to Prepare Effective Teachers.
This blue-ribbon committee made up of leaders in teacher
education policy and research calls for a focus on high-qual-
ity supervised field experience supported with pedagogy
and content-driven coursework. The report recommends a
shift toward a more “clinical” approach to teacher prepara-
tion loosely modeled after teaching hospitals that prepare
medical professionals. Predictably, the NCATE report does
not specifically address special education teacher prepara-
tion; however, the recommendations do have relevance for
our field, therefore providing critical impetus for scholarly
debate.

The unique responsibilities and expectations special edu-
cators face in the classroom must be addressed in prepara-
tion programs (Billingsley, 2004; Pugach & Blanton, 2011;
Pugach et al., 2011). However, current methods used to
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prepare future educators are as diverse as the students they
will teach and as the research findings that support various
approaches to teacher licensure (Brownell et al., 2011; Sin-
delar et al., 2010). The NCATE report (2010) is significant
and timely, given substantial pressure levied on educational
stakeholders to improve the quality of teacher preparation
(Duncan, 2010; Hess, 2010). Ironically, this pressure stems
largely from the ambiguity of the various models of teacher
preparation existing today in the field.

An Argument in Favor of Reform

Our position on reforming special education teacher
preparation is anchored in (a) an analysis and discussion of
the implications of the NCATE report’s recommendations
for improving teacher preparation and (b) the context of
two differing perspectives on special educators’ roles and
responsibilities recently published in the professional litera-
ture (i.e., Brownell et al., 2010; and Simonsen et al., 2010).
The conclusion of our analysis and discussion will yield rec-
ommendations for policy makers, teacher educators, and
other stakeholders with respect to reshaping teacher prepa-
ration in the field of special education. This discussion is
particularly relevant given the ongoing discourse in the lit-
erature related to whether or not teaching is a profession
with the same respected standing and standards as medicine,
law, and engineering (Wang et al., 2010).

NCATE REPORT RECOMMENDATIONS

We need teachers who are well versed in their curricula,
know their communities, apply their knowledge of child
growth and development, use assessments to monitor stu-
dent progress and effectively engage students in learning.
Teachers need collaboration, communication, and problem-
solving skills to keep pace with rapidly changing learning
environments and new technologies. (NCATE, 2010, p. 1)

The authors of the NCATE (2010) report emphasize the
need to create and prioritize carefully constructed and mon-
itored clinical learning experiences for teacher candidates
above traditional experiences, such as coursework on the-
ory and pedagogy. Under this model, theory and pedagogy
are not abandoned but rather continuously intertwined with
clinical experiences to create an authentic and effective
preparation program. To operationalize their new construct
for teacher preparation, the NCATE report presents five
recommendations:

. More rigorous accountability

Strengthening candidate selection and placement
Revamping curriculum, incentives, and staffing
Supporting partnerships

. Expanding the knowledge base to identify what works
and support continuous improvement

e N

More rigorous accountability. The first recommendation
by the NCATE panel is to increase accountability for institu-
tions of higher education (IHEs) by tying the academic per-
formance of P—12 students to past graduates of teacher prepa-
ration. Although this type of accountability measurement is
difficult to define, stemming from the diverse and compli-
cated barriers related to the structures of IHEs and school
districts (Boyd et al., 2009; Sykes et al., 2010; Wang et al.,
2010) as well as the imprecise nature of measurement in
schools (National Research Council, 2010), the panelists
call for new paradigms and methods to reduce these barri-
ers. According to the report, in order for accountability to be
tightly linked between teacher preparation programs and
P-12 student learning, school districts and teacher prepara-
tion programs must forge tighter relationships. This includes
the need for districts to have a hand in designing teacher
preparation programs that lead to candidates who are well
prepared for the specific challenges of their instructional
setting. Preparing teacher candidates for success in highly
contextualized instructional settings will require curriculum
sharing and streamlining between the teacher preparation
program and the district. In addition, the report calls for
local districts to have input on which teacher candidates are
selected to work in their schools during clinical experiences.
Finally, the panelists recommend all teacher preparation pro-
grams be held to the same standards to reduce variability
among programs. The issue of programmatic variability, as
discussed above, can lead to numerous and stubborn chal-
lenges in giving candidates the knowledge and experiences
they need to become successful educators.

