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ABSTRACT 

 

The current shortage of special education teachers in the United States is tied to 

high rates of teacher attrition.  The literature is filled with reasons that special education 

teachers left the profession.  However, the perceptions of preservice special education 

teachers regarding their persistence in the field have not yet been extensively explored.  

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to discover factors that preservice 

teachers believe will influence their persistence in the field of special education and how 

prepared they perceive themselves to be to deal with these factors.  A group of twenty-

one preservice special education teachers who were completing the required student 

teaching experience within a special education program at a major university in Texas 

were the subjects in the study.  Research was completed through the analysis of data 

collected through interviews; focus groups; surveys; student teaching evaluation 

documents; and student exit questionnaires. 

 Although some of the factors mirrored those of current special education teachers, 

new factors were also uncovered during the research process.  Several themes emerged 

through a synthesis of these factors. The themes included 1) feeling supported and valued 

by administrators, colleagues, mentors, and paraprofessionals; 2) being equipped with the 

training, skills and resources necessary to be successful; and 3) finding personal 

fulfillment in their jobs.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the Study 

Teacher attrition is an area of current concern in the field of education.  The rate 

of teacher turnover in special education is a source of particular alarm.  Every year, the 

number of certified teachers entering the field of special education is lower than that of 

special educators leaving the profession (Billingsley, 2004). The literature is satiated with 

studies focused on finding ways to decrease the rates of teacher attrition.  These include 

those completed to discover the reasons for this phenomenon.  Studies are lacking, 

however, regarding how the perceptions of preservice teachers are related to this trend.  

This study will attempt to determine these factors and concerns.   

Statement of the Problem 

 It is important to keep competent, experienced teachers in the classroom.  

Students in special education programs particularly need teachers who are adept at 

helping them to learn despite their disabilities.  Because teachers often spend a period of 

time completing their training by teaching in the classroom, their views of the profession 

often crystallize in the course of this process.  Data regarding the perceptions of 

preservice teachers in this final stage of preparation could be beneficial in discovering 

ways to address their concerns before they begin their teaching careers.     

Research Questions 

 This study investigated the perceptions of preservice teachers about factors that 

might make them leave the field after entering the profession of special education.  A 
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review of the literature was conducted before the study began to uncover the factors most 

related to special educator attrition and preservice teachers’ student teaching experiences.  

Therefore, this study sought to provide answers to the following questions:  

1.  What factors do preservice teachers believe will influence their persistence in 

the field of special education? 

2.  How prepared are preservice teachers to deal with factors that they feel may 

influence their persistence in the field of special education? 

Theoretical/Conceptual Framework 

Teacher attrition has attracted considerable attention at the federal, state and local 

levels (Allen, 2005).  Policy makers have encouraged research into determining what 

leads to the high rates of attrition among teachers early in their careers (Johnson, Berg & 

Donaldson, 2005.  This has provided a large empirical base of studies related to the 

persistence of new special educators.  The high annual special education teacher turnover 

has been attributed to a variety of factors such as transfer from special to general 

education (Boe, Bobbitt & Cook, 1997), quitting public school teaching for other pursuits 

(Edgar & Pair, 2005), or leaving teaching for personal reasons (Billingsley, 2004).    

Although these and other factors that impact teacher attrition have been identified, 

a review of the literature failed to reveal studies that examined the beliefs of preservice 

teachers about the teaching profession in general; concerns about the decision to pursue a 

career in special education; or negative factors that they assume will affect them upon 

entering the profession.  Further, no studies were located that investigated how preservice 

teaching experiences influence the persistence of special education teachers.  These gaps 

in the literature led to the design of this study.   
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Assumptions 

 This study provided beneficial information about teacher persistence.  Retaining 

outstanding teachers in the profession of special education is an important goal; therefore, 

data about the causes of attrition from the field is a crucial beginning stage in remediating 

this phenomenon.   

 Preservice teachers encounter and observe factors that teachers find frustrating as 

they perform their daily tasks.  Many of these relate directly to instruction; however, a 

good number also arise from factors outside of the classroom setting.  From this initial 

immersion in the daily tasks and frustrations associated with the profession, preservice 

teachers’ eyes begin to be open to the realities they will face on the job.  Thus, it was 

assumed at the beginning of the study that the factors found within the literature to be 

most related to special education teacher persistence and attrition would be similar to 

those that preservice teachers believed would influence their persistence in the field. 

Definition of Terms 

 Attrition refers specifically to teachers who leave the profession (Gersten, 

Keating, Yovanoff & Harniss, 2001) 

 Turnover is a broad term which refers to teachers who leave the profession or 

transfer to other teaching or educational positions (Ingersoll, 2001) 

 A fully certified teacher refers to teachers who hold appropriate state certification 

or licensure for their position (McLeskey & Landers, 2006) 

 Retention refers to teachers who remain in the same teaching assignment and 

the same school as the previous year (Billingsley, 2004). 

 Teacher turnover is a generic term that refers to all changes in teacher status 
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from one year to the next (Boe, Bobbitt & Cook, 1997) 

 Teacher quality in this context encompasses good teaching that incorporates 

best practices and use of age appropriate strategies, upholds standards of the 

field and meets all expectations of the role leading to successful student 

outcomes (McLeskey & Landers, 2006)  

 Disability is an umbrella term which includes impairments which limit major life 

activities (Wood, 1994). 

 The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires that all students 

be provided a free and appropriate public education (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2002). 

 The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) is the name commonly used for Public 

Law 107-110.  It requires that “all children have a fair, equal, and significant 

opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, 

proficiency on challenging state academic achievement standards and state 

academic assessments” (U.S. Department of Education, 2003).   

 The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) was 

authorized in 2004 as a replacement for the IDEA to align the requirements with 

the NCLB (U.S. Department of Education, 2005).  

 Special education is the education required for students with the qualifying 

disabilities of mental retardation, hearing impairments, speech or language 

impairments, visual impairments, serious emotional disturbance, orthopedic 

impairment, autism, traumatic brain injury, specific learning disabilities, 



                                                     Texas Tech University, Leigh A. Crane, December 2010 

 5

developmental delay, or other health impairment (Hallahan, Kauffman & Pullen, 

2009). 

  As stated previously, the IDEIA requires that special education services be 

provided to students with identified needs due to one or more specifically identified 

disabilities.  These qualifying disabilities are mental retardation, hearing impairments, 

speech or language impairments, visual impairments, serious emotional disturbance, 

orthopedic impairment, autism, traumatic brain injury, specific learning disabilities, 

developmental delay, or other health impairment (Hallahan, Kauffman, & Pullen, 2009). 

 Specific Learning Disability (SLD) - as defined within the IDEA, “means a 

disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in 

understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which disorder may 

manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or 

do mathematical calculations (Individual with Disabilities Education Act, 1997, 

Sec. 602(26), p. 13).   

 Mental Retardation (MR) - is an intellectual disability characterized by 

significant limitations both in intellectual functioning and in adaptive behavior 

as expressed in conceptual, social, and practical adaptive skills. This disability 

originates before age 18 (Schalock, R.L., 2007)  

 Serious emotional disturbance (SED) - within the IDEA, students who are 

identified as seriously emotionally disturbed have a condition exhibiting one or 

more characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked degree.  A 

number of difficulties that adversely affect educational performance may qualify 

a student for special education services within this category.  These include 
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inability to maintain satisfactory relationships with others; inability to learn that 

cannot be explained by other factors; inappropriate behavior or feelings under 

normal circumstances; a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; a 

tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems. Students who are schizophrenic are included within this 

category; however, students who are only diagnosed as socially maladjusted are 

not included unless they are diagnosed with another qualifying condition (45 

C.F.R. §121a5 [b] [8] [1978]).   

 Speech or language impairments – are disorders of communication, including 

speech disorders, impairments in the production and use of oral language and 

language disorders, which include problems in comprehension and expression.   

 Autism Spectrum Disorder - is a developmental disability affecting verbal and 

nonverbal communication and social interaction, generally evident before age 3, 

which affects a child’s performance.  Other characteristics often associated with 

autism are engagement in repetitive activities and stereotyped movements, 

resistance to environmental change or change in daily routines, and unusual 

responses to sensory experiences.  The term does not apply if a child’s 

educational performance is adversely affected primarily because the child has 

serious emotional disturbance (Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act, 2004.  34 F C.F.R., Part 300, 300.7[b][1]). Although not 

specifically noted in IDEA definition, autism is often characterized by 

significant cognitive deficits.   
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 Developmental delay - is a broad label under which children with disabilities 

may be categorized rather than identified as having a more specific disability.  

Each state has its own guidelines for determining eligibility. The term is often 

used to encompass a variety of disabilities of infants or young children 

indicating that they are significantly behind the norm for development in one or 

more areas such as motor development, cognitive development, or language.  

There are three basic categories of underlying conditions that can indicate need 

for services. These are:  diagnosed physical or mental conditions which have a 

high probability of resulting in developmental delay, developmental delay, and 

children at risk of experiencing a substantial developmental delay if early 

intervention services are not provided (Rosenberg, Zhang, & Robinson, 2008).   

 Other Health Impairment - health impairments that adversely affects a child’s 

educational performance due to limited strength, vitality or alertness, including a 

heightened alertness to environmental stimuli, which results in limited alertness 

with respect to the educational environment, is due to chronic or acute health 

problems.  

 Hearing impairments - refers to students who are identified as either deaf or hard 

of hearing.  The term deaf is used for those whose hearing precludes successful 

processing of linguistic information with or without a hearing aid.  A person 

identified as hard of hearing is one with a severe impairment of hearing who can 

benefit from the use of a hearing aid so as to successfully processing linguistic 

information.   
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 Visual impairments – refers to students identified as blind or possessing low 

vision due to significant deficits with visual acuity or field of vision.  According 

to the IDEA, individuals identified as blind are those so severely impaired that 

they must learn to read Braille in order to understand the written word.  Those 

who can read through the use of magnification or large print are identified as low 

vision.   

 Other Disabilities – students who qualify for special education services due to 

other disabilities which require extensive and ongoing support in more than one 

major life activity and occur in only a very small percentage of cases of 

disability.  Traumatic brain injury (TBI), deaf-blindness, and multiple, severe, 

and others of low-incidence, are placed within this category.  

 Student teacher – a student completing practice teaching requirements within a 

teacher education training program. 

 Preservice teacher – an umbrella term to describe student teachers and any other 

individuals completing requirements in practice teaching in order to obtain 

teacher certification.   

 Cooperating teacher – a teacher who is selected to guide and mentor a preservice 

teacher as he or she completes the student teaching component of a teacher 

preparation program.  Generally, this process takes place in the cooperating 

teacher’s classroom. 

 University supervisor – a faculty member or representative from the College of 

Education who supervises and evaluates the performance of students as they 

complete their required student teaching experiences. 
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 Microsystem – the complex relations between a developing person and his or her 

immediate setting.  In this study, the microsystem refers to variables that impact 

teachers within their classrooms. 

 Mesosystem – includes the microsystem and variables within the school 

environment, such as building administrators, colleagues, and school climate that 

impact teachers. 

 Exosystem – variables within the school district, state education policies, and 

federal education mandates that impact teachers.  

Delimitations 

 No studies were located within the literature that addressed the perceptions of 

preservice teachers related to their persistence in the field of special education.  This 

study was designed to uncover this data.  Twenty-one preservice teachers who were 

student teaching in the field of special education were determined to be the appropriate 

participants in this research.    

Limitations 

This study had limitations.  It was conducted with a sample that did not mimic 

that of the general population of preservice teachers.  The participants were enrolled in 

the same teacher preparation program, thereby restricting its transferability.   

Additionally, the research took place in a medium-sized city.  Although the 

participants student taught in various school districts, by necessity, the districts were all 

located within the same geographic area in Texas.  Due to the unique educational 

regulations in Texas, the results may have been skewed toward teachers in this state.   
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Significance of the Study 

This study was deemed to be of importance because it added to the knowledge 

base about the persistence and attrition of teachers from the field of special education.  A 

great deal of research has been completed relating to the factors associated with the 

retention of special education teachers.  However, no studies were located within the 

literature that specifically address how the perceptions of preservice teachers influence 

their plans to remain in the profession.   

Results and findings from the study could be of use in many ways.  First, they 

could be useful to teacher educators by guiding or assisting in the design of certain 

components of teacher preparation programs.  Problems that were found to be especially 

impactful could be addressed before the preservice teacher enters the classroom.  It 

particularly could be useful in designing instruction to preservice teachers who are 

student teaching or completing an internship. 

School administrators could also utilize this data in many ways.  As a beginning 

point, the data could guide the components of new teacher mentoring programs.  They 

could also assist in the design of the professional development requirements of teachers 

within their first three years, the timeframe in which most attrition occurs.  They might 

also benefit principals and chief instructional leaders in the schools in designing a 

campus culture that supports new teachers.   

Finally, the findings from this study could directly impact preservice and new 

teachers.  It could help them to be aware of potential difficulties before they occur.   In 

this way, they would be better prepared for the realities of teaching rather than surprised 

when they encounter common problems.  New teachers could be encouraged to utilize 
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this information in order to quickly address problems they encounter rather than spending 

time wondering if they are alone in their misery. 

Organization of the Study  

This study was organized into five chapters. Chapter I provided an introduction 

and overview to the study. The problem was stated and research questions discussed.   

The conceptual framework was discussed, which included pertinent background 

information utilized in the research.  Terms were defined and the study’s significance and 

limitations delineated. The chapter concluded with a description of the organization, 

context, data sources, collection methods, and management plan. 

Chapter II discussed the literature review, which provided the foundation for the 

study.  It provided a comprehensive overview of previous works on the general and 

specific topics considered in the study (Berg, 2007).  These included reviews of research 

in the areas of special education; teacher attrition, turnover, and persistence; and 

importance of the perceptions of preservice teachers.  

Chapter III described the study’s methodology.  The research questions were 

restated and followed by the rationale and context in which the study was located.  The 

procedures of qualitative case study utilized in the study were outlined.  In addition, the 

sources, collection, management, and analysis methods of the data obtained in the study 

were described.   

 Chapter IV reported the study’s main findings through the presentation of relevant 

qualitative narrative data.  The rationale for the techniques utilized in the data analysis 

process were explained.  Inconsistent, discrepant, or unexpected data were noted.   As 

described by Brantlinger, et al. (2005), the presentation of the narrative data was 
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completed primarily through quotations from the participants.  The data was connected 

and synthesized with care to provide a detailed description through substantive 

explanatory text.   

Chapter V began with an overview or the problem.  It then interpreted the 

findings from the study in reference to the study’s research questions, literature review, 

and conceptual framework.  The findings were related to the larger body of literature and 

reflections made about the study’s contributions to the field of special education.  

Implications for practice and recommendations followed.  The chapter ended with 

suggested areas for future research   

Summary 

This study investigated the concerns of preservice special education teachers 

about factors that they assume will affect them upon entering the profession.  It was 

completed through qualitative case study methodology.  A review of research in the areas 

of special education; teacher attrition, turnover, and persistence; and the perceptions of 

preservice teachers was completed at the beginning.   

The data from this review guided the development of a survey and the questions 

utilized in individual and focus group interviews of the participants.  Student teaching 

evaluation documents and student exit questionnaires were also utilized as data sources.  

Member checking was utilized, as necessary, to assure the accuracy of data from these 

sources.   

Data analysis was completed through the use of coding; content analysis; pattern-

matching; and examination of embedded units.  Triangulation was utilized in order to 
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assure the validity and reliability of the data.   An appropriate audit trail was provided 

throughout the compilation, organization, and indexing of the data.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
 

Introduction 
 
 Special education traces its beginnings in the United States to the early 1880s.  

Until the 20th century, however, very few services were provided for children with 

disabilities.  Progress in the field was slow, even through the first part of the 1900s.  For 

example, only 12% of students with disabilities in the United States received special 

education services in 1948 (McLesky & Landers, 2006).  Eventually, the federal 

government became involved in special education and, by the mid-1970s, the majority of 

students determined to be disabled were being provided services (McLesky & Landers, 

2006). 

 Through federal action in the United States to advance civil rights for all citizens, 

the field of special education was nurtured to maturity.  The history of this legislation 

began in 1973 with the passage of the Rehabilitation Act.  Within this act is Section 504, 

which provides specific protections for individuals with disabilities.  It states that “no 

otherwise qualified individual with a disability…shall solely by reason of her or his 

disability be excluded from the participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected 

to discrimination under any program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” 

(29 U.S.C.A. § 794).  In 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was also 

signed into law.  This act mirrored the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 in providing 

protections to individuals with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). 

In 1975, Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, 

became law.  This act was reauthorized and renamed the Individuals with Disabilities 
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Education Act (IDEA) in 1990.  Within this legislation, all students were determined to 

have the right to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE).  The IDEA 1990 

governed how states and public agencies provided special education by requiring services 

to meet the educational needs of children who were identified to have disabilities in one 

or more specified areas (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). 

 In 1997, the IDEA was significantly amended.  One of these amendments 

expanded the definition of disability to include children who were developmentally 

delayed.  Additionally, passage of Public Law 107-110, the No Child Left Behind Act of 

2001 (NCLB) has massively impacted special education.  Within the NCLB is section 

1001 which states that its purpose is “to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and 

significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, 

proficiency on challenging state academic achievement standards and state academic 

assessments”.  In 2004, several provisions within the IDEA were further amended to 

align it with the NCLB.  Consequently, it was renamed the Individual with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004 (U.S. Department of Education, 2005). 

