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Bettini, Nguyen et al., 2025

“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.”
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This association disappears 
when we account for teacher 

characteristics (e.g., 
experience, certification).
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comprehensive, multi-
component solutions.
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• Address all four 
simultaneously

• Include 
mechanisms to 
address 
potential 
unintended 
effects



What about other 
special education 

personnel?

More than 40% of 
paraeducators 

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

(Billingsley et al., 2009; Leko & Brownell, 2011; Mathews et al., 2017; Theobald et al., 2022)
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I feel like the only thing it did was lower my expectations. First of all, I didn't observe [the mentor 

teacher] doing any instruction. The entire time I was there, she did not do any individual, small 

group, or whole group….. but, with that being said, maybe that's more realistic. I don't really know. 

- Mia
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“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
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Do Special Educators have the conditions 

needed to ENACT effective practices?
Yes No

Do Special 

Educators have 

the conditions 

needed to 

LEARN effective 

practices?

Yes
Highly effective practice 

likely.

Special educators may 

enact some effective 

practices, but they are 

likely to burn out and 

leave.

No

Special educators may 

learn through trial and 

error, but highly effective 

practice is unlikely.

Special educators likely to 

be ineffective, burnout, 

and leave. 
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Balance

I end up feeling like I'm never really 

doing my job, and I'm always letting 

the kids down
-Diedre

[Planning is] usually all in the moment…. I 

open the book that day and go "All right, 

what are we going to learn today?" Because I 

don't have any prepping time…. 

-Alana
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Supporting Teachers to Enact Effective 
Practices

Balance

“We just haven’t found the 
right person for the 

position…”
“We need to make the job 
manageable for the folks 

we’ve got.”



Supporting Teachers to Enact Effective 
Practices

Assess 
Working 

Conditions

Improve 
Working 

Conditions



Aligning Policy, Teacher Preparation, & 
District Systems

Pre-Service 
Field 

Experience

Early Years 
Teaching

Science of 
Reading, High-

Leverage 
Practices

Science of 
Reading, High-

Leverage 
Practices

Science of 
Reading, High-

Leverage 
Practices

Pre-Service 
Coursework



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

Special 
Education 

Teacher 
Staffing 

Challenges

Composition

Distribution Stability

Effectiveness



Documenting 
Impact of Change 

Efforts



1. What is the Theory of Change?

HOW you expect the change to 
impact the workforce?

Paraeducator 
Pathways

More paras 
get 

licensed, 
especially 
paras of 

color

Paras fill 
open 

positions in 
higher 
poverty 
schools

Paras stay 
in their 

positions 
long term

Improved 
student 

outcomes



2. How Will You Track Effects?

What are easily available indicators 
for each expected outcome?

Paraeducator 
Pathways

Paras enroll, 
get 

licensed

Paras fill 
open 

positions in 
higher 
poverty 
schools

Paras stay 
in their 

positions 
long term

Improved 
student 

outcomes

Enroll-
ment, 

Licensure 
#

% Who 
Teach in

High-pov.  

Retention 
rates

Student 
data

Bigger, 
immediate 

effects

Smaller, later effects



3. Descriptive vs. Causal Evidence?

Theobald et al., 2026



3. Descriptive vs. Causal Evidence?

Bigger, 
immediate 

effects
Smaller, later 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?



Conclusion
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