Strengthening candidate selection and placement. The
second recommendation from the report (NCATE, 2010) is
to make improvements in methods used by teacher prepara-
tion programs to recruit and select teacher candidates. Al-
though most programs use GPA and scores on standardized
assessments such as the SAT and ACT for acceptance deci-
sions, the panel recommends using other criteria, such as
measures of “leadership, persistence, commitment, and facil-
ity with oral and written communication” (NCATE, 2010, p.
18). By evaluating candidates using a number of objective
and subjective criteria, it is possible to recruit candidates
who possess both the tangible and intangible characteristics
of effective teachers into the field.

Revamping curriculum, incentives, and staffing. The
third recommendation from the NCATE panel is to revamp
the curriculum for teacher preparation programs, change
incentive structures for faculty members and teachers, and
adjust staffing decisions made by teacher preparation pro-
grams and districts. With respect to curriculum changes, it is
suggested that teacher preparation programs and districts
should “develop a deliberate, seamless curriculum that spi-
rally integrates coursework and laboratory experience with



extended embedded school experiences” (NCATE, 2010, p.
19). There is also a call for teacher candidates to learn about,
implement, and evaluate multiple methods for assessment
used for evaluating student learning and effects of teaching.
Additional knowledge about assessment techniques will
permit teacher candidates and novice teachers to extend
their capacity to carefully evaluate student progress and
make instructional decisions.

The panel (NCATE, 2010) calls for the increasing role
and legitimization of clinical faculty members within the
traditional hierarchy of teacher preparation faculty members.
This would include changing models for how promotion and
tenure would be calculated and awarded by IHEs. Clinical
faculty members also play an important role in the hierarchy
of school districts in the model described by the NCATE
panel. Most school districts do not provide strong incentives
for mentoring teacher candidates or new teachers, nor do
they provide adequate professional development to support
practices used during mentoring (Sykes et al., 2010). All
preservice and novice educators should have access to
highly qualified and highly competent clinical faculty and
have the opportunity to learn alongside master teachers as
well. To accomplish this goal, however, will require new
professional development sessions and models for existing
educators. This is critical, as some researchers note the wide
variability in quality of mentoring that teacher candidates
and novice educators receive (Wang et al., 2010; Sykes et
al., 2010).

Supporting partnerships. The fourth recommendation is
for state lawmakers and education leaders to remove funding
barriers preventing districts and teacher preparation pro-
grams from working seamlessly together. Funding streams
provided by state and the federal governments would greatly
augment the likelihood these recommendations would take
hold. The NCATE panel calls for incentives to be provided
in order to support preparation programs that prepare teach-
ers to work in hard-to-staff schools and teaching areas, such
as special education. The structural changes to teacher
preparation programs called for by the NCATE report would
also de-incentivize teacher preparation programs from churn-
ing out more graduates than partnering school districts need.
This market-based mentality is intended to help teacher
preparation programs become more selective in the admis-
sions process. In other words, the panel suggests fewer can-
didates would be accepted; however, those completing the
program would be of higher quality and more easily and
quickly employed.

Expanding the knowledge base to identify what works
and support continuous improvement. Finally, the NCATE
panel recognizes the dearth of empirical evidence available
to recommend teacher preparation programs utilize specific
practices or structures. Therefore, it recommends that the

government invest in cycles of research and development to
identify successful programs and the practices and struc-
tures that result in measurable effectiveness. NCATE is well
positioned to create a network of data that can be shared
among member schools to ensure the best information is
being disseminated as widely as possible.

Design principles for clinically based preparation

In addition to the five recommendations, the NCATE
panelists provide ten design principles for creating and
implementing their concept of clinically based preparation.

1. Student learning is the focus.

2. Clinical preparation is integrated throughout every
facet of teacher education in a dynamic way.

3. A candidate’s progress and the elements of a prepa-
ration program are continuously judged on the basis
of data.

4. Programs prepare teachers who are experts in con-
tent and how to teach it, and who are also innovators,
collaborators, and problem solvers.

5. Candidates learn in an interactive professional com-
munity.

6. Clinical educators and coaches are rigorously selected
and prepared and drawn from both higher education
and the P—12 sector.

7. Specific sites are designated and funded to support
embedded clinical preparation.

8. Technology applications foster high-impact prepara-
tion.

9. A powerful R&D agenda and systematic gathering
and use of data supports continuous improvement in
teacher preparation.