 The Americans with Disabilities (ADA) Act was also amended in 2008.  It 

redefined the term “disability” to conform to the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  Disability 

now included impairments which limited major life activities and to those persons being 

regarded as having such impairment (U.S. Department of Justice, 2009).  Additionally, in 

February of 2009, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) was signed 

into effect.  Designed to provide assistance to the United States economy during a major 

recession, it provided additional funding for educational services provided to students 

with disabilities served within the public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).   
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 Because of changes brought about by federal legislation, students with disabilities 

receive a plethora of services within public schools in the United States.  In fact, statistics 

for the 2003-2004 school year indicated that special education and related services were 

provided to 6,046,051 students ages 6 through 21, over 9 percent of the U.S. population 

in this age group.  Almost half of these students with disabilities (49.9 percent) were 

educated for most of their school day in the regular classroom (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2005). 

Characteristics of Special Education 

 According to the laws of the United States, all students under the age of 21 have 

the right to an appropriate education (U.S. Office of Special Education Programs, 2002).  

Most students are able to experience successful learning in a classroom through general 

teaching methods.  Providing an appropriate education for students with disabilities, 

however, usually requires techniques devised to meet their unique needs.  This may 

require that they be provided a special education (Cook & Schirmer, 2003).  

By definition, not all education can be special education.  The efforts demanded 

for a special education, something different from what is adequate for the norm, is not 

reasonable to expect for all students or of those who teach them.  Due to limited 

resources, it is not possible to provide special education for every student.  Therefore, 

special education services are reserved for students whose school performance is 

negatively impacted by an documented disability.  Not all students with disabilities have 

difficulties in performing educationally; consequently, special education is reserved only 

for those who require it (Kaffman & Hallahan, 2005).   
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There are many similarities between general and special education.  However, 

special education “is more precisely controlled in pace or rate, intensity, relentlessness, 

structure, reinforcement, teacher-pupil ratio, curriculum, and monitoring or assessment” 

(Hallahan, Kauffman & Pullen, 2009, p. 13).  Students who have extraordinary needs 

require extraordinary instruction (Cook & Schirmer, 2003). 

Disability Categories 

As stated previously, the IDEIA requires that special education services be 

provided to students with identified needs due to one or more specifically identified 

disabilities.  Only specific disabilities are included.  These qualifying disabilities are 

mental retardation, hearing impairments, speech or language impairments, visual 

impairments, serious emotional disturbance, orthopedic impairment, autism, traumatic 

brain injury, specific learning disabilities, developmental delay, or other health 

impairment (Hallahan, Kauffman, & Pullen, 2009). 

Teacher Persistence and Attrition 

Teacher attrition is a growing concern in the education profession (Guarino, 

Santibanez, & Daley, 2006).  Currently, there is relatively high turnover of teachers in 

American schools (Allen, 2005).  In 2000-2001, 221,400, or 7.4 percent of public school 

teachers left the profession, and 231,000, or 7.7 percent moved to a different school 

(Luekens, et al., 2004). Therefore, nearly 450,000 teachers, one-sixth of the teacher 

workforce, currently appear to leave American schools annually (Johnson, Berg, & 

Donaldson, 2005).    

In recent years, the demand for qualified teachers has grown.  Increased 

enrollment has been a primary contributor to the expanded need for teachers (Allen, 
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2005).  Policy mandates, such as class size reduction, have also expanded schools’ needs 

for teachers (The MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, 2006).  Research suggests 

that teacher supply has not kept pace with demand in all schools, districts, and subject 

areas.   

The MetLife Survey of the American Teacher:  Expectations and Experiences 

(2009) surveyed teachers, principals, and leaders of college education programs.  The 

combined both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies. Three nationally 

representative samples of educators were interviewed via telephone.  These were a 

nationally representative sample of 1,001 public school teachers of grades K–12; 500 

public school principals of grades K–12; and 200 deans of schools of education and 

education department chairpersons within America’s colleges and universities.  In 

addition, a series of online bulletin board focus groups were conducted that included 

populations of prospective, former, and current educators.  

The research examined the expectations of teachers upon entering the profession 

and factors that drive teacher satisfaction.  Principals, education deans, and chairpersons 

of college education programs were asked to provide their perspectives concerning 

successful teacher preparation and how to support teachers over time.  Topics explored 

included mentoring, career expectations and experiences, and teachers’ attitudes toward 

school culture and atmosphere. Furthermore, an analysis of key issues impacting long-

term teacher satisfaction was completed. 

Results indicated that principals believe that new teachers have unrealistic 

expectations about the number of hours they will work each week, the number of students 

with special needs with whom they will work, the professional prestige of teaching, and 
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salary and benefits.  Further, principals report that first-time teachers are not prepared to 

engage families in supporting their children’s education, maintain order and discipline, 

and work with children with varying abilities. 

Teachers were found to have their own concerns.  They were driven to leave by 

unmet expectations, lack of preparation, and inadequate support by colleagues and 

principals. Having a say in school policies was a key determinant of teacher satisfaction, 

yet many teachers felt shut out of decision-making at school.  Though professional 

prestige was perceived to be on the rise, teachers still lacked parental support. They 

further indicated that they needed more training to prepare for their first year in the 

classroom.   

Results indicated that teacher shortages were likely to be greatest in secondary 

schools and in schools with predominantly low-income and minority students.  Veteran 

teachers were more likely than newcomers to leave, and teachers who planned to leave 

were twice as likely to be African American as were those who intended to stay in the 

profession.   

Teachers and principals shared common views on recruitment and retention 

strategies.  Strategies for teacher recruitment and retention shared by teachers and 

principals were providing a decent salary, increased financial support for the school 

system, and more respect for teachers in today’s society.  Mentoring programs also were 

found to help keep teachers in the profession. 

Johnson, Berg, and Donaldson (2005) completed a review of the literature on 

teacher retention as part of The Project of the Next Generation of Teachers, based at the 

Harvard Graduate School of Education.  A wide range of literature was surveyed, 
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compared and synthesized to delineate central themes affecting whether teachers remain 

in, or choose to leave, the profession. The choice of literature included within the report 

was broad, including both qualitative and quantitative studies which inform important 

aspects of teacher retention. Age was highlighted as one of the most reliable predictors of 

departure from teaching, with a u-shaped distribution in which younger and older 

teachers are more likely to leave. Similarly, there was a strong relationship between 

turnover and experience, with the least and most experienced teachers most likely to 

depart their schools. The literature surveyed in the report did not suggest the existence of 

large differences in teachers' likelihood of staying related to race or ethnicity. Among 

public schools, high-poverty schools experienced higher turnover rates on average than 

low-poverty schools. In addition to surveying the literature, the authors highlighted three 

further areas for research. These were, first, the relationship between turnover and teacher 

shortage; second, the complex relationship between district and school investment in new 

teacher training and turnover; and, third, comparative case studies of schools and districts 

that experience different degrees of turnover. 

Allen (2005) completed a review of 91 studies on teacher recruitment and 

retention in search of answers to eight questions that are of particular importance to 

policy and education leaders.  Questions explored were the following:  What are the 

characteristics of those individuals who enter teaching?  How do those individuals who 

remain in teaching compare with those who leave?  What are the characteristics of 

schools and districts most likely to be successful in recruiting and retaining teachers?  

What impact do the working conditions in schools have on their ability to recruit and 

retain teachers?  What impact does compensation have on the recruitment and retention 
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of teachers?  What impact do various strategies related to teacher preparation have on 

teacher recruitment and retention? What impact do induction and mentoring programs 

have on teacher retention?  What is the efficacy of particular recruitment strategies and 

policies in bringing new teachers into the profession, including specifically targeted 

populations?   

Their research provided strong evidence that those college graduates with the very 

highest demonstrated intellectual proficiency were less likely to go into teaching than 

other college graduates. There was strong evidence that teacher attrition is most severe 

among beginning teachers, but that the likelihood of a teacher leaving declines 

significantly after he or she has been in the classroom for four to five years.  It then 

increases again markedly after 25-30 years in the profession. Roughly 50% of teachers 

left their initial assignment – but not necessarily the profession itself – in the first five 

years of their career. There was limited evidence that younger beginning teachers were 

more likely to leave than those who were slightly older. The literature was inconclusive 

concerning the relationship of several other teacher characteristics – academic degree; 

socioeconomic status; and beliefs, values and attitudes.  The research literature provides 

moderate evidence that teacher turnover was greater in schools with relatively higher 

proportions of low-income, minority and academically low-performing students.  

The research provided limited support for the expected conclusion that schools 

with greater administrative support and teacher autonomy have lower teacher attrition. 

The research also provided minimal evidence that the higher the minority enrollment of a 

school, the higher the rate of teacher attrition – at least among white teachers. Similarly, 

there was limited evidence that attrition is greater in schools with higher levels of student 
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poverty and also in schools with low student achievement. There was moderate evidence 

that working conditions may, in some cases, trump salary as a factor in teacher retention. 

The research provided limited support for the modest conclusion that the retention rates 

of alternative route graduates can be comparable to, and even exceed, that of traditional 

route graduates. Given the great variation within both types of preparation programs, 

however, larger generalizations about their relative success cannot be made. The research 

also provided limited evidence that some alternative programs are successful in recruiting 

a constituency into teaching that is more diverse ethnically and in age than the profession 

as a whole. Finally, results provided limited evidence that induction and mentoring can 

increase teacher retention. 

Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin (2004) explored the factors that affect school 

transitions. The study used matched student/teacher panel data on all public elementary 

school teachers in Texas from 1993-1996.  They examined pay differences, the effects of 

teacher characteristics, school characteristics, and student characteristics on teachers’ 

decisions to change schools or exit teaching. The researchers found that, when teachers 

who have taught for less than ten years change schools, they receive, on average, an 

increase of 0.4 percent over their previous annual salary. This slight change in salary 

contrasted with the marked change in student population between sending and receiving 

schools. Overall, teachers who changed schools moved to schools with higher average 

student achievement and lower percentages of black and Hispanic students. The authors 

did find some differences according to the race of the teacher; black teachers tended to 

move to schools with higher percentages of black students, while Hispanic and white 

teachers moved to schools with lower percentages of black and Hispanic students. 
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Student populations also affected the probability of whether or not a teacher exited a 

school: white teachers were more likely to exit a school with a higher minority 

enrollment rate than with a lower minority rate. On the other hand, on average, the 

probability that black and Hispanic teachers will exit a school was lower for schools with 

high minority enrollment rates. The authors noted that teachers' apparent preferences for 

students of certain ethnicities or achievement levels might have been a proxy for their 

desires to work in schools with better working conditions than those they left. 

Leukens, Lyter, Fox, and Chandler (2004) analyzed the 1999-2000 Schools and 

Staffing Survey and the 2000-2001 Teacher Follow-up Survey to determine who is most 

likely to leave teaching, why they leave, and where they go. For the purposes of the 

report, they broke their sample of 8,400 teachers into 3 groups: leavers, movers and 

stayers. The report consisted mainly of tables that exhibited trends in the data. Among 

other variables, they observed variations among teacher attrition, mobility, and retention 

between public and private school teachers, teachers with varying experience, and 

teachers with different salary levels. They also identified opportunities for a better 

teaching assignment and dissatisfaction as reasons teacher moved or left.  

Smith and Ingersoll (2004) conducted an analysis of the impact of induction on 

new teacher retention. Using the 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey data and 2000-

2001 Teacher Follow-up Survey data, Smith and Ingersoll drew a sample of 3,235 first-

year teachers. The authors found that mentoring has a positive effect on new teacher 

retention in the profession, provided the mentor teaches in the same field as the novice. 

The researchers found no significant impact of mentoring when the mentor does not teach 

in the same field or when the outcome is mobility rather than attrition from the 
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profession. They further found that induction had a positive effect on new teacher 

retention. Testing various components of induction, the researchers found that 

collaboration/common planning had the largest lone impact, reducing the predicted 

probability of attrition by 43 percent. Lastly, the researchers reported that an increased 

number of induction components was associated with a decreased predicted probability 

of turnover. New teachers with two induction components had a 39 percent predicted 

probability of turnover whereas, for those receiving eight components, estimated turnover 

probability was 18 percent. 

Stinebrickner (2001) utilized quantitative methods to analyze the choices of a 

sample of 551 people who were certified to teach between 1975 and 1985 (drawn from 

the National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972). He then traced the 

employment choices made by these individuals (over a nine year span), examined factors 

that led to their entry into, retention in, and attrition from teaching, as well as other 

careers, in addition to choices to leave the job force.  Stinebrickner found that pay was a 

significant factor in determining length of stay in teaching, finding a relationship between 

a potential pay increase for all teachers and longevity in the profession. 

Ingersoll (2001) conducted an analysis of data from the 1999-2000 Schools and 

Staffing Survey and the 2000-2001 Teacher Follow-up Survey Schools and Staffing 

Survey conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics. He investigated the 

possibility that there are other factors – those tied to the organizational characteristics and 

conditions of schools – that drive teacher turnover and, in turn, school staffing problems.  

All types of teacher attrition were examined, including both voluntary and involuntary 

turnover, along with migration to other positions.   
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The analysis was divided into three stages.  In the first stage, the overall 

magnitude of teacher turnover was established.  The second stage conducted a multiple 

regression analysis of the effects of teacher characteristics, school characteristics, and 

organizational conditions on turnover.   The followed up with a detailed examination of 

the reasons teachers themselves gave for their departures.     

Results revealed that popular education initiatives, such as teacher recruitment 

programs, will not solve the staffing problems of such schools if they do not also address 

the organizational sources of low teacher retention.  The results of the analysis indicated 

that school staffing problems are primarily due to excess demands resulting from a 

“revolving door” where large numbers of qualified teachers depart their jobs for reasons 

other than retirement.  Moreover, the data showed the amount of turnover accounted for 

by retirement to be relatively minor when compared to that associated with other factors, 

such as teacher job dissatisfaction and teachers pursuing other jobs.   

Guarino, Santibanez, and Daley (2006) completed a critical review of empirical 

literature on teacher recruitment and retention published within the United States that 

used data from 1990-2004.  A total of 46 studies, both quantitative and qualitative studies 

in nature, were included.  The review examined the characteristics of individuals who 

enter and remain in the teaching profession, the characteristics of schools and districts 

that successfully recruit and retain teachers, and the types of policies that show evidence 

of efficacy in recruiting and retaining teachers.  Several findings emerged with a strong 

degree of consistency.  The highest turnover and attrition rates occurred within the first 

years of teaching and after many years of teaching, thus producing a U-shaped pattern of 

attrition with respect to age or experience.  
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Several other findings were reported.  Minority teachers tended to have lower 

attrition rates than white teachers.  Teachers with higher measured ability were more 

likely to leave teaching.  Female teachers typically had higher attrition rates than male 

teachers.  Public school teachers in high-poverty schools were more likely to leave.   

Turnover rates were also higher in urban schools.  Schools serving low-achieving 

students and greater proportions of minority students had greater difficulty retaining 

teachers, primarily because white teachers (the majority) appeared to gravitate toward 

schools with nonminority, higher-income students.  Teacher retention was generally 

found to be higher in public schools than private schools.  Higher salaries were associated 

with lower teacher attrition.  Schools that provided teachers with more autonomy and 

administrative support had lower levels of teacher attrition and migration.   

Singh and Billingsley (2001) conducted an examination of teacher commitment 

through use of data from the School and Staffing Survey (SASS) of 1987-1988 conducted 

by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).  The researchers were 

particularly interested in determining the effects of professional support on teachers’ 

commitments to the teaching profession.  The sample of teachers was selected in two 

stages.  First, the public school sample of 9,317 schools was stratified first by state and 

then by three instructional levels: elementary, secondary, and combined elementary and 

secondary.  The schools were further sorted by urbanicity, percentage minority, highest 

grade in the school, and enrollment.  Sample schools from each stratum were selected by 

interval sampling.  Teachers were stratified by experience and teaching area and selected 

systematically with equal probability.   
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The statistics reported were based on public school teachers (N=9,040) who were 

fulltime teachers and had responded to all items on a questionnaire, which contained 

items on teachers’ perceptions of commitment, principal support/leadership, perceptions 

of peer support, and other background information.  A three-step analysis of the data 

included model development, estimation and revision, and cross-validation.   

The findings indicated the importance of principals’ leadership in increasing 

teacher persistence.  Female teachers indicated more commitment than male teachers did.   

Experienced teachers showed higher persistence, yet lower levels of psychological 

attachment and dedication to the profession. Education had a small indirect negative 

effect on professional commitment.  

Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, and Harniss (2001) presented findings from a study 

of factors related to the attrition and retention of 887 special educators in three large 

urban school districts.  Results indicated several critical factors that increase retention 

and commitment.  A leading negative factor was stress due to job design.  Perceived 

support by principals or other teachers in the school helped alleviate this stress.  Another 

key factor was the sense that special educators were learning on the job, either formally 

or informally, through collegial networks. 

A report by the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, No 

Dream Denied, found evidence that teaching has become a less attractive career than it 

was 30 years ago.  Measures taken to decrease teacher attrition can make education a 

more attractive occupation and, thereby, increase the supply of teachers (Boe, Cook, & 

Sunderland, 2008).  Teacher turnover is also an important cost consideration, as well, for 

school districts (Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 2008).  The exact costs are difficult to 
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determine; however, it is clear that large turnover within a district uses the often limited 

monetary resources needed to provide for other important needs (Ingersoll, 2001). 

The departure of many teachers from their schools is not always due to leaving 

the profession.  A significant amount occurs due to movement to other teaching 

assignments.  Within the literature, this is often called “turnover”.  Turnover is an 

“umbrella term used to describe the departure of teachers from their teaching jobs” 

(Ingersoll, 2001, p. 500).  The term attrition refers to those exiting the teaching 

profession, while the term migration is used to describe teachers who move from one 

school to another (Ingersoll, 2001).  Other terms are also found within the literature.  

Teachers who remain in the same school from one year to the next are frequently called 

“stayers”, those who migrate “movers”, and those who leave teaching altogether 

“leavers” (Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005; Luekens, et al., 2004).  

