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“Special Education

Teacher Shortages”




Special Education Teacher Shortages

Shortages have existed for

as long as special education
has existed.
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Special Education Teacher Shortages

Shortages have existed for
as long as special education
has existed.

The problem is complex &
multidimensional.
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Shortages are Complex & Multidimensional
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Figure |I. Comparison of students’ with disabilities and teachers’ race and ethnicity.

Note. SET = special education teacher; GET = general education teacher.

“Any growth in the
number of SETs of
color nationally is
wholly insufficient to
keep pace with
growth in the
population of
students of color with
disabilities.”

Bettini, Nguyen et al., 2025

Billingsley, Bettini, & Williams, 2019
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Shortages are Complex & Multidimensional
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Shortages are Complex & Multidimensional
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Table 2.

Teachers POISE Scores and Salient Working Conditions.

POISE Scores

Responsiveness
SET Explicit to Individual
Systematic Student Classroom
Instruction Learning Management Overall Scores
Alana Emergent Emergent Proficient Emergent
Aliyah Unsatisfactory Emergent Emergent Emergent
: Unsatisfactory-
Esther Unsatisfactory Emergent Emergent
Emergent
Jay Unsatisfactory Unsatisfactory Unsatisfactory Unsatisfactory
Kim Emergent Emergent Proficient Emergent
Savan- : :
b Emergent Emergent Proficient Proficient
na
Ellie Proficient Proficient Proficient Proficient
Lisa Emergent Emergent Emergent Emergent
Unsatisfactory- Emergent- _
Zora . Proficient Emergent
Emergent Proficient

ol

Lillis, Bettini et
al., in revision
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Shortages are Complex & Multidimensional

Special Education Teacher Turnover by School Poverty Quartile
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Special Education Teacher Shortages

Shortages have existed for
as long as special education
has existed.

The problem is complex &
multidimensional.

No “quick fixes.” We need
comprehensive, multi-
component solutions.




Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions

Efforts to address
one aspect of the
shortage can
have unintended
effects on the
others.
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions

Example: Reducing Barriers to Entry
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions

Example: Reducing Barriers to Entry
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions

Ffforts to address
one aspect of the
shortage can
have unintended
effects on the
others.

Example: Teacher Licensure Exams
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions
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Ffforts to address
one aspect of the
shortage can
have unintended
effects on the

Disparate Impacts of Teacher Certification
Exams

Christa Deneault, Evan Riehl & Jian Zou

We use Texas administrative data to assess the long-standing claim that teacher certification
exams discriminate against underrepresented minority (URM) candidates. In a regression
discontinuity design, we find that failing a certification exam delays entry into teaching and costs
the average candidate $10,000 in forgone earnings. These costs fall disproportionately on URM
candidates both because they are more likely to fail and because their earnings losses from failing
are 50 percent larger on average. To examine whether these disparities are justified by
racialfethnic differences in teaching quality, we develop a new measure of disparate impact and
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions

 Address all four

simultaneously Distribution Stability
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions

Tested Strateqgies
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions

Tested Strateqgies
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions
Tested Strategies

Accelerated pathways Distribution Stability

Grow Your Own
Paraeducator Pathways

High school = teacher Composition Effectiveness

Special
Bonus programs Education
PToS Teacher
Strengthenin Staffing
2 J Challenges

induction, mentoring, &
brofessional learning



Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions
Tested Strategies
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions

Tested Strategies

(1)Accelerated pathways
(2)Grow Your Own

a. Paraeducator Pathways
b.High school = teacher

(3)Bonus programs

(4)Strengthening induction,
mentoring, & professional
learning

(5)Improving working conditions

Solutions will
require
coordination
among
policymakers,
teacher
educators, &
districts.
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Aligning Policy, Teacher Preparation, &

District Systems

Often, messages and supports are misaligned with one another, resulting
in ambiguity about effective practice and missed learning opportunities.