10. Strategic partnerships are imperative for powerful
clinical preparation.

Although these design principles seem to be highly logical
and consistent with other calls for teacher preparation reform
(cf. Darling-Hammond, 2010; Wang et al., 2010), the struc-
tural, pedagogical, and practical implications for teacher
preparation programs and school districts may provide a
stumbling block for long-term implementation and sustain-
ability. Half of these design principles are likely beyond the
immediate control of most teacher education faculty members
or school officials (i.e., principles 2, 6, 7, 9 and 10). Thus,
new and bold thinking is needed to implement the remain-
ing principles into existing practices of teacher educators.

Implications of the NCATE Report on
Special Education

In light of the NCATE report (2010), the preparation of
special educators may need dramatic reconstruction to meet
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the needs of students with disabilities in the P—12 classroom.
For example, in addition to the NCATE report, there has been
a move among policy makers and the current federal admin-
istration to focus on a common core group of standards for
all school children in the United States. The common core
state standards (CCSS) are the result of a partnership
between the National Governor’s Association (NGA) and the
Council of Chief State School Officers. The CCSS focus on
embedded literacy practice across the curriculum with an
emphasis on higher order thinking and problem solving.
Teachers, school administrators, and state education agency
(SEA) experts collaborated to develop a “clear and consis-
tent framework to prepare our children for college and the
workforce” (NGA, 2010, http://www.corestandards.org). The
bipartisan Health Education Labor and Pensions Senate com-
mittee bill to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation Act (ESEA) supports state adoption of CCSS with a
focus on college and career preparation for P12 students.
As curricular expectations for students and funding oppor-
tunities for states and universities shift in this direction, so
too must the preparation and skill set for teacher candidates.
However, given the newness of the CCSS and uncertainty
surrounding the ESEA reauthorization, finding specific
guidance teacher preparation programs can use to augment
or change existing curricula and practices is difficult.

The language of all students used throughout the Senate
ESEA reauthorization bill and CCSS documents indicates
that special educators define the skill sets, roles, and ulti-
mately, measurable student outcomes for which we are
accountable. Despite the availability of funds from the fed-
eral government, the NCATE report and the CCSS are silent
with respect to how recommendations will translate to effec-
tiveness in classrooms. If the recommendations are to be
adopted and result in measurable student learning gains,
teacher preparation programs must play a substantial role,
and field experience may bridge the gap between prepara-
tion coursework and real-world experiences.

Field Experience in Teacher Preparation

Field experience, or student teaching, has long been con-
sidered an integral part of teacher preparation (Carnegie
Forum on Education, 1986). However, in order to bridge the
gap between theories taught in higher education classrooms
and practices in the P—12 classroom, field experiences must
provide more than a place for a student to observe a veteran
teacher at work (Albers & Goodman, 1999; Prater & Sileo,
2004). Students who apply practices and strategies learned
during coursework, receive guidance and support from their
cooperating or mentor teacher, and then reflect on those
experiences report higher levels of readiness and satisfac-
tion in their induction years as teachers (Andrew & Schwab,
1995).

Significant time in the field prior to graduation may also
serve to bridge the gap between theory learned in course-
work and the actual practice of teaching (Zeichner, 2010).
New teachers often report feeling ill prepared for the work
of educating students, learning and maneuvering effectively
within the school culture, and managing paperwork, non-
teaching responsibilities, and the expectations and needs of
their students’ families (Billingsley, 2004; Brownell &
Smith, 1992). Limited or lack of preparation with respect to
critical elements of teaching is a contributor to the high rate
of turnover in the field (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1985).

Researchers have found that simply increasing time in the
field, however, does not necessarily result in better prepa-
ration of teachers or higher student teacher satisfaction
(Capraro, Capraro, & Helfeldt, 2010). While the research is
limited, investigators have found that contributing factors
such as quality of the site, mentor teacher skills, quality of
the supervision, and student teachers’ classroom preparation
contribute to the preparatory benefits of field experience
(Capraro et al., 2010; Zeichner, 1980; 2010). The NCATE
report recommends hands-on preparation beyond traditional
field experience by adopting a teaching hospital model, as is
commonplace in medical training. The report calls for a
fully-integrated teacher preparation program in which peda-
gogy, content knowledge, and coursework come together in
a supported teaching and learning school environment.
Preparation of this kind would require the teaching and
engagement of special education faculty as well as the
development of learning communities where every member
in every role is viewed as a teacher and a learner (Coulter,
2003). In order for this to happen, effective and sustainable
partnerships between university teacher preparation pro-
grams and districts and schools must be established.