Ingersoll (2001) reported that turnover rates for all U.S. employees hover around 

11 percent.  It must be recognized that attrition rates of teachers are less than that of other 

professions.  However, it is beneficial to understand the characteristics of educators who 

remain in the field and how these individuals differ from those who leave.  If this data 

can be discovered, it may be possible to determine the characteristics necessary to be 

successful in the teaching profession.  It may not be feasible to determine all of the traits 

and circumstances which lead teachers to leave or stay.  Yet, if even some of these factors 

can be identified, it may become possible to devise ways to use this data to decrease the 

attrition rates of successful teachers.     

The field with the highest percentage of teacher attrition is special education 

(Ingersoll, 2001).  Many highly qualified and experienced teachers leave the profession 
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each year.  According to national and state studies, the attrition rates for special education 

teachers in a given year range from approximately 7.3% to 14% (Boe, Bobbitt, & Cook, 

1997).  The provision of a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to students with 

disabilities is dependent upon the retention of qualified teachers in the classroom (Miller, 

Brownell, & Smith, 1999).   

Certified special education teachers have been in short supply for several years in 

the United States.  A major reason for this shortage is the high percentage of teachers 

who leave the field after a relatively short time (Singer, 1992; Westling & Whitten, 

1996). The substantial loss of experienced teachers has serious and far-reaching 

implications for students with disabilities.  High attrition rates of special education 

teachers are costly and damaging due to the considerable time and expense associated 

with training new special education teachers (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  

Although even a comprehensive analysis of available data may not fully illustrate all of 

the causes and effects of the teacher shortage in special education, teacher attrition is 

clearly a major contributor (Billingsley, 2004). 

Numerous studies have examined and analyzed teacher attrition in special 

education.  Boe, Cook, and Sunderland (2008) examined teacher turnover within the 

categories of those who exited the profession, transferred to another area, and migrated to 

a new school. Data sources for this study included teachers’ self-reports to three versions 

of the NCES Schools and Staffing Surveys (SASS) from 1990-2001.  The total number of 

completed teacher interviews in the SSAS administrations was 138,489.  Three types of 

teacher turnover were studied:  attrition, those who left teaching; teaching area transfer, 

those who transferred from one teaching area to a different area; and school migration, 
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those moving to another school.  The sum of the number of leavers within a range of 

years of teaching experience was computed as a percentage of the sum of the number of 

teachers within the same cohort during each school year studied. This research verified 

that attrition and teaching area transfer rates were comparable in special and general 

education and increased substantially from 1991-1992 to 2000-2001.  School migration 

was higher in special than general education.   

Overall, teachers left almost one of every four specific special education teaching 

positions each year resulting in a teacher turnover rate of 25.6% by 2000-2001.  The 

highest rates of attrition occurred during the early years of teaching.  For full-time 

teachers in 1999-2000 with one to five years of teaching experience, the five-year 

attrition rate was 39.6%.  Additionally, more than twice the annual percentage of special 

education teachers with 13 to 24 years experience left teaching.  A lower percentage of 

special education teachers than general education teachers were found to have left due to 

retirement, 16.5% vs. 28.8% respectively.  

Boe, Cook, and Sunderland (2008) completed a study of three types of teacher 

turnover:  attrition, those who left teaching; teaching area transfer, those who transferred 

from one teaching area to a different area; and school migration, those moving to another 

school. Data sources for this study were teachers’ self-reports to three versions of the 

Schools and Staffing Surveys (SASS) from 1990-2001.  The total number of completed 

teacher interviews in the SSAS administration was 138,489.  The sum of the number of 

leavers within a range of years of teaching experience was computed as a percentage of 

the sum of the number of teachers within the same cohort during each school year 

studied. This research verified that attrition and teaching area transfer rates were 
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comparable in special and general education and increased substantially from 1991-1992 

to 2000-2001.  School migration was higher in special than general education.  Overall, 

teachers left almost one of every four specific teaching positions each year resulting in a 

teacher turnover rate of 25.6% by 2000-2001.  The highest rates of attrition occurred 

during the first years of teaching.  For full-time teachers in 1999-2000 with one to five 

years of teaching experience, the five-year attrition rate was 39.6%.  Additionally, more 

than twice the annual percentage of special education teachers (SETs) with 13 to 24 years 

experience left teaching.  In fact, a lower percentage of SETs than general education 

teachers (GETs) were found to have left due to retirement, 16.5% vs. 28.8% respectively.  

Billingsley (2004) completed a thematic analysis of twenty studies of special 

education teacher attrition that were published in scholarly publications and completed 

between 1992-2001.  Four major themes were derived from synthesis of the literature.  

The themes included:  teachers’ characteristics and personal factors, qualifications, work 

environments, and affective reactions’ to work.  External factors were not included 

because they were not directly addressed in the current studies.  It was determined that 

even subtle differences in the way attrition is defined can result in major discrepancies in 

research findings.  She urged future researchers to use multivariate methods, which 

demonstrate the dynamic interactions between important variable and career decisions 

while controlling for effects of other variables. 

Pair and Edgar (2005) tracked the career paths of 140 special education 

certification graduate students who graduated from the University of Washington 

between the years of 1995 and 2001.  The data sources were separated into categories 

based on their current occupation status.   Results from this study were comparable to 
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those reported in the study by Ingersoll (2001).  These students made a total of 95 

changes in job status between graduation and the 2001 school year.  Of these, twenty-five 

moves were attributed to personal reasons, thirty to pursue other jobs, nine due to school 

staffing actions, and thirty because of dissatisfaction with current teaching positions.  

Overall, 70% moved to other teaching positions and 30% left the profession.  Of those 

who continued teaching, 70% continued to do so in special education.  The results were 

placed into Billingsley’s (2004) categories of employment, professional qualifications, 

and personal factors that lead to the attrition of special educators.  

Miller, Brownell, and Smith (1999) examined special education teachers to 

determine factors that contributed to their propensity to leave or stay in the special 

education classroom or transfer to a new school.  Using the Florida state database system, 

they selected a stratified random sample of 1,576 special education teachers.  Subsequent 

analysis of returned surveys was based on 1,152 special educators who were working 

fulltime in the profession.  The respondents represented elementary and secondary 

teachers from all certification areas, various types of delivery models, years of 

experience, and various demographic profiles.  They were tracked for two years using a 

multinomial logit model to identify significant predictors of leaving, staying, or 

transferring.   

The survey instrument, Working in schools:  The life of a special educator, 

addressed teacher attrition variables contained within a conceptual framework.  

Demographic data were measured by means of single questions.  Other constructs 

required three to 13 items in order to obtain reliable and valid measurement.  

Respondents were directed to check all items that applied to them, rank order items, fill 
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in the blank, or respond on a Likert scale.  From these data, they devised a model that 

used logit models to identify significant predictors of attrition.  They argued that the 

multinomial logit analyses identified variables that have the most direct effect on 

attrition, thus allowing for more parsimonious models of attrition.  Results indicated that 

teachers left special education teaching primarily due to insufficient certification, 

perceptions of high stress, and perceptions of poor school climate. 

Boe, Bobbitt, and Cook (1997) provided data from a national probability sample 

of 4,798 public school teachers.  Results showed higher annual turnover for special 

education teachers than for general education teachers in terms of both attrition from 

public school teaching and transfer among public schools.  The relationships between 

teacher turnover and teacher demand, shortage, recruitment, retention, and preparation 

were discussed. 

Boe, Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, and Weber (1997) provided data from a national 

probability sample of 4,798 public school teachers.  Results showed that special 

education teacher turnover decreased as the following variables increased:  teacher age 

(until retirement age), the number of dependent children, the level of certification, the 

number of years since the last degree was earned, teaching experience, and salary level. 

Westling and Whitten (1996) surveyed 158 rural special education teachers was 

conducted to determine the teachers’ plans for remaining in or leaving their current 

teaching positions.  A total of 57% indicated that it was likely that they would still be 

teaching in five years.  Select variables were entered into logistic regression analysis to 

build a predictive model.  The results suggested that administrative support and job 

requirements played important roles in teachers’ five-year plans. 
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Morvant, et al. (1995) investigated the issues that most significantly influence 

urban special education teachers’ decisions to leave the field voluntarily or transfer to a 

different type of educational position.  Data was reported by factors relating to support, 

preparation, stress related to job design and workload manageability, issues related to 

students, satisfaction and personal assessment or rewards, and role conflict. 

Singer (1992) described the career paths of over 6,600 special education teachers 

newly hired in Michigan and North Carolina, following them for up to 13 years or until 

they stopped teaching in that state.  A statistical methodology relatively new to education 

– survival analysis – was utilized.  Results showed that beginning special educators in 

both states continue to teach for an average of seven years.  Additionally, young women 

and individuals with high test scores were at greater risk of leaving, as were teachers paid 

comparatively low salaries. 

Kaff (2004) explored conditions that encourage special education teachers to stay 

in their jobs by examining changes in job roles and responsibilities that would increase 

teacher retention. Respondents indicated that increased amounts of administrative 

support, improved quality of services coupled with appropriate placements for students, 

and restructuring elements of the school day to help educators adequately meet the needs 

of students were crucial factors that would encourage them to stay. In addition, 

respondents felt that it was essential that general education teachers share responsibility 

for helping students with disabilities access the general education curriculum. Many 

special educators felt that administrators and general educators failed to realize the 

multitude of the role and responsibilities special educators had to bear. They 
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recommended that it was imperative that administrators and general education teachers 

should increase their knowledge about special education. 

Whitaker (2000) examined the components of an effective mentoring program for 

beginning special education teachers and the impact mentoring has on attrition.  The 

participants were 156 first-year special education teachers in South Carolina who 

responded by questionnaire.  The perceived effectiveness of the mentoring was 

significantly correlated with the teachers’ plans to remain in special education.  Critical 

components of mentoring and implications for practice were also discussed. 

Several of these researchers investigated teacher attrition by studying existing 

populations of current teachers who had indicated intentions to leave their current 

positions (Gersten et al., 2001; Littrell & Billingsley, 1994; Westling & Whitten, 1996; 

Whitaker, 2000).  The study of intent allowed investigators to consider the relationship of 

teachers’ career plans to a range of district and teacher variables, without the expensive 

and time-consuming task of finding those who left (Billingsley, 2004).  However, the 

intent variable is controversial, with some questioning whether it is truly related to 

attrition behavior (Boe, Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, & Weber, 1997). 

In order to reduce attrition, it is important that efforts to do so are based on an 

accurate understanding of factors that directly contribute to special educators’ decisions 

to leave the field (Billingsley, 2004).  Several methods have been utilized to determine 

the various factors related to teacher attrition.  One method involves the use of the model 

proposed by Miller, Brownell, and Smith (1999) that places the wide range of factors that 

influence special educators’ career decisions into a model which includes three nested, 
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interrelated environments:  the microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystem, along with the 

impact of personal factors. 

Personal Factors 

Several personal factors impact the persistence of special educators.  These 

include age, gender, scores on standardized assessments, and certification status.  Other 

qualities such as commitment to teaching special education and self-perceived teaching 

efficacy also influence a special education teacher’s persistence in the classroom.   

Age and Experience 

Age is the only demographic variable that is consistently linked to teacher 

attrition in the special education literature (Billingsley, 2004).  Many assume that the 

primary reason that teachers leave the profession is due to retirement.  Indeed, as the 

teacher workforce ages, large numbers of veteran teachers are leaving the profession.  

Surveys of retired teachers suggest that early retirement incentives may play a role in this 

large-scale departure (Luekens et el., 2004).  However, the literature indicates that the 

number of teacher retiring from the profession is not the leading cause of teacher attrition 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2001; National Commission on Teaching and America’s 

Future, 2003) Recent estimates suggest that only around 27 percent of all departures from 

the teaching profession are due to retirement (Ingersoll, 2001).   

Research indicates that special educators under the age of 30 are less likely to 

persist in the profession than older special educators.  Higher attrition rates among 

younger teachers have been discussed fairly extensively in the literature (Boe, et al., 

1997; Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Morvant et al., 1995; Singer, 1992).  Singer 

reported that young teachers leave at almost twice the rate of mature teachers.  
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Additionally, special educators with less experience express the intent to leave and/or 

actually vacate positions more often than those who have taught for a number of years 

(Gersten et al., 2001; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999; Morvant, et al., 1995). 

Job attrition is not uncommon for recent graduates (Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 

2008).  At that time of life, young adults are often uncertain about their career choices.  In 

fact, studies indicate that many Americans of all ages frequently change occupations.  

Therefore, job change in contemporary society may be as unavoidable in the field of 

education as it is in other professions (Ingersoll, 2001).  Regardless, it must be 

remembered that job attrition is costly in all occupational fields. 

There is consensus within the literature that attrition from teaching is greatest 

among beginning teachers (Boe, Bobbitt, & Cook, 1997;  Kirby, Berends, and Naftel, 

1999; Hanushak, Kain, and Rivkin, 2001; Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005; Boe, 

Cook, & Sunderland, 2008).  Attrition generally decreases significantly after five years of 

teaching experience).  Differing figures for the attrition rates among beginning teachers 

are found within the literature.  Overall, however, it appears that approximately 50% of 

teachers move from their beginning positions within the first five years (The MetLife 

Survey of the American Teacher, 2006).  The likelihood of a teacher leaving declines 

significantly after he or she has been in the classroom for four to five years.  It then 

begins to increase markedly after 25-30 years in the profession (Allen, 2005).  

Boe, et al. (1997) found that teachers transfer to new schools at lowering rates 

based on increased experience and age.  A teacher’s age is one of the most reliable 

predictors of departure from the job, with a U-shaped distribution in which younger and 

older teachers with more experience are more likely to leave (Kirby, Berends, & Naftel, 
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1999; Hanushek, Kain, & Rivken, 2004; Ingersoll, 2001; Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 

2005)   Overall, younger teachers appear to have greater rates of attrition and, although 

studies showed some differences, it appears that teachers from 40-50 years of age have 

the lowest rates of attrition (Allen, 2005).  Additionally, some studies provide evidence 

that teachers who enter the profession after the age of 30 have lower attrition rates than 

those who begin teaching at an earlier age (Allen, 2005; Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 

2005). 

Instructional quality at schools is lessened whenever good teachers leave (Kukla-

Acevedo, 2009).  Overall, schools tend to lose inexperienced teachers, primarily those 

who have taught less than five years (Ingersoll, 2001).  Thereby, some students are 

consistently taught by teachers who are still learning the trade. Although findings differ 

within the literature, it appears that teachers with five or more years of experience are 

more effective than those with fewer years in the profession.  Schools that continuously 

fill vacancies with less experienced teachers create a climate in which instruction 

continues to be of lesser quality (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2004; Kukla-Acevedo, 

2009).  Therefore, it remains important to ensure that teachers remain in the profession 

long enough to acquire more teaching proficiency and remain for a least some amount of 

time (Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005).    

Race and Ethnicity 

In regards to race, Guarino, Santibanez, and Daley (2006) reported that “White 

teachers” were more likely to leave than teachers of other races (p. 183).  Other studies, 

however, concluded that race did not appear to be a factor in teacher persistence (Boe, 

Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, et al., 1997; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1997; Singer, 1992).  A 
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finding that emerged from several studies was that minority teachers tend to have lower 

turnover rates than white teachers (Kirby, Berends, & Naftel, 1999; Ingersoll, 2001; 

Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2001; Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Boe, Cook, & 

Sunderland, 2008).   Guarino, Santibanez, and Daley (2006) found that, overall, white 

teachers have greater rates of attrition than either African American or Hispanic teachers 

and that Hispanic teachers have the lowest attrition rates.  In this study, median times in 

the field were six years for white female teachers, seven years for white male teachers, 10 

years for Hispanic females and males, nine years for African American females, and six 

years for African American males.  Hanushek, Kain and Rivkin (2004) found in their 

study that minority teachers in Texas are more likely than white teachers to remain in 

schools with higher proportions of minority students.  Further, when African American 

teachers migrated, they tended to move to schools with even higher percentages of 

African American students (Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 2008).   

College Entrance Exam Scores 

Research also indicates that scores on college entrance exams impact teacher 

attrition.  Stinebrickner (2001) found that teachers with higher SAT scores had greater 

attrition in their first years of teaching than those with lower scores.  Similarly, Henke, 

Chen, and Geis (2000) found that teachers who entered college after receiving entrance 

examination scores in the top quartile are twice as likely to leave teaching as those with 

scores in the bottom quartile.   

Scores on standardized assessments have also been shown to impact the 

persistence of teachers in special education.  Links have also been found between teacher 

scores on standardized tests and persistence (Billingsley, 2004).   Singer (1992) found 
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that teachers who scored higher on the National Teacher Exam left the profession at twice 

the rate of those with lower scores.  Podgursky, Monroe, and Watson (2004) reported that 

teachers with higher ACT scores were more likely to leave teaching.  There are many 

factors which could contribute to these findings.  Guarino, Santibanez, and Daley (2006) 

speculated that these findings may occur because principals have been shown not to 

regard high academic ability as an important characteristic that they desire in a teacher.   

Certifications 

Certified teachers are more likely to stay in the profession than those who were 

uncertified (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999; Boe, Bobbitt, & Cook, 1997; Boe, Bobbitt, 

Cook, Whitener, et al., 1997).  Teachers who entered the profession through 

nontraditional methods have been found to have higher retention rates.  Guarino, 

Santibanez, and Daley (2006) reported that nontraditional or alternative certification 

programs appear to be attractive to individuals with different characteristics than those in 

standard teacher-education programs.   They concluded that this may be due to alternative 

teacher education programs often enrolling a more culturally diverse and older student 

population. 

Lankford, Loeb, and Wyckoff (2002) found that teachers leaving the system were 

somewhat less likely to have failed their certification exam on their first attempt. Lower 

scores on the National Teachers Exam were also found to be associated with short initial 

stays in the teaching profession (Guarino, Santibanex, & Daley, 2006).  Therefore, there 

is evidence that departing teachers, on average, may be less prepared for their duties than 

those who remain (Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005). 
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Degrees and Academic Performance 

Studies suggest that teachers with demonstrated higher levels of academic 

abilities have greater rates of attrition.  College enrollment was found to impact teacher 

persistence (Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005).  One study found that teachers with 

degrees from highly selective undergraduate institutions were 60% more likely to leave 

than those with degrees from other colleges and universities (Allen, 2005).   