Pre-Service
Coursework

Messages about
Good Teaching;
Supports for
Learning & Using
Effective
Practices

Pre-Service
Field
Experience

Messages about
Good Teaching;
Supports for
Learning & Using
Effective
Practices

(Billingsley et al., 2009; Leko & Brownell, 2011; Mathews et al., 2017; Theobald et al., 2022)

Early Years
Teaching

4

Messages about
Good Teaching;
Supports for
Learning & Using
Effective
Practices




Aligning Policy, Teacher Preparation, &
District Systems

| feel like the only thing it did was lower my expectations. First of all, | didn't observe [the mentor
teacher] doing any instruction. The entire time | was there, she did not do any individual, small

group, or whole group..... but, with that being said, maybe that's more realistic. | don't really know.
- Mia

Pre-Service Fre-service
Field

Coursework :
Experience

Early Years
Teaching

4

Messages about Messages about Messages about
Good Teaching; Good Teaching; Good Teaching;
Supports for Supports for Supports for
Learning & Using Learning & Using Learning & Using

Effective Effective

Effective
Practices Practices

Practices




Aligning Policy, Teacher Preparation, &
District Systems

"ELA test score gains by students with high-incidence disabilities taught by special
education teachers were highest when both their district and their special education
teacher’s preparation program used/emphasized phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency,
vocabulary, and text comprehension” - Theobald et al., 2022

: Pre-Service
Pre-Service Field Early Years

Coursework c : Teaching
xperience

<

Messages about Messages about Messages about
Good Teaching; Good Teaching; Good Teaching;
Supports for Supports for Supports for
Learning & Using Learning & Using Learning & Using
Effective Effective Effective

Practices Practices Practices



Aligning Policy, Teacher Preparation, &
District Systems

: Pre-Service
Pre-Service Field Early Years

Coursework c : Teaching
xperience

Science of Science of Science of
Reading, High- Reading, High- Reading, High-
Leverage Leverage Leverage
Practices Practices Practices




Aligning Policy, Teacher Preparation, &
District Systems



Supporting Teachers to Enact Effective
Practices

: o Planning Time
Instructional Responsibilities Curricular Materials

Caseload Characteristics

: Admin Support
Class Size & Student Needs Colleague Support
Paperwork Expectations

Extra Duties (e.g., bus duty) ;’;3273;:,‘:2,‘;‘{

Balance




Supporting Teachers to Enact Effective
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Supporting Teachers to Enact Effective
Practices

A [Planning is] usually all in the moment.... |
= open the book that day and go "All right,
what are we going to learn today?" Because |
don't have any prepping time....
-Alana

Balance




Supporting Teachers to Enact Effective
Practices

/ “We just haven't found the
right person for the
position...”

X Balance
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Supporting Teachers to Enact Effective
Practices

‘We just haven't found the
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Supporting Teachers to Enact Effective
Practices

" RESPECT /’

SUSTAIN.




Aligning Policy, Teacher Preparation, &
District Systems

: Pre-Service
Pre-Service Field Early Years

Coursework c : Teaching
xperience

Science of Science of Science of
Reading, High- Reading, High- Reading, High-
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Comprehensive, Multi-Component Solutions
Tested Strategies

Accelerated pathways

Distribution Stability

Grow Your Own
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Documenting
Impact of Change

Efforts




1. What is the Theory of Change?

HOW you expect the change to
impact the worktorce?

More paras Paras fill
get open
Paraeducato licensed, positions in
Pathways especially higher

Paras stay
in their

positions
long term

paras of poverty
color schools

Improved
student

outcomes




2. How Will You Track Effects?

What are easily available indicators
for each expected outcome?

Paras fill

‘ Imbroved
Paraeducatorl B|ggd§r, Smaller later effect
M t malier, later errecCts

Pathways EC e

effects uuLcomes
g Term

Enroll- % Who
ment, Teach in
Licensure High-pov.

Retention Student
rates data




3. Descriptive vs. Causal Evidence?

Q: How likely is it that you would have pursued a PK-12 special education teacher
certificate if the Accelerated Program did not exist? [single-choice]

1.00
0.75
0.50-

0.33
0.25
0.25 0.19
0.13
’ - - -

0.00

Proportion of completers

2022

Very likely Likely Neutral Not likely Very unlikely
Response

Figure 1.2. Completers’ likelihood of pursuing full certification in absence of program
Theobald et al., 2026



3. Descriptive vs. Causal Evidence?

Bigger,
immediate Smaller, later effects
effects

Documenting
effects on distal
outcomes
requires causal
methods

Descriptive
evidence may be
sufficient




3. Descriptive vs. Causal Evidence?

Who can you partner with to
assess causal outcomes?

ol -
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Side Note: SPARC Center Data Explorer
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