School/University Partnerships

Although the literature on implemented and measured
school—-university partnerships is sparse, a framework is
emerging with four key components of effective and suc-
cessful partnerships (see Peel, Peel, & Baker, 2002). Lefever-
Davis, Johnson, and Pearman (2007) describe the first com-
ponent in suggesting school districts and universities should
consider their mutual histories, relationships, work styles,
and expectations prior to entering a school-university part-
nership. The literature is clear with regard to the second
component in emphasizing an established goal with an artic-
ulated plan to achieve it is essential for effective partner-
ships (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; Donovan,
2009; Peel et al., 2002). Preparing effective teachers who
will promote student learning and outcome measures is a
strong priority for both university faculty and district and
local school administration. The NCATE report provides



examples of effective district or school-university partner-
ships to serve as models for collaborating on teacher prepara-
tion and coordinating funding sources. However, the practice
has yet to scale up to encompass the many and varied special
education teacher preparation programs across the country.

Partnerships present unique challenges to teacher educa-
tion faculty in higher education (Stephens & Boldt, 2004);
addressing these challenges is the third component of suc-
cessful school-university partnerships. The incentive struc-
ture of tenure and promotion makes sustained collaborative
work challenging (Byrk & Gomez, 2008). However, with na-
tional funding competitions such as race to the top (RTTT)
and Investing in Innovation (i3), there has been a transition
from formulary funding of public education to a greater
focus on competitive awards, a skill rewarded in the struc-
ture of tenure and promotion at IHEs. With this shift, higher
education faculty who traditionally drove the research
agenda must adjust to an environment of mutually beneficial
and collaborative partnerships. Although this change is sig-
nificant in its potential to foster partnerships, it has several
consequences. School-university partnerships for the pur-
pose of competitive funding usually remain only as long as
the funding continues. Further, these arrangements often
benefit large or suburban districts that can afford grant writ-
ers and administrators, while shortchanging small, rural, or
poor school districts lacking capacity for this type of com-
petition. Nevertheless, competitive funding opportunities
may serve as impetus for encouraging school- university
partnerships insofar as the competition is designed to address
the challenges of developing the partnership.

Carlone and Webb (2006) reported on their own experi-
ences as university faculty collaboratively working with
three 3rd-grade science teachers with the intent of challeng-
ing the traditional knowledge hierarchy of university faculty
member to teacher to student. The researchers found, despite
their best and intentional efforts, the underlying power dif-
ferential and perceived hierarchy elevating the knowledge of
university faculty over that of the participating teachers ulti-
mately affected the efficacy of their partnership. The fourth
component of successful school—university partnerships is
to address the perceived hierarchy of faculty and teachers.
Successful partnership between faculty and teachers is char-
acterized by collaboration where each recognizes and values
the contributions of the other.

Partnerships between schools and college- and univer-
sity-based teacher preparation programs can establish a cul-
ture where both the university and local districts carry
responsibility for teachers as professionals working in con-
junction with the mutual goal of promoting student out-
comes through effective teachers. While preparing teachers
for the complex and dynamic work of educating students
currently falls primarily on schools of education in college

and university settings, supporting and retaining teachers
through mentoring and professional development is primar-
ily the responsibility of school districts (Cozza, 2010). In an
effort to share resources, focus problem solving, and
improve educational outcomes for students, collaborative
school-university partnerships are promoted by NCATE as
an emerging model with strong potential for mutually bene-
ficial teaching and learning.

VIEWS OF SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER
ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Teaching is complex and requires a specific skill set
(Cochran-Smith, 2005; Darling-Hammond, 2007). Students
identified with special needs currently perform considerably
below their peers who are typically developing (Wagner et
al., 2006), and research supports the importance of high
quality teachers, over all other variables, to affect perfor-
mance in students (Harris & Sass, 2009). Therefore, increas-
ing attention is turning to preparation experiences and to
how the field of special education wants to position the role
of special educators in the future (Pugach & Blanton, 2011).
As a result, special education teacher educators are dis-
cussing the roles and responsibilities of special educators in
the multitiered educational systems (Brownell et al., 2010;
Kennedy & Ihle, 2012; Simonsen et al., 2010).