Teachers with various characteristics which may indicate high intellectual 

proficiency appear to be more likely to leave teaching than teachers with significantly 

lower demonstrated intellectual proficiency (Allen, 2005). However, factors used to 

assess intellectual proficiency differ and include a variety of measures which are subject 

to different interpretations (Henke, Chen, & Geis, 2000; Stinebrickner, 2001; Allen, 

2005; Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005; Guarino, Santibanex, & Daley, 2006). 

Therefore, the evidence presented within the literature to support this position must be 

considered with caution. 

Henke, Chen, and Geis (2000) further found that of those teachers who persisted 

beyond four years after graduating, only 40% who scored in the top quartile stated that 

they planned to remain in the profession for three more years, significantly less than the 

75% of teachers who scored in the other quartiles and planned to keep teaching.  These 

researchers found the association to be stronger for math and science teachers than for 

teachers in other fields at the secondary level.  This data may suggest that sorting by 

ability occurs more frequently in some subject areas than others.   

The relationship between levels of degree and rates of attrition is complex and 

impacted by whether a teacher entered teaching with a graduate degree or obtained the 
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degree later in his or her career (Guarino, Santibanex, & Daley, 2006).  Kirby, Naftel, 

and Berends (1999) found that teachers with graduate degrees when they began to teach 

had higher attrition rates than those who had only completed an undergraduate degree.  

Ingersoll (2001) stated that teachers with graduate degrees had lower rates of 

commitment than those with an undergraduate degree or less.  However, he also found 

that teachers who entered the profession with a master’s degree were less likely to leave 

if they had an advanced degree plus several years of teaching experience.  Thus, the 

length of teaching experience was found to be an important variable, which impacts the 

effect of having a higher degree.   

Gender  

Research showing attrition rates related to gender yielded mixed results.  Some 

studies have determined there to be no relationship between gender and attrition (Bob, 

Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, et al., 1997; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  However, 

others reported that males were more apt to indicate plans to leave (Ingersoll, 2001; 

Morvant, et al., 1995).  Other researchers found that young female teachers actually leave 

the classroom more often than males (Singer, 1992; Singh & Billingsley, 2001).  

Several studies indicate that female teachers have higher attrition rates than males 

(Ingersoll, 2001; Kirby, Berends, and Naftal, 1999; Stinebrickner, 2002; Luekens, et al., 

2004).  The literature provides evidence that a good deal of this is due to pregnancy 

and/or a desire to spend more time with their children.  Stinebrickner (2002) found that 

the number of young female teachers who stated this to be the main reason for leaving the 

profession to be double that of other factors.  It is possible, therefore, that a significant 
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number of women who leave due to childrearing may return to teaching once their 

children are older.    

However, some literature contradicts these findings.  In their study, Greiner and 

Smith (2009) found that gender was not a significant factor in teacher retention.  

Additionally, another study (Marso & Pigge, 1997) found that males were less likely to 

remain in the profession.  Because of the varied results within the literature, there is no 

conclusive support to confirm or deny a connection of gender to teacher attrition. 

Microsystem Factors 

The microsystem is the complex of relations between a developing person and his 

or her immediate setting.  In general, the microsystem consists of a multitude of 

variables, including task overload, stress, and psychosocial factors, that impact teachers 

within their classrooms (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  When microsystem demands 

are too great, teachers feel overwhelmed and experience role overload.  The daily 

pressures that special education teachers encounter in the classroom have been found to 

impact their persistence rates (Gersten et al., 2001; Littrell, & Billingsley, 1994; Miller, 

Brownell, & Smith, 1999; Morvant, et al., 1995; Westling & Whitten, 1996).   

Task Overload 

Teachers often feel that the number of tasks they are expected to complete is 

unreasonably high.   Morvant, et al. (1995) stated that teachers often feel great amounts 

of pressure on the job because they are required to complete tasks quickly while 

simultaneously dealing with conflicting goals, expectations, and directives.  Moreover, 

the burdens associated with the responsibility for educating a large number of diverse 

students, frequently with inadequate resources to do so, along with struggles in dealing 
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with behavior problems and excessive paperwork, can lead to ever increasing feelings of 

anxiety and hopelessness.   

Stress 

Perceived stress was indicated to be significantly greater for those who chose to 

leave special education than for those stayed (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  

Teachers who left indicated that the demands of their jobs and little time in which to 

complete tasks caused them considerable stress.  They stated that some of this stress 

resulted due to insufficient time to collaborate with general education teachers in order to 

effectively provide assistance to special education students in the mainstream classroom.  

For teachers who were unwilling to compromise doing adequate work with their students, 

anxiety was especially high (Morvant, et al., 1995).  The completion of non-instructional 

tasks was indicated to significantly reduce available instructional time.  Teachers felt 

these tasks created competing priorities, so that attention to one was at the expense of the 

other (Westling & Whitten, 1996).  Teachers described feeling frustrated, resentful, and 

even insulted that their professional time was squandered in completing clerical tasks 

(Morvant, et al., 1995).   

Psychosocial Factors 

Miller, Brownell, and Smith (1999) found that special educators who remained in 

teaching often possessed higher degrees of teaching efficacy than those who left.  

Additionally, those who were highly committed to teaching were also more likely to stay 

in the classroom.  Teachers’ perceptions of how adequately they were prepared to meet 

the demands of teaching special education would logically determine teaching 
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effectiveness, subsequent job satisfaction, and decisions to stay in or leave the classroom 

(Billingsley, 2004; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  

Special educators frequently encounter emotionally difficult situations both in and 

outside of the classroom.  Although the impact of stress on teacher attrition has received 

attention in the literature, affective factors have infrequently.  No studies were found in a 

search of the literature that specifically address the personal psychosocial factors that 

impact the attrition and/or persistence of special educators.   

Mesosystem Factors 

The mesosystem includes the microsystem along with influences outside of the 

classroom.  In general, it includes the school climate and individuals with whom teachers 

interact at school, particularly the building principal or administrator and other staff 

members.  Factors within the mesosystem greatly impact teachers everyday.  Special 

education teachers who perceive that they have support in doing their jobs and feel 

empowered to make decisions about their classrooms and programs are often less 

overwhelmed by the complexities of teaching students with disabilities (Gersten, et al., 

2001).  Teachers who are given opportunities to hone needed skills in order to effectively 

teach students with disabilities have been found to feel capable of helping students learn 

and, thereby, confident about their teaching abilities.  This naturally results in the 

achievement of teacher self-efficacy (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).   

Job Design 

Poorly designed jobs negatively impact teachers in many ways.  This often results 

in frustration and work-related stress.  These, in turn, may lead to lowered self-efficacy 

and, eventually, increased teacher attrition.  Stress due to poor job design creates a 
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discrepancy between what teachers feel that they should be doing to help their students 

and the realities of their jobs (Gersten, et al., 2001).  Special educators who leave have 

spoken about this disappointing dissonance between the ideal and the real.  Again, the 

central issue related to teachers’ perceptions as to whether their work structure ultimately 

promoted or inhibited student progress within the instructional environment (Morvant, et 

al., 1995). 

 Induction and Mentoring Programs 

Mentoring and induction programs have also been shown to be important in 

teachers’ decisions to stay (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Whitaker, 2000).  

Because of this, the Council for Exceptional Children recommends mentoring for first 

year special education teachers (Whitaker, 2000).  Teachers who are provided induction 

and mentoring support during the first year are more likely to remain in teaching 

(Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006).  Whitaker found a significant relationship 

between the perceived effectiveness of the provided mentoring and teachers’ plans to 

remain in special education.   

Campus Principal 

The campus principal or administrator was found to be one of the greatest 

influences related to teacher persistence (Gersten, et al., 2001; Guarino, Santibanez, & 

Daley, 2006; Ingersoll, 2001; Littrell & Billingsley, 1994; Morvant, et al., 1995; Singh & 

Billingsley, 2001). Much of the dissatisfaction underlying attrition is often reported as 

being due to lack of support from the school principal (Ingersoll, 2001).  Morvant, et al. 

(1995) found that only approximately one-half of special educators indicated satisfaction 

with the quality of support given to them by their principal.  Guarino, Santibanez, and 
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Daley (2006) stated that the amount of administrative support teachers receive plays a 

prominent role in their decisions to quit or remain on the job.   

Student Characteristics 

 Research has shown that student characteristics impact teach turnover.  Several 

studies found race and socioeconomic status to be two such significant factors 

(Hanushek, et al., 2004 The MetLife Survey, 2009; Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 

2005; Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Futernick, 2007).  Guarino, Santibanez, and 

Daley (2006) found that teachers often migrated from schools in which the proportion of 

minorities and low-socioeconomic students was from 75% to 100% greater than in their 

new schools.  Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin (2004) found that race was more significantly 

related to turnover than salary.  They speculated that teachers leave high-minority schools 

because of school and teaching conditions rather than the students themselves.  Further, 

they stated that teachers may find their work environment intolerable due to the 

disciplinary problems, bureaucracies, high student turnover, and safety concerns often 

associated with these schools.   

 Loeb (2005) found poor classroom performance of students in low socioeconomic 

schools to be a strong predictor of teacher turnover.  Futernick’s (2007) research 

concluded that 33 of the 35 unfavorable teaching and learning conditions studied were 

cited by teachers leaving high-poverty schools, far more often than teachers from other 

types of schools.  Additionally, in this study, 21% of those who left high-poverty schools 

said their student teaching experience did not prepare them to be successful, compared to 

4% of those who left higher socioeconomic schools.  Data from the MetLife Survey 

(2005) is similar.  Approximately 20% of teachers who state poverty to be a problem for 
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their students feel that their training did not prepare them well to deal with the issue.  

Further, 49% said that lack of support from parents in high-poverty schools affected their 

decision to stay as opposed to only 25% of leavers from low-poverty schools. 

School Climate  

Higher ratings of school climate were given by those who remained in special 

education than those who left the profession (Edgar & Pair, 2005; Miller, Brownell, & 

Smith, 1999).  Ingersoll (2001) reported that a sense of community and cohesion in the 

school environment was important to families, teachers, and students.  The climate was 

impacted by the ways in which principals set policy, mediated disputes, and encouraged 

meritorious behavior (Ingersoll, 2001).  

Peer Support 

Collegiality and peer support were found to important to teachers in every field.  

Greater amounts of interaction with colleagues were indicated by those who remained in 

special education (Edgar & Pair, 2005; Miller, Brownell, & Smith., 1999).   Peer support 

helped keep teachers from feeling isolated in their work, something which has also been 

shown to directly influence teacher persistence (Singh & Billingsley, 2001).  Like 

administrative support, peer support takes many forms, such as assistance with 

professional concerns, feedback, and emotional support (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 

1999).  Interacting and obtaining advice from peers ultimately helps teachers to feel more 

confident in facilitating learning and managing student behavior (Singh & Billingsley, 

2001).  Many special education teachers, however, feel that they do not receive the levels 

of support that they desire because their work is not fully appreciated.  In their study, 
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Morvant, et al. (1995) found that only 13% of special educators felt that the work they do 

both in and outside of the classroom is fully understood by their peers.   

Exosystem Factors 

Salary 

District salary distinguishes and significantly predicts the attrition of special 

education teachers (Boe, et al., 1997; Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Ingersoll, 

2001; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999; Podgursky, Monroe, & Watson, 2004; Singer, 

1992; Westling & Whitten, 1996).  Dissatisfaction with salary was associated with higher 

attrition and decreased commitment to teaching (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006).  

Ingersoll found that a difference of merely $1,000 was associated with a 3% rate of 

increased attrition for teachers who departed voluntarily.  Attrition and transfer rates have 

been shown to significantly and consistently lessen as salary levels increased (Boe, et al., 

1997).  Special educators who earn comparatively low salaries are more likely to leave 

than teachers who earn higher salaries.  In fact, the more special education teachers are 

paid, the longer they tend to stay (Singer, 1992). 

School Size and Type 

The external characteristics of schools or districts that were successful in retaining 

teachers relate to size, location, wealth, student composition, and school type (Guarino, 

Santibanez, & Daley, 2006).  In particular, larger school districts have lower teacher 

attrition than small districts (Ingersoll, 2001).  Teacher attrition rates also are apt to be 

higher at private schools than public schools (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; 

Ingersoll, 2001).  Ingersoll (2001) also found that private schools had an 18.9% annual 

turnover rate while public schools had a yearly turnover rate of 12.4%.   He additionally 
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reported that the attrition rate for public school teachers was 6.6% compared with 11.9% 

for teachers in private schools. 

Superintendents and District Administrators 

Teachers often express frustration with the extent to which their efforts were 

understood and valued by the central office.  In one study, teachers felt that although their 

administrators did reward them for meeting or exceeding state standards, they paid little 

attention to day-to-day successes with students.  Teachers also described incidents of 

administrators failing to appropriately support them in critical situations, especially with 

parents, or assist them in acquiring resources (Morvant, et al., 1995). 

Federal, State, and District Regulations 

Increased accountability policies have led to increased teacher attrition in low-

performing schools (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999; Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 

2006).  In particular, federal, state, and district policies guiding the implementation of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) result in increased paperwork and 

meetings and often cause special education teachers to feel overwhelmed with the 

responsibilities of teaching students with special needs (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 

2006).   

Summary of Factors Related to Teacher Persistence and Attrition 

Personal Factors 

Boe, et al. (1997) indicated that teacher retention could be increased if districts 

hired experienced teachers, ages 35 to 55, without dependent children under the age of 

five, and placed these teachers in assignments for which they were fully certified.  
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Obviously, while only recruiting such teachers might decrease attrition, it would be 

illegal for a district to establish discriminatory hiring practices based on age.   

They did, however, make several practical recommendations to increase teacher 

retention.  First, teachers within the district should be assigned work responsibilities that 

match their certification(s) as closely as possible.  Second, teachers who lack the proper 

qualifications for their current assignments should be provided support from their 

districts in completing requirements for full certification.  Finally, teachers should be 

educated through in-service training about specific coping strategies proven to be 

beneficial in managing stress. 

Support from Campus Administrators     

Campus administrators have been shown to positively influence teachers’ work 

experiences in numerous ways.  Principals particularly were shown to influence school 

climate because they set the tone of a school’s culture, including how campus programs 

such as special education are perceived.  Supports found to be of key importance include 

maintaining open communication, allowing autonomy, providing professional learning 

opportunities, and allocating needed resources (Singh & Billingsley, 2001).   

Principal support contributes to heightened camaraderie and optimism within the 

school environment, resulting in increased levels of commitment, job satisfaction, and 

retention.  Littrell and Billingsley (1994) reported that, when these occur, feelings of 

stress are lessened; therefore, even the personal health of teachers can be tied to the 

amount of support provided by their principal.  Campus administrators who united their 

staffs through a “we” approach rather than a hierarchical approach made teachers feel 

more committed to and satisfied with their jobs.  Principals who were honest, 
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straightforward, and showed concern for members of the school community were 

especially gratifying and reinforcing to teachers. 

School Climate 

Campus administrators interested in reducing attrition must facilitate the 

development of better work environments for special educators.  Principals should 

provide an atmosphere of optimism and camaraderie rather than competition within the 

school (Littrell & Billingsley, 1994).  Shared visions about student learning and decisions 

within the day-to-day aspects of the school are integral aspects of a positive school 

climate (Miller, Brownell, & Smith 1999). Issues such as overload and the need for 

critical supports must be addressed so that teachers can feel effective in their work.  

Focusing on only one or two problems will probably be insufficient to substantially 

reduce attrition.  Examining and improving school climates holistically will reduce 

attrition behavior and sustain special educators’ involvement in and commitment to their 

work (Billingsley, 2004). 

Induction and Mentoring Programs 

The acute isolation felt by so many special educators, both from general educators 

and fellow special educators, and increased opportunities to interact with colleagues must 

be remediated (Gersten, et al., 2001).  For many special education teachers, the seclusion 

becomes overwhelming.  It is not surprising, therefore, that this pushes them to leave 

their jobs in search of something more professionally and personally fulfilling.   

Whitaker (2000) states that the current shortage of special education teachers and 

their high rates of attrition from the profession led her to recommend that mentoring be 

provided to all beginning special educators.  Careful selection and matching of the 
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mentor and beginning teacher are vital.  Additionally, the mentor should be a special 

educator, preferably someone who teaches students with the same disabilities.  

The supports that best predict the overall effectiveness of mentoring are emotional 

support, providing information about the school district, particularly the special education 

program, and assistance in securing needed resources (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 

2006).   

The more types of supports teachers experienced, the less likely they are to leave.  

It is particularly important that the mentor spends considerable amounts of time with the 

first year special education teacher and that contact occur at least on a weekly basis for 

the mentoring to be effective.  Informal, unscheduled contacts with the mentor were 

reported to be more effective than scheduled evaluations, meetings and observations 

(Whitaker, 2000). When this is accomplished, special education teachers will feel less 

isolated in their work and better able to deal with perceived stress (Gersten, et al., 2001). 

Peer Support and Collaboration 

Singh and Billingsley (2001) reported that there is a greater opportunity for 

teachers to be successful when they feel supported by others in instructional and 

disciplinary matters.  Shared visions about serving students help teachers to feel more 

confident about their instructional strategies and managing student behavior.  Miller, 

Brownell, and Smith (1999) made several assertions about the importance of principals 

actively facilitating peer support and collaboration within the school setting.   

Principals who establish a shared vision for student learning, foster positive 

relationships between teachers, and hire teachers who agree with this shared vision 

improve collegiality and collaboration.  To facilitate collegiality and shared vision-
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building between special education and general education teachers, school leaders need 

extensive knowledge about special education.  Concerted efforts must be made to 

develop knowledge of special education and how students with disabilities can be 

supported in general education environments.   