Special education teacher preparation curricula are gen-
erally designed to comply with recommendations deter-
mined through consensus of stakeholders in professional
organizations to guide teaching practices in special educa-
tion. However, established requirements have little empirical
basis (Sindelar et al., 2010). Sindelar and his colleagues
raised more questions than answers in their analysis of spe-
cial education teacher preparation and its approaches, prior-
ities, experiences, and outcomes for students. It is clear that
more empirical research is needed to support the various
theories and existing practices that are used within our field.

Two recent articles frame special educators in two distinct
roles. Brownell and colleagues (2010) present a framework
of special educators as coteachers who require extensive
knowledge in language, literacy, and math in order to sup-
port students and general education teachers. Simonsen and
her colleagues (2010) recommend the reconceptualization
of special educators as interventionists who serve students
with exceptionalities across settings in schools implement-
ing tiered instructional systems. These contrasting views of
special educator preparation provide a useful launching
point for exploring how special education teacher prepara-
tion programs can address and, to the extent appropriate,
adapt to some or all the changes called for in the NCATE
(2010) report.



8 FOCUS ON EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN

SEPTEMBER 2012

Special Educators as Coteachers

Brownell and colleagues (2010) make the case that spe-
cial educators need a strong and thorough knowledge base
in the content areas of literacy, language, and numeracy in
order to teach and provide interventions to support learning
for students with disabilities. Given a three-tier model of
instruction (see Mellard, Stern, & Woods, 2011), Tier 2 and,
more intensively, Tier 3 accommodations and interventions
are the responsibility of special educators (Brownell et al.,
2010). Brownell and colleagues envision an opportunity for
special educators to define a specific role and skill set, thus
informing the necessary preparation experiences to meet the
needs of all students.

Teaching content to a variety of learners, presenting
information with multiple means of representation, and
understanding how learners think, process, and learn are all
strengths brought to the general education classroom by
special educators (Scruggs, Mastropieri & Duffy, 2007).
These strengths are among special educators’ strongest
assets and must be maximized in tiered educational systems
(Mastropieri et al., 2005). However, ESEA does not require
all teachers to demonstrate knowledge and skills in the sub-
ject area in which they teach. Current law permits teachers
who are still in training in alternative route programs to be
labeled as highly qualified. This requirement includes spe-
cial educators who work across grade levels and in spe-
cific content areas (McKenzie, 2009). Acquiring the skills
required to teach across grade levels and in multiple content
areas requires extensive training before demonstrating pro-
ficiency in both special education and one or more subject
area.

Most stakeholders agree that a comprehensive under-
standing of the content is imperative to a teacher’s efficacy,
but, for special educators, the definition of a consistent set
of content knowledge and practices is ambiguous and vague
at best (Hill, Ball, & Schilling, 2008). Brownell and col-
leagues’ (2010) recommendations for special education
teacher preparation call for advanced coursework in literacy
and domain expertise. Their argument is driven by the need
for special educators to be equals with general educators
with respect to content knowledge but also be experts in
methods for differentiating instruction for all learners.
Brownell and colleagues’ argument is reminiscent of Shul-
man (1986), who said knowledge of a subject area is not
enough; effective teachers also need a solid foundation of
content-appropriate pedagogical practices.

In summary, Brownell and her colleagues (2010, 2011)
recommend integrating teacher preparation for general and
special educators because strengths from both disciplines
are necessary to implement an effective tiered model of
intervention. They state, “preparation now must help general
and special education teachers integrate evidence-based

practices into content instruction” (p. 371). This wording is
important because it charges both general and special edu-
cators with the task of obtaining the knowledge, understand-
ing, and pedagogy to teach all learners across all standards.
This is a dramatic change in structure from the tracks of
general or special education preparation on which students
have typically been prepared. This will be difficult to
accomplish given the current structure of teacher prepara-
tion in higher education. However, unified early childhood
education models and dual licensure programs provide
opportunity to investigate the preparation of teachers skilled
in both content and in meeting the needs of diverse learners.
It is also important to note efforts have been made to embed
knowledge, skills, and practices from special education into
conventional teacher preparation programs (Imig, Wiseman,
& Imig, 2011).

Special Educators as Interventionists

Simonsen and her colleagues (2010) present an alterna-
tive model from which to view the role of special educators
in a tiered educational model. They place emphasis on the
“careful implementation of evidence-based instruction and
curriculum, administrative support, redistribution of resources,
professional development, a commitment to data-based de-
cision making, and a symbiotic relationship between general
and special education” (Simonsen et. al, 2010, p. 22). They
promote special educators as interventionists for all stu-
dents: Special educators serve as coaches of general educa-
tors who then collaborate in the implementation of a tiered
system of support. Given this role, special educators should
be prepared as such. Rather than focusing on content knowl-
edge, in this model, special educators must be prepared to
lead, collaborate, problem solve, and intervene as needed to
make curriculum accessible for all learners. This is different
from the Brownell et al. (2010) model because special edu-
cators are not responsible for the initial delivery of content
but for transforming content in meaningful ways for a
diverse population of learners.

Within the interventionist model (Simonsen et al., 2010),
special educators will continue to bear the legal responsibil-
ity for special education services received (e.g., documenta-
tion, data collection, and IEP development and maintenance)
but will also gain the new responsibilities of coach, profes-
sional developer, consultant, and interventionist. Special
educators move away from working closely with a select few
students with the greatest needs to working with all students
and general educators to build capacity in differentiating
instruction and meeting diverse learner needs. Special edu-
cators bring a skill set conducive to this role because they
are prepared with specific evidence-based instructional strate-
gies to support struggling learners (Deshler & Schumaker,
2006). However, special educators are currently prepared for



direct instruction in a collaborative environment rather than
as instructional coaches and professional developers. There-
fore, implementation of this model may require an overhaul
of teacher preparation as well as in role recognition for spe-
cial education professionals within the contexts of schools.

ANALYSIS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Defining the roles and purposes of special education in
the classroom is an imperative first step in applying the
NCATE panel’s (2010) recommendations to teacher prepa-
ration of special educators. Brownell and colleagues (2010)
and Simonsen and colleagues (2010) provide two of the
visions for reforming teacher preparation; however, opinions
and ideas for reform are not limited to these models. That
said, both are extraordinarily different from broad, general-
ist, current practices in special education. Here we provide
recommendations for engaging special education teacher
educators in the debate, encouraging NCATE to invite the
field of special education to the table.

For Policy Makers

Teachers are responsible for the learning outcomes of all
students. Therefore, the oversight of special education in the
NCATE report is significant. Policy makers should be more
careful to include legislative language specifically recogniz-
ing the individualized learning needs of students with ex-
ceptionalities. Although the language “all students” is used
in the NCATE and other reports, this provides too little
emphasis on the learning needs of students with disabilities.
Establishing a definition for the role of special educators and

a model for the instructional settings students with special
learning needs require for success is a critical missing com-
ponent of the NCATE report. An essential step forward in
improving outcomes for students with special needs would
be the creation of federal and state standards or guidelines
for elementary and secondary schools with respect to pre-
ferred instructional configurations that benefit students with
exceptionalities. The streamlining of how schools make
decisions regarding the creation of instructional settings for
students with exceptionalities would significantly reduce
variability in how students are taught and thus provide
teacher preparation programs with less heterogeneity to con-
tend with when preparing teachers.

A Short and Long-Term Plan for Reform

In 2002, the No Child Left Behind Act was signed into
law and was scheduled for reauthorization in 2007. Now,
more than 10 years after the law was signed, Congress has
taken up reauthorization. As we consider the legislative his-
tory, to reform the relationships between teacher education
programs, schools, researchers, and educators, a 10-year plan
will be necessary. The 10-year plan should aim to influence
policy during reauthorizations of each federal education
law; that is, the Higher Education, Individuals with Disabil-
ities Education, and Elementary and Secondary Education
Acts. Recognizing there is much we do not know about the
preparation of highly qualified special educators who pro-
duce measurable learning outcomes for students with dis-
abilities, we offer recommendations for developing the 10-year
plan for teacher preparation reform (see Figure 1). The plan
includes three phases, developing and demonstrating, evalu-
ating outcomes, and influencing policy. In short, an ambitious

Development and Demonstration

Rigorous requirements for

Process and Evaluation

highly effective teachers

Heavy investment in
development and research
of partnership models of
preparation

Field-based preparation
program

Measured by

» student outcomes
« teacher candidates
* master teachers

Policy and Reauthorizations

Lessons learned

Repurposing current
funding allocations

Measuring implications for

Sustained and ongoing
professional development
for master teachers

the Higher Education Act,
IDEA, and ESEA

FIGURE 1:
A Short- and Long-Term Plan for Reform
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research and development agenda is presented, bringing to-
gether experts in the areas of elementary, secondary, special,
bilingual, and higher education.