District Policymakers 

Special education teachers need the support, resources and materials necessary to 

address the learning and behavioral problems of their students.  Edgar and Pair (2005) 

concluded that district policymakers must diligently work to show teachers support if 

they want them to stay.  This is important because, when increased teacher persistence 

occurs, special education students gain the benefit of receiving instruction from teachers 

for an extended period of time. 

Miller, Brownell, and Smith (1999) stated that district leaders also need to engage 

in concerted efforts to develop knowledge about special education and how students with 

disabilities can be supported in their school environments.  Districts must also seriously 

address issues of stress in order to retain quality special educators.  Additionally, special 

education teachers must immediately be provided support to ease the paperwork burden 

(Gersten, et al., 2001).  

Preservice Teachers 

 Preservice teaching, sometimes called student teaching, is the time when those in 

a training program transition into the role of teacher.  As explained by Sadler (2006), 

student teaching has traditionally been viewed as an opportunity to apply knowledge and 

skills, learned at the university, into actual classroom settings.  For most individuals, this 

is not an easy process (Siebert, Clark, Kilbridge, & Peterson, 2006).   
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Boger (2000) found that preservice teachers often fail to utilize practices 

suggested in their professional education courses. Skills learned in the training program 

can be challenging to integrate.  Distinctions between the ideal and real world in which 

teachers work factors heavily in this process.  In fact, beginning teachers are often 

overwhelmed by the demands of the classroom, causing many of them to abandon their 

often idealistic notions of teaching to views they feel to be more practical (Sadler, 2006).   

Danielewicz (1998) suggested that this process can require students to assume 

their perceived ‘role’ of effective teachers.  She asserts that the importance of teachers 

forming their own identities should be stressed in teacher education courses.  ‘Becoming 

a teacher’ should be taught as the appropriate goal rather than the belief that one must 

learn to ‘act like a teacher’. 

Zionts, Shellady, and Zionts (2006) reported that teaching interns were often 

unable to connect the theoretical concepts learned during their preservice training to the 

real world in which they will teach. The authors noted that many teachers felt that pre-

service preparation programs did not equip them with the skills necessary to address the 

diverse student academic needs nor skills to balance demands due to poor work 

conditions 

The preservice teachers’ beliefs about what is and is not important have great 

impact on their successful transition into professional teachers; however, the role of these 

beliefs is often disregarded within the teacher education process (Zheng, 2009).  The 

literature base is somewhat limited in the amount of information addressing the 

importance of preservice teachers’ beliefs and perceptions.  None of these pursued 

specific information about the perceptions of preservice teachers in special education.  
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Summary 

This literature review addressed the history of special education, factors related to 

teacher persistence and attrition, and studies related to the beliefs and perceptions of 

preservice teachers.  The review was a stimulus to thinking about how the perceptions of 

preservice special education teachers eventually impact their persistence in the education 

profession.   This is an important research issue because so many special educators leave 

the profession within the first three years of teaching.     
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Chapter III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Teacher attrition is a serious concern today in the United States.  The rate of 

teacher turnover is particularly large for teachers in special education.  Due to this 

phenomenon, the nation is faced with remediating a critical shortage of certified 

educators, particularly in the field of special education.  

In fact, many studies have sought to determine ways to increase the persistence of 

teachers within the field.  It is important to find methods that can be instituted to maintain 

an adequate supply of quality special educators who can provide needed services to 

students with disabilities.  Because of this, a great deal of research has been completed to 

discover the reasons for this phenomenon.   

 Although the literature is satiated with studies focused on finding ways to 

decrease the rates of teacher attrition, little has been published regarding how the student 

teaching experience is related to this trend.  It is often assumed that student teachers learn 

a great deal about working with students; however, emphasis appears to be lacking on 

their experiences unrelated to those duties.  Students are usually concerned about the 

process of transitioning from student to teacher (Danielewicz, 1998).  Much of this 

apprehension centers on factors other than those directly related to instruction.  Zheng 

(2009) states that, “although research indicates that, given the complex and 

multidimensional nature of teaching, knowledge alone is not adequate” (p. 73).  He 

stresses the importance of recognizing teachers’ beliefs as “the missing paradigm” in 

improving the education and preparation of preservice teachers.  
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Research Questions 

Data is lacking about factors that student teachers in the field of special education 

perceive to be problematic.  Obtaining data related to these areas of concern not only 

could be of assistance to student teachers, it also could be beneficial in finding ways to 

prevent these students from leaving the field after entering the profession.   

This study was completed to provide answers to the following questions:  

1.  What factors do preservice teachers believe will influence their persistence in 

the field of special education? 

2.  How prepared are preservice teachers to deal with factors that they feel may 

influence their persistence in the field of special education? 

Rationale/Context of Study 

 In order to answer these questions, a qualitative study was conducted of 

preservice teachers to determine factors that they perceived to be related to their job 

persistence after entering in the field of special education.  The group of preservice 

teachers was comprised of special education students at a large university in Texas who 

completed the student teaching experience during the spring semester of 2010. The 

setting for this research was a medium-sized city located within the South Plains region 

of Texas.  The Texas South Plains is primarily rural.  Numerous small towns are also 

situated in the area.  Consequently, many school districts, which range from the very 

smallest to largest designations, are located in this region of the state.  This setting was 

selected because of the researcher’s proximity and easy access to the participants. 

 The Texas South Plains is served by the Region 17 Educational Service Center 

(Region XVII ESC).  Twenty such educational service centers are located throughout the 
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state.  They are designed to provide assistance and oversight in educational programming 

in the public schools (Texas Education Code, n.d.).  All of the preservice teachers in this 

study were student teaching in one of the school districts served by the Region XVII ESC 

during the data collection process.  

 There were disadvantages of conducting research in this area of Texas.  In the 

south central and southeastern regions, the most populated areas of the state, many 

individuals live in urban settings (Texas Association of Counties, 2007).  The external 

context of urban setting sometimes contributes to a breakdown of the local community 

structure (Levine & Lezotte, 1990).  Schools and students in urban areas are often living 

in different cultures, have different values, and attend schools that are dissimilar to those 

of students in the South Plains.   

 Despite these differences, this location was deemed appropriate for the study.  

Much of the state of Texas is similarly occupied by individuals in small towns (Texas 

Association of Counties, 2007).  Further, each public school is bound by the same state 

educational regulations.  Therefore, many schools in Texas share these same 

characteristics and concerns.   

Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research is a field of inquiry that crosscuts disciplines, fields, and 

subject matters.  Qualitative research refers to the study of the meanings, concepts, 

definitions, characteristics, metaphors, symbols, and descriptions of things (Berg, 2007).  

It is comprised of a complex, interconnected family of terms, concepts and assumptions.  

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world.  It 

consists of a set of interpretive, naturalistic, and material practices that make the world 
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visible.  Qualitative research, as a set of interpretive activities, favors no single 

methodological practice over another.  It has no theory or paradigm that is distinctly its 

own.  Multiple theoretical paradigms claim use of qualitative research methods and 

strategies (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).   

Qualitative research methods are used to contextualize issues in their particular 

socio-cultural-political-milieu, and sometimes transform or change social conditions 

(Glesne, 2006).  Qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting 

to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).  In other words, “researchers see people from the inside” 

(Hisada, 2003, Section 1.2).   

Qualitative research does present challenges.  As stated by Morse (1994), “the 

laboratory of the qualitative researcher is everyday life.  It cannot be contained in a test 

tube, started, stopped, manipulated, and washed down the sink.  The procedures for 

organizing images are ill-defined. Variables are not controlled, and until qualitative 

researchers get close to the end of a study, they may not even be able to determine what 

those variables are” (p.1).  

Many individuals outside of the field do not fully understand the rigor of 

qualitative research and view it to be somewhat inferior to quantitative methods.  The 

work of qualitative scholars is sometimes called unscientific and subjective.  Qualitative 

researchers have also been called “journalists or soft scientists” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, 

p.33). Therefore, the results of qualitative studies are not always perceived to be valid 

and reliable.  
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It was determined, however, that this study was best completed through 

qualitative research methods.  As stated by Morse (1994), through the qualitative 

processes of inference, insight, logic, creativity, and hard work, the results emerged as a 

coherent whole.  Ultimately, “the findings of qualitative studies have a quality of 

‘undeniability’.  Words, especially those organized into incidents or stories, have a 

concrete, vivid, meaningful flavor that often proves far more convincing to a reader – 

another researcher, a policymaker, a practitioner – than pages of summarized numbers” 

(Miles & Huberman,1994, p.1). 

Case Study 

 Based upon the guidelines of qualitative inquiry, this study was accomplished 

through a case study approach.  Case study is an empirical inquiry that “investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context.  It is particularly appropriate when 

the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in 

which multiple sources of evidence are used” (Yin, 2008, p. 23).  Yin and other experts in 

qualitative inquiry (Corbin & Strauss, 1998; Patton, 1980) deem it appropriate to select a 

group as a unit for analysis within a case study when a particular characteristic of the 

group has important implications for the research and is homogeneous. 

According to Wolcott (2009), case study looks intensely at an individual or small 

group, drawing conclusions only about that data source and in that specific context.  Case 

studies typically examine the interplay of all variables to allow as comprehensive an 

understanding as possible.  The level of data comprehension is deepened through the 

process of thick description.  Thick description goes beyond simply reporting data; it 

describes and probes intentions, motives, meanings, contexts, situations, and 
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circumstances.  (Berg, 2007).  Thick description provided in-depth data about the 

participants, along with the schools in which they completed the student teaching 

experience.    

 Case study has a distinctive place in evaluative research.  As a research endeavor, 

the case study uniquely contributes to knowledge of individual, organizational, social, 

and political phenomena.  Case study allows an investigation to retain the holistic and 

meaningful characteristics of real-life events (Yin, 2008).   

Concerns have been expressed about case study.  When poorly conducted, 

concern is warranted.  As stated by Yin (2008), sometimes “the case study investigator 

has been sloppy and allowed equivocal evidence or biased views to influence the 

direction of the findings and conclusions.  In short, good case studies are difficult to 

complete” (p. 21).  Researchers who utilize the case study method, therefore, must have 

the expertise, time, and commitment necessary to produce a high-quality report.   

Case study, however, is an ideal way to gain insight to situation.  It provides 

perspectives that cannot be obtained otherwise (Stake, 2005).  The data in this study was 

collected and analyzed in accordance with the procedures outlined by Yin (2008), Stake 

(2005), Strauss and Corbin (1998), and Patton (1980). 

Researcher Paradigm 

 Qualitative research is best viewed as an analytically defined perspective rather 

than a set of freestanding techniques (Silverman, 2003).  This is often referred to as the 

researcher’s paradigm.  The paradigm of the researcher inherently influences the 

conclusions and findings made from the data (Kuhn, 1996).   According to Denzin and 

Lincoln (2003), at the most general level, four major interpretive paradigms structure 
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qualitative research.  This study was completed and filtered through the constructivist 

paradigm, which “assumes a relativist ontology (there are multiple realities), a 

subjectivist epistemology (knower and respondent co-create understanding), and a 

naturalistic set of methodological procedures” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 34).  It also 

recognizes that the nature and grounds of knowledge are subjective.  Further, 

constructionist theory asserts that the data’s trustworthiness, credibility, transferability, 

and confirmability are essential to its proper translation and evaluation.   

Data Collection Methods 

Research in this study was completed through a review of current research in the 

job persistence of special educators; interviews; focus groups; surveys; questionnaires; 

and student teaching evaluation documents.  The validity of these methods is 

overwhelming supported in the literature (Berg, 2007; Glesne, 2006; Yin, 2008).  Each of 

these methods was selected because they provided data essential in answering the 

research questions.   

Prior to data collection, permission was granted by the Institutional Review Board 

at Texas Tech University to conduct the study and use college student as participants.  

Written permission was obtained by the participants via a consent form to interview them 

individually and within focus groups, as well as to keep a written and audiotaped record 

of the proceedings.  The participants also agreed to complete the survey and allow the use 

of the evaluations and exit questionnaires examined within the study.   

Data Management Plan 

Berg’s (2007) recommendations were followed in managing the large amount of 

data that was gathered to create an appropriate audit trail.  According to Berg, data need 
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to be compiled, organized, and indexed before being entered into the computer text 

analysis program file.  Participants were protected by assigning them pseudo-names.  

Any information that could identify their identities was omitted from the transcripts.  

Written, audiotaped, and digitally produced data was kept in locked storage when not 

being directly accessed by the researcher. 

The data was reduced and transformed to make them more readily accessible, 

understandable, and to draw out various themes and patterns.  Data display was necessary 

to present a compressed assembly of the information.  After the data was collected, 

reduced, and displayed, analytic findings began to emerge and define themselves more 

clearly and definitively.   

Data Sources 

Participants 

The primary data for this study were provided by preservice teachers who were 

student teaching during the spring of 2010.  Twenty-one preservice teachers participated 

in the research.  The group was bound by the preparation requirements, including the 

student teaching experiences, required throughout the state of Texas.  This type of 

sampling allowed the discovery of similar and dissimilar patterns across variations 

(Glesne, 2006). 

Surveys 

Patton (1980) explains various types of questions that can be effectively used in 

research.  These include those that assess experiences, behaviors, opinions, values, 

feelings, knowledge, backgrounds, and demographics.  Questions need not only refer to 

the present; information can also be requested regarding the past or future.  
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Within the study, preservice teachers were administered a survey.  This survey 

instrument was based upon previous research by Miller, Brownell and Smith (1999).  

Their study of special education teachers determined factors that contributed to their 

propensity to leave or stay in the special education classroom or transfer to another 

school.  The survey they devised and utilized was Working in Schools:  The Life of a 

Special Educator.  It was divided into nine sections.  Each section contained a number of 

questions.   

The survey used in this study was arranged in the same manner.  However, some 

of the categories and questions were modified to assess preservice teachers rather than 

teachers who are currently in the profession.  Professional colleagues were consulted in 

making necessary revisions.  A copy of the survey in its entirety is included in Appendix 

A. 

Archival Records 

Archival records were useful in this research.  Archival data from the exit 

evaluation questionnaires garnered information about the beliefs and skills that the 

preservice teachers evidenced within the student teaching experience.  According to Yin 

(2008), printed items both add to the data base and corroborate evidence gathered from 

other sources.  Glesne (2006) states that these types of documents can corroborate data 

from sources utilized within research and, thereby, make the study’s findings more 

trustworthy.   

There were distinct advantages in using archival documents in this research.  

Obtaining data from them was unobtrusive.  They provided a rich source of data to mine, 

which was utilized from the beginning to end of the study.  The documents also allowed 



                                                     Texas Tech University, Leigh A. Crane, December 2010 

 66

the establishment of beginning themes.  Additionally, they provided written records that 

were reviewed by knowledgeable outside individuals for corroboration of the study’s 

findings and assertions.  However, the researcher remained aware that documents can 

contain inaccurate or biased data.  The validity of the documents was therefore carefully 

reviewed so as to avoid the inclusion of incorrect information in the data base. 

Student Teacher Evaluations  

Student teacher evaluations were additional data sources.  A review of these 

documents completed by university supervisors, cooperating teachers, and the preservice 

teachers themselves assisted in the acquisition of additional information.  Further, the 

documents raised other questions that changed the composition of the topics addressed in 

the surveys, focus groups, and interviews.  The template for all of the student teaching 

evaluation documents is identical and included in Appendix B. 

Focus Groups  

Focus group interviewing is an effective tool in gaining data.  It can be an 

efficient use of time by allowing access to the perspectives of a number of people 

simultaneously.  Glesne (2006) states that focus groups can be useful in gathering 

information by encouraging the expression of even difficult experiences and “in allowing 

for personal reflection, growth, and knowledge development” (p. 104).  Morgan (1997) 

states that the way to determine if the use of focus groups is appropriate in a study is 

whether the participants will easily and actively discuss the topic of interest.   

Focus group interviewing relies heavily on facilitation or moderation skills.  As in 

the individual interviews, the researcher designed questions aimed at helping the 

participants to share their thoughts.  Unlike the individual interviews, however, the 
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discussion did not rely simply on turn-taking between the interviewer and interviewee.  

Instead, it depended on interaction within the group, stimulated by the researcher’s 

questions.   

In all types of interviewing, Berg (2007) indicates that researchers strive to learn 

through “conscious, semiconscious, and unconscious psychological and sociocultural 

characteristics and processes among various groups” (p. 144).   Berg continues by 

describing these dynamics as a “synergistic group effect” (p. 146).  Rapport was easily 

established within the focus groups, interviews, and other types of personal interactions.  

This facilitated free expression, which increased the amount of thick data collected 

through those methods. 

The individuals in this study were brought together in small groups for focus 

group interviewing near the end of their student teaching experiences.  This venue 

allowed them opportunities to express various perspectives that were not fully developed 

before that point in the process.  Informed consent letters, forms, and instructions were 

given to the participants explaining the procedures and goals of the focus groups.  These 

documents were distributed to prospective participants within a classroom setting after 

permission was obtained to do so.  

These focus groups fit within the category of extended groups.  The data provided 

from the literature review was used to guide the discussion. As with the individual 

interviews, a guided, semi-structured questioning route was utilized.  A copy of the focus 

group questions is included in Appendix C. 
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Interviews 

Interviews were conducted with each participant in the study to gain information 

about the students’ perceptions concerning their persistence in the field.   One of the most 

important sources of case study information is the interview.  Interviewing is a relatively 

quick way to gather data (Silverman, 2003).  In this way, human affairs can be reported 

and interpreted through the eyes of specific interviewees.  Well-informed respondents can 

provide important insights into a situation (Yin, 2008).  Sharing experiences orally is the 

primary way that human beings have made sense of their experiences throughout 

recorded history (Siedman, 2006).  

Interviews can yield more data than surveys because of the possibility to ask 

follow-up questions.  In this way, “the researcher listens hard to hear the meaning of what 

the conversational partner has said and then asks subsequent questions to obtain greater 

depth and detail” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 136).  When various individuals are 

interviewed, the research arena becomes a type of “theater in the round” in which 

information is gained about what is happening from different vantage points “on the 

stage” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 67). 

However, according to Fontana and Frey (2003), asking questions and getting 

answers is harder than it may appear.  Spoken or written words often contain an amount 

of ambiguity, no matter how carefully the questions are worded and how cautious the 

answers are coded and reported.  Rubin and Rubin (2005) warn that interviewing can be 

taxing.  The researcher must not only determine what people are saying, but also what 

they mean.  Only in this way can new questions be posed that are both appropriate and 

thought-provoking.     
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Interview data are also subject to the problems of bias, poor recall, and poor or 

inaccurate articulation (Yin, 2008).  Researchers must use extreme caution to keep the 

interviewee from feeling threatened.  If this occurs, reflexivity can be inhibited if the 

individual chooses to be less forthright in order to only speak words that they feel to be 

appropriate in the eyes of interviewer.   

The interview questions in this study were derived from the review of the 

literature and results from the survey and focus groups.  In this way, the line of 

questioning was well-prepared and organized.  A guided, semi-structured questioning 

route was followed to fully clarify and give voice to the participants’ perspectives.  A 

copy of the interview questions is included in Appendix D. 

Audiotapes 

 Yin (2008) asserts that it is up to the researcher to determine the appropriateness 

of using audio recordings.  He states that tapes provide a more accurate rendition of what 

is said and heard at the site.  He cautions, however, that  

a tape recorder should not be used when (a) an interviewee refuses permission or 

appears uncomfortable in its presence, (b) there is no specific plan for transcribing 

or systematically listening to the contents of the tapes, (c) the investigator is 

clumsy enough with mechanical devices that the tape recorder creates a 

distraction, or (d) the investigator thinks that the tape recorder is a substitute for 

listening closely to what is being said (p. 85-86). 

It was determined that audio taping was appropriate in this study.  Upon written 

consent from the participant, each of the interviews and focus group sessions was 

audiotaped.  This provided the ability to prepare written transcripts, which were more 
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accurate in keeping a record of the proceedings than facilitator notes or attempting to 

reconstruct the participants’ words after the interviews and focus groups.  All audiotapes 

were destroyed at the completion of the study.   

Exit Evaluation Questionnaires 

 Another data source was the Exit Evaluation of Student Teaching Experience, 

which was completed by many of the preservice teachers.  This questionnaire was 

designed to assess the preservice teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the student 

teaching experience.  The document was divided into sections.  These sections asked for 

the preservice teachers’ perceptions of their cooperating teachers, university supervisors, 

and the coordinator of the clinical experience.  The last section was titled Program 

Improvement.  A copy of the template for the Exit Evaluation of Student Teaching 

Experience questionnaire is included in Appendix E. 

Data Analysis 

According to Yin (2008), a general analytic strategy is essential to the preparation 

for effective analysis of case study data.  The theoretical propositions that led to the 

research, therefore, directed the study’s design, selection of research questions, and topics 

explored within the literature review.  These all, in turn, guided the strategies for data 

analysis.  As described by Wolcott (2009), analysis refers to  

the examination of data using systematic and standardized measures and 

procedures.  Analysis follows standard procedures for observing, measuring, and 

communicating with others about the nature of what is there, the reality of the everyday 

world as we experience it.  Data subjected to analysis are examined and reported through 

procedures generally understood and accepted in that everyday world (p. 29). 
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Triangulation 

Triangulation was used to secure an in-depth understanding of the perceived 

needs and concerns of the preservice teachers.  The vast majority of qualitative 

researchers utilize triangulation to achieve broader and more accurate results in their 

research (Fontana & Frey, 2003).  The use of multiple data-collection methods enhances 

the trustworthiness of the data (Glesne, 2006).  Fontana and Frey (2003) state that each 

method can reveal slightly different facets and angles of vision toward the same point.  

By combining several lines of sight, researchers obtain a more accurate picture of reality 

and a richer, more complete array of data (Berg, 2007).   

Triangulation utilizes the data from multiple data sources and collection methods.  

The purpose for methods triangulation is not “the simple combination of different kinds 

of data, but the attempt to relate them so as to counteract the threats to validity identified 

in each” (Berg, 2007, p.5).  Methods to collect data from and about the data sources 

included a review of the literature; interviews; surveys; questionnaires; evaluation 

documents, and artifacts.      

Embedded Units 

The ability to tease out data that are located within the case is powerful (Baxter & 

Jack, 2008).  Analysis of the data concerning the preservice teachers’ perceptions and 

reported skills was carefully examined to discover embedded units.  described by Yin 

(2008), “when a case study design includes an embedded unit of analysis – that is, a 

lesser unit than the case itself, for which numerous data points have been collected – the 

relevant analytic approaches can cover nearly any of the techniques in the social 

sciences” (p. 115).   
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Coding 

In keeping with qualitative research practice, the surveys, evaluation documents, 

questionnaires, and transcripts were individually analyzed to identify key words or 

phrases that indicated the essence of the preservice teachers’ experiences.  The raw data 

from the study was closely examined in order to discover meaningful themes, ideas, and 

categories.  This process resulted in the identification of codes.  Any parts of the data that 

related to a particular topic were coded with a label that could be easily retrieved and 

utilized during data analysis.  These codes were categorized into chunks and segments 

that related in ways that contributed to answering the research questions.  These groups 

of data were crafted into meaningful classifications that eventually set the stage upon 

which the conclusions were derived (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Glesne, 2006).  

Because research has identified the various factors related to special education 

teacher attrition, some concepts and categories in this study were more readily 

discovered.  Several of the factors were similar, some even identical, to those described 

within the literature.  The constant comparative method was used to refine each category 

until no new information was obtained.  Axial coding was then conducted to uncover 

general themes by determining how major categories were related according to their 

properties and dimensions.   

Coding the interviews involved making sense of the data in the written and 

recorded transcripts.  As a beginning, the interview transcripts were carefully read and 

analyzed.  In coding the interview data, commonly used words and phrases were 

identified.  Important data was teased from this large amount of information and used to 

identify the themes that arose through this analysis.  After the transcripts were reviewed 
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to obtain meanings and find themes, the themes were related to the research questions.  

As suggested by Glesne (2006), all of the various chunks of data eventually were 

combined into a meaningful sequence that contributed to the final analysis and 

conclusions of the study. 

Content Analysis  

 Content analysis was also utilized in the study.  In content analysis, “researchers 

examine written documents or transcriptions of recorded verbal communications to 

uncover hidden data” (Berg, 2007, p. 306).  Content analysis provides for the 

identification, organization, indexing, and retrieval of archival, narrative, and other types 

of data.  Not only are the actual words analyzed, the “manner of the words” was also 

given consideration (Berg, p. 307).   

Pattern-matching 

For case study analysis, the use of pattern-matching is one of the most desirable  

strategies.  Such logic compares an empirically based pattern with a predicted one.  When 

patterns coincide, particularly when they were predicted prior to data collection, the 

results strengthen the case study’s internal validity (Yin, 2008).  Pattern-matching was 

completed of the various independent variables.  Analysis began by interpretations at the 

individual level.  A comparison of patterns within the individual sources was then 

completed across all of the data sources.   

As asserted by Miles and Huberman (1994), the pattern codes were both 

inferential and explanatory.  Caution was taken to prevent undue leniency in deciding that 

a pattern has been matched by postulating from very subtle patterns (Yin, 2008).  The 
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pattern codes created a type of scaffold to hold the data together as the final processes of 

analysis are completed.    

Data Storage and Processing 

 The data collected within the study was kept within locked storage.  Computer 

data processing programs were used to collect and store the data electronically.  

Audiotapes of the focus groups and individual interviews were destroyed at the end of the 

study. 

Trustworthiness and Transferability 

Miles and Huberman (1994) ask, “How will you, or anyone else, know whether 

the final emerging findings are good?  It’s not enough to say that well-carried-out tactics 

will make for good conclusions.  Qualitative studies can have consequences in people’s 

lives…and we who render accounts of it can do so well or poorly” (p. 277).  Therefore, it 

was important to have measures in place within the scope of the study to determine the 

trustworthiness and transferability of the study’s findings.  

Glesne (2006) discusses the topics of trustworthiness in depth.  She describes four  

core questions that should be asked by researchers of themselves as they work with data 

collected from research:  What did you notice?  Why did you notice what you noticed?  

How did you interpret what you noticed? How do you know that your interpretation is the 

‘right’ one?  Answers to these questions help the researcher to examine personal biases. 

Subjectivity is a part of the qualitative process which can only be properly managed when 

the researcher pays meticulous attention to its impact on data collection and analysis. 

 Glesne (2006) also discusses the importance of searching for negative cases.  The 

researcher must continuously and consciously search for negative cases throughout the 
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planning, collection, and analysis of data.  This is important to support the validity of the 

ultimate findings from the research.  The researcher must reflect upon subjectivity related 

to what is heard and observed to engage in reflexive, critical thinking about the research 

process as a whole.   

Time spent in interviewing and building solid relationships with the participants 

contributed to the acquisition of trustworthy data. It was important to remain alert to what 

the research participants allowed to be seen and why that part of the whole was shown 

while some aspects remain hidden from view.  Ultimately, the data’s trustworthiness 

rested upon the participants’ integrity and truthful depiction of their experiences and 

beliefs about teaching, including their willingness to admit to any personal deficiencies 

and concerns. The trustworthiness of this investigation was strengthened by the quality 

and cooperation of its participants.   

Continual alertness to biases and theoretical predispositions assisted in producing 

more trustworthy interpretations.   The interpretive process was shared with the 

preservice teachers as a form of member checking.  Miles and Huberman (1994) state 

that feedback is important “so that you will ‘know more’ and ‘know better” (p. 276).   

Additionally, professional colleagues were consulted to verify the perceptions and 

conclusions made from the qualitative data collected in the research. This helped verify 

that the interpretations were accurate, which, in turn, allowed the researcher to be less 

tentative with the findings.  However, despite these precautions, it is uncertain if the 

findings from this study are transferable to other populations of preservice teachers.  
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Summary 

 This qualitative study examined the perceptions of preservice teachers concerning 

factors that might influence their persistence in the field of special education.  Case study 

methodology was utilized to complete this research.  The research design included data 

collection through a review of literature, interviews, focus groups, surveys, 

questionnaires, and evaluation documents.  Validity, transferability, and trustworthiness 

were established by using triangulated sources and methods; participant checks; 

examinations by professional colleagues; and recognition of the primary researcher’s 

paradigm in order to minimize bias in making conclusions within the study.  Data 

obtained from the study was analyzed through data coding, pattern-matching, and 

examination of embedded units.   
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CHAPTER IV 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Restatement of the Problem 

The current shortage of special education teachers in the United States is tied to 

high rates of teacher attrition (Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 2008; Johnson, Berg, & 

Donaldson, 2005; Allen, 2005; Ingersoll, 2001).  Measures must be taken to increase the 

persistence of experienced, effective teachers in the classroom (Allen, 2005; Luekens, et 

al., 2004; Boe, Bobbitt, & Cook, 1997).  The retention of competent teachers who are 

adept in teaching students with special needs is of particular importance (Pair & Edgar, 

2005; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999; Singer, 1992; Westling & Whitten, 1996). 

Restatement of the Research Questions 

The literature is replete with studies that have examined the reasons that special 

education teachers leave the profession (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Billingsley, 

2004).  However, the perceptions of preservice teachers regarding their intentions to 

remain in the field of special education have not been thoroughly addressed.   Therefore, 

this study was conducted to examine these perceptions and was guided by the following 

research questions: 

1.  What factors do preservice teachers believe will influence their persistence in 

 the field of special education? 

2.  How prepared are preservice teachers to deal with factors that they feel may 

influence their persistence in the field of special education? 
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In order to accumulate the information necessary to answer the research questions, data 

was collected from the preservice special education teachers through surveys, exit 

questionnaires, evaluation documents, focus groups, and individual interviews.   

Sample 

 The sample consisted of preservice special educators completing their required 

student teaching experience during the spring semester of 2010.   Twenty-one of these 

student teachers agreed to participate in this research.  The sample of preservice special 

educators was overwhelmingly single, female, and under the age of twenty-five.  Only 

one male participated in the research and only one student stated that she was married.  

The majority were still dependent upon their parents or other guardians for more than half 

of their financial support.   

All of the preservice teachers in the study participated in focus group 

interviewing.  Eighteen of them completed the survey instrument, Survey of Preservice 

Special Education Teachers, in its entirety, while three completed only a portion of the 

survey.  A total of fourteen students agreed to be individually interviewed.  Thirteen 

students completed the Exit Evaluation of Student Teaching Experience.  A total of nine 

self-evaluations were included  in the research.  Twenty-five evaluations completed by 

cooperating teachers were also used in the research.  Twenty-nine evaluations completed 

by university supervisors were utilized in the research. 

Analysis Procedures 

A copious amount data was collected from the preservice special education 

teachers through these surveys, exit questionnaires, student teacher evaluation 

documents, focus groups, and individual interviews.  All interviews and focus groups 
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were transcribed.  Handwritten answers and comments on the surveys were transferred 

into a digital format.  All of these, along with the evaluation documents and exit 

questionnaires, were sorted both by category and participant.  Documents were stored 

securely within a computer data processing program and other digital storage devices. 

 Analysis of the data began when the data collection process commenced.  After 

the documents were organized, as described by Strauss and Corbin (1998), content 

analysis was performed through a meticulous search of the surveys and evaluation 

documents.  Next, texts of the narrative data were reviewed to discover descriptive 

categories. Open coding was conducted.  The data were broken down into discrete parts, 

closely examined, and compared for similarities and differences.   

Items that were found to be conceptually similar in nature or related in meaning 

were grouped together to form larger concepts and categories.  Research concerning 

special educator persistence has described various factors to be related to attrition, so 

some concepts and categories were more readily discovered because they were similar, 

even identical, to those described within the literature.  The constant comparative method 

was used to refine each category until no new information was obtained.  Axial coding 

was then conducted to uncover general themes by determining how major categories 

were related according to their properties and dimensions.   

Surveys 

The Survey of Preservice Special Education Teachers was designed to discover 

what the preservice teachers thought about their student teaching experience and future 

careers in special education.  The survey was based on Working in Schools:  The Life of a 

Special Educator (Brownell, Miller & Smith, 1999).  Participants completed the surveys 
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at the same location and date of the focus groups.  This prevented the surveys from being 

lost or disregarded.  Each survey was transcribed and digitally stored.  A copy of the 

Survey of Preservice Special Education Teachers is included in Appendix A.  

Analysis of Survey Data 

Section I – Entry into Special Education 

At the beginning of the Survey of Preservice Special Education Teachers, in 

Section I, students were asked to explain what led to their entry into the field of special 

education.  Several students stated that they had become interested in special education 

through members of their family.  Student M said, “I decided to do this because of my 

cousin with special needs who passed away when I was a freshman.”  Student O said, 

“My sister has special needs.  She is homebound, so I got to know her fantastic teachers.”  

Two other students stated that members of their immediate family were special educators.   

Many entered the field because of their interest in working with children or 

previous experience in the field of special education.  Student A said, “I find it rewarding 

because I love kids!”  Student R said, “I am just passionate about children.  I’ve worked 

with them all of my life and I love them.”  Both Student C and Student M had 

volunteered in equine therapy programs and were drawn to the field through those 

experiences. 

Others reported choosing to be a teacher because of the job benefits such as 

salary, benefits, and breaks during holidays and during the summer.  Student A said, “I 

think that teaching is a great job to have while raising a family.”  Student TS said that she 

selected special education as her field because she felt that “it was a lot easier to handle 5 

students than a whole class of 20.” 
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A few students stated that their entry into the field was not planned.  Student M 

said that she “came into it by accident and loved it.”  Student N said, “I stumbled into it.  

I took a class in sign language and, after talking to an advisor, I went into special ed.” 

 

Section II  and Section III – Teaching Assignments and Available Resources 

 In Sections II and III, students were asked to describe the nature of their teaching 

assignments, discuss their interactions with students, and reflect on their anticipated 

workloads.  A few students (N=5) felt that they would be satisfied with the manageability 

of their workloads.  Some students (N=7) felt that the number of planning/preparation 

periods would be reasonable in regards to completing all of the tasks required in their 

teaching caseload. A majority of the students (N=13) indicated that the amount of 

paperwork and meetings would interfere with their job of teaching. Additionally, most 

students (N=11) expressed that the amount of time spent handling student behavior 

problems would be unreasonable. 

 

Section IV – Support and Recognition Received 

In Section IV, the student teachers were asked to comment on the importance of 

support and recognition.  Their answers indicated that they expected to receive support 

and recognition from special education colleagues (N=10), building administrators 

(N=9), students and parents (N=9), and general education colleagues (N=8).  Fewer 

anticipated support and recognition from district special education personnel (N=5), 

family and friends (N=5), or members of the community in which they taught (N=4).     
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 Students described the importance of developing strong relationships with 

colleagues. Many (N= 10) desired for school staff to have positive attitudes toward 

special education staff.  A good portion of the students (N=9) felt it important to have 

paraprofessionals support them in carrying out daily instructional activities.  Several 

(N=8) felt it important to have the respect of other teachers.  Many (N=8) wanted to 

receive advice, exchange instructional ideas and materials, and other assistance from 

other special educators.  Several (N=7) wanted the same from general education teachers.   

Support from building administrators was shown to be important.  Many (N= 12) 

felt that administrators should provide special support in their interactions with parents.  

Students (N=10) also thought the administrators should help them to solve problems.  