Development and demonstration

The initial stage of the short- and long-term plan for reform
embarks on a dramatic change in research, development,
and implementation of teacher preparation. The purpose of
this phase is to identify specific goals and plans, create
empirical models of reform, and demonstrate the effects
while documenting the necessary inputs for implementing
reform. In this phase, teacher educators must engage in
innovation, creating various versions of reform to identify
those reform models leading to improved outcomes. After
divergence, the field must coalesce around a set of high
standards for teacher candidates and in-service teachers to
demonstrate. To develop the necessary support among pol-
icy makers and consumers of higher education, the field
should demonstrate the reforms lead to a pattern of positive
growth in student outcomes as measured by a variety of
qualitative and quantitative data points. The federal govern-
ment and nonprofits such as the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation could promote this phase by providing signifi-
cant financial support for reform, thereby providing seed
money for schools and university faculty to reorganize, im-
plement, and evaluate school-university partnerships and
clinical teacher preparation.

Because of the wildly diverse roles of special educators
in schools, partnerships will use state standards for teacher
licensure to guide the required competencies and experi-
ences for preservice teacher preparation. Preservice teachers
should spend a minimum of half of their required course
time in a field-based setting. Boyd and his colleagues found
preparation that “focuses more on the work of the classroom
and provides opportunities for teachers to study what they
will be doing as Ist-year teachers seems to produce teachers
who, on average, are more effective during their 1st year of
teaching” (Boyd et al., 2009, p. 434).

Also during this phase of the plan is the development of
mutually beneficial partnerships as illustrated in Figure 2.
Preservice teachers, inservice teachers, and university fac-
ulty engage in structured support and knowledge exchange
that improves the practice of each individual. This, in itself,
has vast potential for reshaping teacher preparation.

Quality Process and Data-Based Outcome Evaluation

The purpose of this phase is to develop systems for on-
going formative and summative evaluation of the teacher
training models. Formative evaluation of the clinical experi-
ences of teacher candidates is essential to continuous im-
provement of the model. And equally important is summa-
tive evaluation, including sound systems for monitoring

Local district/

school personnel
and inservice

classroom teachers

Preservice
teachers

FIGURE 2:
Mutually Beneficial Relationships

teacher quality and collecting data on the effect of teacher
training programs on P—12 students. This phase of the 10-
year plan will require the development of sound measure-
ment tools including observation, value-added statistical
modeling, and student feedback. The Gates Foundation has
begun work in this area by beginning to identify models of
measurement for effective teaching (Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, 2012). Further, Crowe (2010) lists recommen-
dations for strengthening the evaluation of teacher education
programs in higher education:

1. Tie K-12 pupil learning outcomes to preparation
program graduates and hold the programs account-
able for teacher effectiveness.

2. Begin to implement high-quality observational assess-
ments of classroom teaching by supporting efforts to
link these assessments to student achievement and by
developing rigorous training for classroom observers
to ensure reliable assessment findings.

3. Employ current state data systems to track the teach-
ing retention rates for graduates of every program
and use the findings as a public disclosure measure.

4. Implement feedback surveys of preparation program
graduates and their employers using state education,
labor department (or state insurance department),
university, and school district data systems.