Several (N=11) said the administrators should inform them about school and district 

policies.  In addition, students (N=9) stated that administrators should explain reasons 

behind school practices.  Others (N=10) said that they should understand their programs 

and what they do.  Students (N=9) also thought that administrators should support their 

actions and ideas.  A portion (N=8) said that the administrators should provide leadership 

about what they as teachers would try to achieve.  A few students (N=5) felt that the 

administrators should attend to their feelings and needs.   

Most students thought that good relationships with parents were vital to their 

success as special educators.  Many students (N=13) felt it important that they receive 

respect and support from their students’ parents.  Additionally, students (N=12) wanted 

to develop partnerships with these parents.  Several (N=11) felt that most of the parents 

would be involved in their child’s education. 



                                                     Texas Tech University, Leigh A. Crane, December 2010 

 83

Few students considered their relationships with outside agencies to be important.  

A portion of the students (N=4) desired to have the cooperation of other agencies in 

working with their students.  A few (N=3) thought that assistance from profit and 

nonprofit agencies would be beneficial to them.  Lastly, some students (N=3) stated that 

they needed businesses to assist students in reaching their transition goals.   

 

Section V – Involvement in Decision-making and Role as a Special Educator 

In Section V, students discussed their anticipated level of autonomy as a special 

educator.  Most (N=15) thought that they would be satisfied with their overall level of 

decision-making power.  A large number (N=16) felt that they would know what was 

expected of them when they entered the profession.  On the other hand, many perceived 

that there would be areas over which they would have less control.  Only a portion of the 

students (N=7) felt that they would have the freedom to choose their own curriculum.  

Likewise, students (N=8) felt that they would have input into which students would be 

assigned to their classes.  Some (N=8) also thought that they would have a say in making 

important district policy decisions that affect their students.  

 

Section VI - Professional Development/Position as a Special Educator 

In Section VI, the student teachers were asked to assess their eventual 

professional development and position as a special educator.  Some (N=6) were 

concerned about not having ample opportunities to learn about new teaching strategies 

and techniques.  A few (N= 5) indicated concerns that their jobs would not be 

intellectually challenging.  A portion of the students (N=5) had doubts about the 
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professional caliber of some of their general education colleagues.  Additionally, some 

(N=5) felt totally unprepared to train and supervise instructional aides.  

 

Section VII – Anticipated Satisfaction with Career  

In Section VII, the student teachers were asked about their anticipated satisfaction 

with their careers in special education.  Students deemed several areas to be important 

including job security (N=8), schedules (N=6), benefits (N=6), salary (N=5), and 

reputation of the school district (N=5).   In addition to their basic salaries, the majority 

(N=14) thought it important to be able to receive merit pay for exceptional performance.  

Likewise, most (N=15) thought that additional pay for assuming other responsibilities, 

such as mentoring and supervising new teachers was warranted.  Most students (N=10) 

indicated concerns that they would worry about school problems while at home. 

 

Section VIII – Job History and Training and Section IX – Background 

In Sections VIII and IX, the student teachers were asked about their background, 

job history, and training.  All indicated that they would be completing their first 

bachelor’s degree immediately after completing their student teaching assignment.  All 

grade point averages were reported to be within the range of 3.0 and 3.91.  Few students 

(N=5) chose to indicate their ACT scores.  These scores ranged from 21-29.  Likewise, a 

small number (N=4) stated their SAT scores.  These scores ranged from 940-1800.  

However, it is worth noting that the highest score on the SAT is 1600.   

 Many (N=17) felt that their student teaching experience was helpful to them in 

their preparations for teaching.  Most of them (N=13) rated their student teaching 
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experience as very positive or positive.  A few students (N=3) rated their student teaching 

experience as somewhat negative.  There were none who rated the experience either 

somewhat positive or negative.   

Most felt that the observations and practicum experiences were useful (N=15) and 

considered their coursework in the College of Education to be of value (N=11).  

Although the majority stated that they would pursue a teaching job in special education 

(N=12), several students (N=5) said that they wanted to obtain a general education 

teaching position.  One student said that, after her student teaching experience, she has 

determined that she does not want to be an educator.   

The majority of students (N=6) said that they wanted to teach special education 

for a long time.  Several (N=4) planned to remain as special education teachers until 

retirement.  Some (N=3) planned to teach special education for a few years.  Several 

(N=5) were undecided about the length of time they would remain as special education 

teachers.  One student stated that she would only teach special education if she could not 

find a general education teaching position.   

Upon entering the profession, most indicated a desire to have several types of 

support systems available to them when they began teaching.  These included formal 

mentoring programs (N=10), regular meetings with other new teachers (N=10), informal 

help from special education teachers (N=10), assistance from special education 

supervisors (N=9), and support from the building administrators (N=8).   

At the end of the survey, students were asked to indicate the three most pressing 

factors that would influence their desires to continue in special education.  The most 

frequent answers were classroom management (N=6), along with positive feedback and 
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support from colleagues (N=6) and administrators (N=5).  Several (N=4) expressed 

concerns about their work load, which included completing paperwork, writing IEPs, and 

working after school.  Some (N=3) gave the answers of time management and 

paraprofessionals.  Students also mentioned having general education teachers care about 

special education students (N=2), supplies (N=2), provided/mandated curriculum (N=2), 

and having a say in the program and future education of their students (N=2).   

Lastly, the students were also asked to indicate factors that would make them 

decide to continue in special education.  The most frequent answers were positive 

feedback and support from the administration (N=8) and supportive colleagues (N=7).  

The next most frequent were a positive work environment and experience (N=4) and 

funding for supplies and resources (N=4).  These were followed by finding the job 

rewarding and being successful (N=3), the students (N=3), and the classroom setting 

(N=3).  A couple of the students (N=2) indicated paraprofessionals and pay/stipends to be 

one of the most important factors.  

Summary of Survey Results 

In Sections I, II, and III of the surveys, the preservice teachers discussed their 

entry into special education, teaching assignments, interactions with students and 

available resources.  Many chose the profession of special education because of a desire 

to help needy children.  Several had previous experience concerning working with 

students with special needs through family members. 

Most of the preservice teachers indicated concerns about the manageability of 

their workloads.  Overall, they felt that the amount of paperwork and meetings would 

interfere with their job of teaching, number of planning/preparation periods would be 
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insufficient to complete all of their required tasks, and that they would spend an 

inordinate amount of time handling student behavior problems. 

In Section IV, the preservice teachers discussed the support and recognition they 

will receive in their positions.  Most indicated the expectation to receive support and 

recognition from building administrators, colleagues, students and parents.  Few 

anticipated support and recognition from district special education personnel.  

Support from building administrators was shown to be particularly important.  

The preservice teachers felt that their administrators should provide support and 

leadership regarding their programs, actions and ideas; explain the reasons behind school 

practices and policies; help them to solve problems; and attend to their feelings and 

needs.   

The preservice teachers believed that strong relationships with colleagues would 

be vital to their success as special educators. They expected to receive support and 

recognition from special education colleagues.   They desired to be respected; receive 

help and advice; and exchange instructional ideas and materials with other teachers.  

They wanted the assistance of qualified, dedicated paraprofessionals.  Additionally, they 

felt that they should receive respect and support from parents. 

In Sections V and VI, the preservice teachers discussed their position, 

involvement in decision-making, role, and professional development as special educators.  

Most indicated the belief that they would know what was expected of them and be 

satisfied with their overall level of decision-making power when they entered the 

profession.  Some had concerns about the curriculum, student scheduling, and growing 

professionally. 
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In Section VII, the preservice teachers were asked about their anticipated 

satisfaction in their careers.   They deemed several areas important including job security, 

schedules, benefits, salary, and reputation of the school district.  They desired to receive 

merit pay for exceptional performance and additional pay for assuming other 

responsibilities, such as mentoring and supervising new teachers.   

In Sections VII, IX, and General Comments, the students were asked to address 

their job histories, training, and backgrounds.   The majority felt that their observations, 

practicums, and student teaching experiences were positive and helpful to them in their 

preparations for teaching.  Additionally, most considered their university coursework to 

be of value.  They indicated desires to have several types of support systems available to 

them when they began teaching such as mentoring, meetings with other new teachers, 

and assistance from special education supervisors.  At the end of the surveys, the 

preservice teachers stated that the factors that would greatly influence their desires to 

continue in special education were positive feedback and support from the 

administration; supportive colleagues; and issues related to classroom management.  

Evaluations 

 Each of the preservice teachers spent several weeks student teaching in both 

general and special education classrooms.  Evaluations of their performances during 

student teaching completed by their university supervisors and cooperating teachers, as 

well as their self- evaluations, were utilized in this research.  Although the data from the 

special education component was given priority in this research, the evaluations from the 

general education component were reviewed for relevant comparative information.  The 
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university supervisor, cooperating teacher, and student self-evaluation documents have 

the same template, which is included in Appendix B. 

University Supervisor Evaluations 

 Each university supervisor, those university representatives who supervise and 

evaluate the performances of student teachers, was required to complete an evaluation of 

their students’ performances.  Organization, coding, and analysis of the data from these 

evaluations yielded a great deal of information.  Analysis of the scores on each individual 

question and by section did not provide data that was useful in this study.  

An examination of the overall scores for the student teachers and the narrative 

portion of the evaluations provided important data.  Students were scored on a four point 

Likert scale.  A score of four indicated that a student’s performance was Clearly 

Outstanding.  A score of three was Proficient, two was Beginning Competent, and one 

was Unsatisfactory.  These scores were given to indicate the evaluators’ predictions of 

the students’ success as a teacher.  

The mean of the scores given by the university supervisors for the special 

education student teaching component was 3.81.  The mean of the scores given by the 

university supervisors for the general education student teaching component was 3.69.  

The mode score for each was a four.  Three scores of three were given by the supervisors 

for the special education component.  Five scores of three were given by the supervisors 

for the general education component.  No scores of one or two were given.  

The data in Section Five of the documents produced a large amount of data.  The 

data was searched for reoccurring attributes or other words that described the evaluators’ 

perceptions of the student teachers’ overall performance.  Evaluations from the university 
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supervisors of the students during the general education portion of the student teaching 

portion yielded sixty-nine different terms.  The word that appeared most frequently was 

professional (N=25).  This was followed by positive (N=20), communication (N=18), 

developmentally appropriate (N=14), and rapport (N=14).  Other words that were used 

frequently were engaged (N=10), organized (N=9), productive (N=8), punctual (N=8), 

and remediates (N=8).    

Evaluations by the university supervisors of the students during the special 

education portion of the student teaching portion produced seventy-nine different terms.  

The word that appeared most frequently was positive (N=32).  This was followed by 

professional (N=19), communication (N=14), developmentally appropriate (N=14), 

rapport (N=11), and learner centered (N=10).  Other words that were used frequently 

were monitored (N=8), organized (N=8), remediates (N=8), and ethical (N=7). 

Cooperating Teacher Evaluations 

As was true for the university supervisors, each cooperating teacher, those 

teachers selected to guide and mentor the student teachers within their classrooms, was 

required to complete an evaluation of their students’ performances.  Analysis of these 

also presented a large amount of data.  As before, the scores on each individual question 

and by section did not provide data that was determined to be of use in this study.  

An examination of the overall scores for the student teachers and the narrative 

portion of the evaluations provided important data.  Students were again scored on a four 

point Likert scale.  A score of four indicated that a student’s performance was Clearly 

Outstanding.  A score of three was Proficient, two was Beginning Competent, and one 
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was Unsatisfactory.  These scores were given to indicate the evaluators’ predictions of 

the students’ success as a teacher. 

The mean of the scores given by the cooperating teachers for the general 

education student teaching component was 3.85.  The mean of the scores given by the 

cooperating teachers for the special education student teaching component was 3.83.  The 

mode score for each was a four.  Only two scores of three were given by both the general 

education cooperating teachers.  The same was true for the special education cooperating 

teachers.  No scores of one or two were given. 

The data in Section Five of the documents produced a generous amount of data.  

The data was searched for reoccurring attributes or other words that described the 

evaluators’ perceptions of the student teachers’ overall performance.  Evaluations from 

the cooperating teachers of the students during the general education portion of the 

student teaching portion yielded seventy-three different terms.  The word that appeared 

most frequently was positive (N=12).  This was followed by engaging (N=7), outstanding 

(N=7), and love(d) (N=7). 

Evaluations from the cooperating teachers of the students during the special 

education portion of the student teaching portion yielded ninety different terms, the most 

of any of the evaluation types.  The terms used by these professionals was also the most 

varied.  The word that appeared most frequently was positive (N=16).  This was followed 

by professional (N=12), punctual (N=9), and modified (N=8). 

Self-Evaluations 

The student teachers also completed a self-evaluation that followed the format of 

those utilized by the cooperating teachers and university supervisors.  Completion of this 
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evaluation was reported to be a requirement by the College of Education.  However, 

according to official records, few of these students’ self-evaluations were located in the 

computer database by college personnel.  All of those available (N=9) were utilized in 

this research.   

An analysis of the student self-evaluations yielded several types of data.  As 

before, the scores on each individual question and by section did not provide data that 

was determined to be of use in this study. An examination of the overall scores for the 

student teachers and the narrative portion of the evaluations did produce important data.  

Students scored themselves on a four point Likert scale.  A score of four indicated that a 

student’s performance was Clearly Outstanding.  A score of three was Proficient, two 

was Beginning Competent, and one was Unsatisfactory.  These scores were given to 

indicate the students’ predictions of their success as a teacher. 

The mean of these scores was 3.57, lower than that of the university supervisors 

and cooperating teachers.  The scores were almost split equally between a four (N=5) and 

three (N=4). No scores of one or two were given. 

The data in Section Five of the documents produced a generous amount of data.  

The data was also searched for reoccurring attributes or other words that described their 

perception of their own performance during both student teaching experiences.  These 

evaluations included a total of fifty-two different terms, which were the most diverse of 

any of the evaluation groups.  The word that appeared most frequently was positive 

(N=8).  This was the only term used more than three times.  
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Summary of Evaluation Results 

Content analysis of the evaluation documents revealed several findings.  The 

university supervisors of the students during both the general education and special 

education portions of the student teaching portion evaluated almost all of the student 

teachers as clearly outstanding.  The supervisors often described the student teachers as 

positive, professional, good communicators, able to appropriately develop rapport with 

others, and aware of the importance of providing developmentally instruction and 

remediation.  Within the general education environment, the supervisors also frequently 

indicated that the student teachers were also engaged, productive and punctual.  Within 

the special education environment, they often indicated that the student teachers were 

also ethical and adept at monitoring student progress.     

The cooperating teachers rated the vast majority of the students as clearly 

outstanding during both the general education and special education portions of the 

student teaching experience.  They often described the student teachers as positive.  

Within the general education environment, the cooperating teachers frequently indicated 

that the student teachers were also engaging, outstanding, and loved the students and 

other aspects of teaching.  Within the special education environment, they often indicated 

that the student teachers were also professional, punctual, and modified instruction.  

The student teachers evaluated themselves less positively than their university 

supervisors and cooperating teachers.  The group was split equally in scoring themselves 

as clearly outstanding and proficient.  Their descriptions of themselves were very diverse.  

Three students stated that they were positive, the only term used more than three times.  

 



                                                     Texas Tech University, Leigh A. Crane, December 2010 

 94

Focus Groups 

Focus groups were conducted so that the student teachers could describe their 

experiences and expectations together in groups.  To maintain anonymity, students were 

asked to select pseudonyms that they would use throughout all aspects of the research.   

All of the participants took part in focus group interviewing.  Because of the size of the 

sample, the students were divided into two focus groups.  Each of these group sessions 

lasted approximately 45 minutes and followed the predetermined questioning procedures.  

Although the discussion was facilitated through these predetermined queries, students 

were encouraged to discuss any matters that they desired.  Each session was audiotaped.  

In addition, notes were taken of the proceedings by an outside research assistant.  The 

tapes were later transcribed and digitally stored.  A copy of the focus group questions is 

included in Appendix C. 

Individual Interviews 

Next, students were interviewed individually.  The individual interviews were 

conducted at various times and locations to accommodate the needs of the participants.  

Interview questions were determined after a review and analysis of the focus group 

transcripts.  Each interview was conducted and audiotaped by the researcher.  The 

recordings were later transcribed and digitally stored.   

Participants were given the option of answering the questions in anyway that they 

liked and to skip any questions if they were uncomfortable in answering them.  No one 

chose to skip a question, although a few gave very short answers to some of them.  The 

students were asked to make further comments at the end of the interview after answering 
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the facilitator’s questions about their experience as a student teacher.  Although a couple 

said that there was nothing that they could think of, most had a number of things to add. 

Several students who completed the survey decided not to follow through with 

doing an individual interview as originally planned.  One of the university supervisors 

commented that several had mentioned that they had fears that of being labeled 

negatively because they did not enjoy the experience of student teaching.  Support for 

this assertion was documented in the surveys.  One student wrote on the survey that she 

had found that majoring in special education “was a mistake” and others indicated that 

they had decided not to pursue jobs in special education.  A copy of the individual 

interview questions is included in Appendix D. 

Exit Evaluation Questionnaires 

Each student who completes student teaching within the university’s College of 

Education is asked to complete the Exit Evaluation of the Student Teaching Experience 

document on-line.  Copies of those completed by thirteen of the participants in the study 

were provided for use in this research.  A template for the Exit Evaluation Document is 

included in Appendix E. 

 
Analysis of Focus Groups, Individual Interviews, Exit 

 
 Evaluation Questionnaires, and Other Narrative Sources 

  
Several reoccurring categories and general themes emerged from analysis of the 

data collected from the focus groups, individual interviews, exit evaluations, and other 

narrative sources.  These were synthesized and placed into groups which provide data to 
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support answers to each of the research questions.  Figures showing the categories 

comprising each theme are provided at the beginning of each section. 

Theme One:  Support 

Administrators 

The student teachers were very focused on the importance of their administrators. 