Further work is needed to operationalize these recom-
mendations; for example, when implementing recommenda-
tion 1, how should a teacher preparation program be held
accountable if its prior graduates are not maintaining high
outcomes among their students?
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Influence Policy and Future Reauthorizations

The empirical evidence resulting from the previous phases
of the plan has potential to impact policy development dur-
ing future reauthorizations of federal education law. During
future reauthorizations of ESEA, the field would provide
evidence-based policy recommendations regarding highly
qualified educators and accountability of career teachers as
well as outcomes for student learners. Further, during reau-
thorization of the Higher Education Act, the field would
provide evidence-based policy recommendations on the prepa-
ration and licensure of novice teachers and tie access to fed-
eral funds directly to improvements in their programs. In
reauthorization of IDEA, the field would provide evidence-
based recommendations on the benefits of including stu-
dents with disabilities in the general curriculum and make
clear guidelines for the instructional settings and arrange-
ments promoting this. Finally, venturing into other reautho-
rizations, including the Education Sciences Reform and the
Child Care and Development Block Grants Acts, the field
would provide evidence-based recommendations for future
research and improvements to early childhood care for
greater school readiness, respectively. Developing an evi-
dence base for the school-university partnership model of
clinical preparation of teachers has wide-reaching implica-
tions for future policy development.

For Teacher Educators

Providing coursework in schools while maintaining a focus
on literacy instruction and interventions within disciplines is
a critical component of teacher preparation (Brownell et al.,
2010). School-university partnerships enable candidates to
practice data-based decision making through assessment,
progress monitoring, and subsequent instructional planning.
Engaging in partnerships provides context to teacher prepa-
ration coursework and facilitates higher order thinking about
real-world problems the teacher candidates will face in the
classroom. However, we would be remiss to overlook the
challenges to such partnerships for university-based teacher
education faculty. Teacher preparation curriculum would
require revision, accreditation standards may be compro-
mised, and tenure measures of productivity may not align
with a partnership model. That said, traversing these barriers
and the lessons learned by faculty will influence the direc-
tion of scaling up the school-university partnership model.

For School and District Stakeholders

Well-supported and well-funded preservice teachers have
the potential to be invaluable to district and school person-
nel. Preservice teachers can be used for a variety of purposes
while in their field-based learning. For example, schools can

utilize more advanced teacher candidates to support differ-
entiated learning groups, thereby increasing the amount of
small-group instruction each student receives, whereas less
experienced preservice teacher candidates may simply be an
extra pair of ears and eyes as they learn the nuances of uni-
versal classroom management systems. The possibilities are
endless for adding additional skilled and supported person-
nel in schools. Further, the opportunity to explore and
understand school culture, to learn district policies, and to
implement district curriculum gives teacher candidates, as
well as school and district personnel, an advantage when hir-
ing. That is, the candidate will be familiar with many of the
nuances of partnering districts, while the school staff has
firsthand experiences to judge how well the candidate will
fit the position.

CONCLUSION

The NCATE report illustrates the ambitious agenda for
substantial and sustainable change in teacher preparation.
Policy makers emphasize the importance of outcomes for all
students and provide financial incentives to states that adopt
CCSS as a framework guiding instruction (USDOE, 2010).
Teacher educators struggle with defining measures of effec-
tive teachers, let alone the skill set and experiences neces-
sary to prepare teachers for complex and dynamic teaching
environments (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). School lead-
ers, as well as federal and state government officials, attempt
to balance implementation with feasibility when adopting
new educational models (Laczko-Kerr & Berliner, 2002).
There is no shortage of ideas about how to answer the ques-
tion presented initially: How do we recruit, prepare, and retain
effective teachers who will produce desired student out-
comes in every classroom? However, resources for imple-
mentation of comprehensive reform are valuable and scarce.
Research is clear: Effective teachers are the most critical
resource provided to students in the classroom (Harris &
Sass, 2009); therefore, it is essential for teacher preparation
to be in the forefront among concerns of school districts and
the agenda for policy makers.

Although the NCATE report provides solid recommenda-
tions for a needed “overhaul” (NCATE, 2010, p. 2) of teacher
preparation, it will have minimal influence on the process
without the full support of other key stakeholders. Federal
funding priorities, the CCSS movement (NGA, 2010), and
reauthorization of ESEA, among others, must all contribute
to mapping the trajectory for effective teacher preparation.
As key stakeholders in this process, university teacher prepa-
ration faculty must strengthen their working relationships
with state and local education agencies to form collabora-
tive, innovative, research-based, and sustained partnerships
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driven by solving the problems teachers face in the class-
room. To affect policy decisions, university teacher prepara-
tion faculty must foster relations with elected and unelected
policy makers in the state and U.S. Capitol. Change is com-
ing and teacher educators must be part of the equation.
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