Many spoke about positive interactions with their principals.   Student R said that “The 

administration has been wonderful to me.  They are really in tune with special ed and 

know what we’re working on.  Our principal was in our classroom a lot and gave 

constructive criticism.  That was great because you only learn more from that.”   Student 

D said, “The administrator at my school was really supportive; he’s always there if you 

need help.”   Student G said, “I felt like my teacher had emotional support from the 

principal so I felt that way, too.  It’s always great to have a principal who comes in and 

checks on you and your class.”  In regards to the future interactions, Student N said that 

“I would be more likely to stick around if the administrator really supported me.  If not, it 

would encourage me to leave and find something in general ed.”  Student O said, “I 

would want to leave if the administration wouldn’t want to work with me.”  

Attention from the principals was perceived to be especially important.  Student R 

was pleased with the attention from the principals at her school.  “I feel like the 

administrators know me and my name.  They give me a smile and hello when I come in.”  

Student H said, “I did know the administration and if you had a problem, they would 

come down.”  Student M stated, “Even though I didn’t meet the principal until week 6 

out of 7 there, now he knows me really well. “ Student TS felt differently, stating “I feel 

like I’m disconnected from my admin.  The one over there might recognize me, but 
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doesn’t know my name or anything.”  Student L agreed.  “I say good morning to the 

administrators and they don’t speak to me.    

Support from the district’s special education facilitators and directors was sensed 

to be lacking.  Student DS stated, “I’ve never seen the sp ed facilitator/supervisor to come 

out to see if the gen ed teachers are carrying out their jobs.”  Student G said, “Even my 

teacher said that she didn’t have support from the special ed director.  If she tried to call 

on her, it was pretty much useless.  So, my teacher said that she felt like she was kind of 

on here own.”   

Colleagues 

 Students expressed support from colleagues to be essential.  Student LA said, “It 

was great how the teachers at my school were close-knit and bounce ideas off each other.  

All of them collaborating and working together was good to see.  I hope that I have that.”  

Student M stated that “The special ed. teachers that I worked with were really great.  

They were wonderful about sharing ideas.  That made me feel better.”  Student TP stated 

that she would remain in the profession for “as long as I have support from the people 

I’m working with.”  Student F said that “I might be influenced to leave if I didn’t get 

along or wasn’t comfortable with my coworkers.  Student D said that, “I would be 

influenced to leave if I didn’t feel like I had a team of other teachers to back me up.”  

Communication was sensed to be an essential aspect of productive collaboration 

with teaching colleagues.  Student TP stated, “One thing I noticed in the Content Mastery 

class was the miscommunication from the teacher who brought their students in to work.  

It didn’t seem like a lot of communication because some of the kids would come in not 

even knowing what they should be doing.”  Student H said, “There was a lack of 
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communication between the inclusion and gen ed teacher.  It would work a lot better if 

there was better communication.  The kids even see that lack of communication.”  

Student MG, “I think many teachers saw inclusion as a waste of time.  That was so 

frustrating because I was trying really hard to help my students.”   

Mentors 

Many students stated desires to be mentored during their first year.  Student G 

said, “I just hope that we get some good mentors like our cooperating teachers.  Highly 

qualified people who are really passionate about their jobs.  I think that we’ve learned a 

lot already from our individual teachers, but it would be good to have someone walking 

with us through the paperwork and stuff that we might get confused about.”  Student N 

said, “I’ve kept tons of email addresses from past mentor teachers.  I hope that I can 

contact them and they would be willing to help.  But, since they’re not at my school, I’ll 

really need a mentor that is there.”   

Paraprofessionals 

The work of paraprofessionals was addressed extensively.  Student R stated that 

“There are so many different types of disabilities being placed in one room.  Some need 

special help and you need the paras to help you out.”  Student E said, “We teachers 

needed help often.  We were all sometimes holding the kids trying to keep their behavior 

under control.  That would have been impossible to do without the extra hands.” Student 

LA said, “I will need help in things that are time-consuming and not necessarily 

academic.  I would be influenced to stay if the student load wasn’t too much for me 

because I had enough help.” Student LR said, “We didn’t have enough people in our 

classroom, so I was exhausted.  I would never, ever do that again.”   
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Student TS felt that the administration did not always understand the importance 

of the paraprofessionals.  “We had a lot of aides, but they were perceived as non-

essential.  When they needed a sub, they would just pull our aides out.  That left us short 

handed.”   

However, there was a feeling that many paraprofessionals are unprepared or lack 

devotion to their jobs.  Student B said, “They wouldn’t do anything outside of what they 

were required to do.”  Student M stated, “They definitely don’t have the best of 

reputations at our school.  They don’t always do everything that they could.” 

Theme Two:  Personal Fulfillment 

School Culture 

The students commented frequently on the school culture.  Many of the student 

teachers perceived the school culture to be positive.  Student N stated that “I felt like 

there was cooperation among everybody.  The teachers are pretty close and have each 

others’ backs.”  Student M said, “I felt like everybody who was teaching there really 

wanted to be there.  It just seemed like everyone was on from 7:30 until the kids left.  I 

loved that.”  Student LA said, “There was a lot of pride in the school.  Everyone was 

excited to be there.  It was a very open door kind of place.  The people were really 

friendly.” Student F stated that “my school was very welcoming”.  Student G added that 

“You could tell that there was a lot of support within the campus.  Walking into the office 

was comfortable.”  Student TS shared that “My school had a very good positive 

environment and I really felt that the school as a group were behind each other and had 

each other’s back.”   
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However, a majority of those answering felt negatively about their schools.  

Student P said that “Our school was very competitive and I could tell that from the first 

second I walked in.”  Student M agreed, “There was a lot of negativity at my school.  

They feed off of each others’ negativity and it’s just not a very good environment.”  

Student B agreed with this and added, “They weren’t very friendly.  I felt like the whole 

staff in general was all cliqued up.  I felt it was a bunch of separate staffs.    Student D 

said, “The way they talked about the kids, they were really negative.  I hate lunchtime 

now, because they’re always complaining.”  Student G related a similar experience.  “I 

was stuck with a bunch of teachers that were really negative.  I got to where I loved 

eating lunch with the kids.  It was more of a mental disaster when I walked into the 

lounge.”   Student TS said, “The two schools I was at vary.  The first was a higher 

socioeconomic school.  The teachers’ attitudes toward those students were positive.  In 

the other school, the teachers have a negative attitude about the kids.  Any extra help to 

the kids is like a burden to them.”  Student LA said, “TEA and the TAKS drive me crazy.  

It’s so frustrating what they expect from kids in special ed. because of this.  It made 

everyone in my school on-edge all of the time.”   

Recognition and Respect 

Students discussed perceptions of special education at their campuses.  Some felt 

that others valued the work that they did.  Student P said, “I always appreciated when 

they would say, hey thanks for working with my student today.  I was really struggling 

with that, but I’m glad that you were able to do it.”  Student R said, “My gen ed time 

went well.  Everyone was nice and supportive.  I’m a part of the room and just as 

respected by them and the students as the real teacher.”  However, many students felt that 
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students and staff involved in special education were disconnected from those in general 

education.  Student DS stated that, “In my school, special ed. is in its own building.  It’s 

like two buildings and they don’t mix well.  Even the content mastery teacher admits to 

not feeling a part of the school.  It’s definitely two very different worlds.”  Student A 

said, “We don’t get encouragement.  I never received praise from any general education 

teacher.”   Student B stated, “I just think that gen. ed. teachers don’t care.  Most of them 

don’t want them in their classes and just send them down.”  Student L said, "The gen. ed. 

teachers supported each other.  They worked together.  When all groups needed to 

intertwine, though, it didn’t happen at all.  They had negative attitudes toward special ed. 

kids and wouldn’t really try.  They didn’t love our special ed. babies.”   Student A 

agreed, “I think if they worked harder, like thank you for working so hard and trying to 

get everything done.  I think a little bit goes a long ways.”  Student P said, “I think a little 

more effort by the gen. ed. teachers would be magnificent.  I know their job is hard, as 

well, but I think a little bit more support in getting along with the special ed. teacher 

would be fantastic.”  Student F said, “I would definitely go if I didn’t feel respected.”   

Job Satisfaction 

Many mentioned the enormity and impact of the work load carried special 

educators.  Student G said, “I know that at the end of the day, you’re like, wow, that was 

exhausting.  Being in special ed, we didn’t really have lunch breaks.   So I understand 

why the turn-out rate is not very high.”  Student B said, “I’m just hoping that I can get it 

all done in a timely manner and not spend my whole life at school.”  Student A said, 

“I’ve heard from a lot of special ed. teachers that you need to mentally separate yourself 

from school for at least a weekend, but it will be really hard to do.”   
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Future Career Goals 

 Most students indicated a desire to pursue lifelong careers in special education.  

Student M said, “I would like to teach special ed. forever if I could.”  Student B said, 

“My mind is made up, really.  There’s nothing that would make me want to leave the 

field.”   

 Some students, however, weren’t sure.  A few planned to attend graduate school 

in the near future.  Student KC said, “I expect to teach special ed. about 5 years because I 

want to be a principal.”  Student F said, “I’m not really sure after my student teaching 

experience.  I might just do this for a few years and then go back and specialize in speech 

pathology or something.”  Student N said, “I’m pretty open to wherever I can get a job 

and whatever they offer me.”  Student C said, “I’ll stay in for as long as it keeps me 

interested.”  Student TS said, “If it’s something that I don’t really like, I’ll want to get 

out.” 

Other students had determined not to become special educators.  Student H said, 

“I really liked general ed. better.  Besides, I’ve heard that after 2 or 3 years in special ed., 

you’re ready to get out.”   Student F said, “I’m actually not going for a special ed. job 

anymore after my student teaching.  I was in a poorly managed classroom.  I decided that 

the best thing for me is to pursue a job in general ed.”   

Theme Three:  Resources 

Facilities and Equipment 

Students addressed resources needed for work with special needs students.  A few 

were pleased with the resources available while they were student teaching.  Student E 

said, “The school built a new special ed wing and that’s really neat.  They have their own 
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motor room that the kids love, especially because they get to work with their own 

adaptive p.e. teacher.”  Student R said, “We had a lot of resources to help all kinds of 

children.  We were able to stay away from being in the regular gym with florescent lights 

by having our own adaptive p.e. teacher.”   

Several students, however, vented frustrations because of a lack of resources.  

Student L said, “We have a building without adequate equipment for our students.  These 

kids, we are expected to teach them, but we can’t even get the tools we need.  They seem 

to act like they’re not important.  You can request and request and it’s like they don’t 

even hear you. Things like the weighted vests for our autistic kids.”  Student TS added, 

“It took sometimes weeks and weeks to get things that the special ed. students needed.  

We had a hearing impaired students.  He had ear buds that he could hear when you talked 

into the microphone.  But he didn’t even have them until I was almost done.  My teacher 

said that it took almost three months to get them after it took three months to figure out 

that he needed them.  I found that ridiculous.”  Student N said, “I saw issues with trying 

to get things done technology-wise.  It took a long time to get anything.  That was really 

frustrating.”   

Related Services Personnel 

Student F mentioned the importance of related services professionals.  “There was 

strong support from the occupational therapist to the speech pathologist.” Student G said, 

“I feel like we did have a lot of support from all of the professionals, like the school 

psychologists, coming into the classroom and accommodating to the students.”     
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Theme Four:  Training 

Students addressed many issues when asked to discuss their preparation for 

teaching special education.  In general, they felt well prepared and ready to enter the 

classroom.   Many areas of concern regarding preparation and training were the same as 

those in other categories. However, new areas of concern arose that had not been 

previously mentioned.   

Cooperating Teachers 

The students were almost without exception positive about their cooperating 

teachers.  Student G said, “My teacher was a really strong teacher and I really learned a 

lot from her.  She told me everything, like, this is how we discipline, this is how we do 

things, this is our routine.”  Student LA said, “I feel better about my ability to teach 

because of the support and guidance of my mentor teachers.  A teacher with passion who 

knows what they’re doing definitely helps with what you’re doing.”  Student E said, “My 

cooperating teacher portrayed a good example.  I could ask her any questions and that 

was very helpful to me in my teaching.”  Student N said, “She taught me how to pull test 

data to see what the students needed.  She let me do some of these on my own, but she 

made sure that everything was alright for me while I was learning.”  Student M said, “I 

taught this one lesson that I thought would be really good.  I thought all of the students 

would be able to do it, but it was a bust.  My teacher said that happens.  It made me feel 

so much better, like I wasn’t a failure and could do better next time.” 

Meeting Legal Requirements 

Students expressed great concerns about legal issues.  Student P said, “You have 

so much legal documentation.  I just hope that the training and support is there to deal 
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with it.”  Student G said, “I’m intimidated by the paperwork.  It would be good to have 

someone walking with us through the paperwork and stuff that we might get confused 

about.”  Student A said, “There was a lot of paperwork, but I didn’t really get experience 

doing that.  I don’t know how long it will take, but it seemed overwhelming.  I feel like a 

lot of the teachers somehow became wrapped up in all of that paperwork.”   

Student M said, “I think my biggest fear is the things I don’t know how to do like 

the paperwork for an ARD and how it is supposed to go.  I’m afraid that I won’t have a 

clue. I’m terrified about it really.”  Student L said, “I have never seen an ARD.  My first 

ARD will be when I get my first job.  Guess I’ll just have to wing it.”  Student D said, “I 

now want to take a gen. ed. job because I can work with the kids all day long, but when it 

comes to the paperwork and the legal issues, I just feel that I’m gonna be sued.”   Student 

CA said, “It makes me doubt, you know.  You’ve just gotta be careful with everything 

that you do.  There’re always steps that you’ve got to follow.  Sometimes I doubt that I 

know enough to do it on my own.” 

Teaching Students with Disabilities 

Student A said, “There are so many kinds of special ed. that you really don’t 

know what you’re signing up for or what kind of job you’re getting.”  Student TS said, “I 

have a vision of me being in the middle of my room with like 10 special needs students 

and the admin. saying, oh, we couldn’t hire TAs this year.  You’re on your own.”   

Many students stated concerns that they felt inadequately prepared to work with 

students with specific disabilities.  Student DS said, “I would have liked to be taught how 

to handle students in wheelchairs or could not feed themselves.  Also, one time a kid 

started breathing really funny.  I was scared and didn’t know if that was normal or some 
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kind of emergency.” Student M said, “I think it would have been helpful to learn about 

kids who use walkers or wear diapers.”  Several students felt unprepared to work with 

students with low incidence disabilities.  Student D said, “I really don’t know how to 

work with kids with CP or who are deaf or blind.”  Conversely, others mentioned 

insecurity in working with students with high incidence disabilities.  Student M said, “I 

feel like I know a lot about working with autistic children.  But, I hardly learned anything 

about working with dyslexic or LD kids.” 

Coursework and University Supervision 

 Students frequently expressed regret that more special education coursework was 

not required.  Student TS said, “We only had 18 stinking hours in special education.  That 

is not enough.  It’s more like a minor, really.”  Student M said, “There needs to be more 

special education hours.  Even general ed. teachers need these because all of us will deal 

with special needs students.”  Student KC said, “With the push toward inclusion, every 

teacher needs to take special ed. classes.  Additionally, several students discussed the 

need to learn practical skills through their coursework.  Student N said, “The book, The 

First Days of School, was good and helpful.  I think the time spent on TaskStream would 

have been much better spent discussing resume writing, fingerprinting, and applications.”  

Student O said, “I don’t really think that my supervisor from the university cared at all 

about how I did.  There was really no relationship.  I felt sort of abandoned.” 

Professional Development  

Many students felt concerns about needing additional professional development.  

Student C said, “I really don’t like that I won’t know as much as everyone else in the 

building.”  Student L said, “I feel that as a special ed. teacher, if I go to the admin. after 
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I’m hired and say, I need to go to a workshop, they’ll think I’m not prepared.  I don’t 

know how to do this.”   

Theme Five:  Skills 

The students also expressed concerns about having the requisite skills to 

experience success in the job of being a special educator.   

Classroom Management 

The students often mentioned fears that they had developed about becoming 

special educators.  Student D said, “I’m scared about classroom management.  I’m afraid 

that I’m not going to be able to manage my classroom, get everything done that needs to 

be done.”   Student G said, “I know that we’re all gonna be pretty crappy for the first few 

months because we just won’t know what we’re doing.  It might be like we have a lot of 

first years for awhile because we’ll get kids who are completely different each year.”  

Student TS said, “I really doubted my abilities when a student had a meltdown.  I needed 

to better understand what to do.”  Student O said, “When the kids push your buttons, it 

really, really wears you down.” 

However, many students felt confident about their abilities to be effective in their 

classrooms.  Student DS said, “I feel like I know what I’m doing.  I could make them 

laugh and have fun.”  Student A said, “I feel like I have a lot of patience and you need 

that in special ed.  I’m able to let things go and realized that I’m a good fit.”  Student A 

said, “I was confident from the first because I liked those kids.”  Only two students 

described actual teaching experiences.  Student H said, “I feel like the kids learned 

something and that I’ve helped a little bit.”  Student R said, “I did a good job in special 

ed.  I made them learn just as well as gen.ed. kids.”   
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Supervising Paraprofessionals 

Some students expressed that they were intimidated by the aspect of supervising 

paraprofessionals.  Student G said, “I’m really nervous about the paraprofessionals.  I’m 

gonna have to not only teach my kids, but also teach them how I want them to teach the 

kids.  I don’t want to teach the adults, especially if they don’t respect you.  They’re older 

than us and it’s really intimidating.  If that doesn’t go well, then your whole year could be 

horrible.  Student M said, “I’m not really good with confrontation.  Watching my teacher 

showed me that I will have that all of the time.”    

Meeting Student Needs   

The student teachers rarely spoke about their students.  Student K said that “The 

kids were great.”  Student O said, “The kids followed directions really well.  They 

respected their teachers and didn’t talk back.”   

Working with Parents 

A few students expressed concerns about working with the parents of their special 

needs students.  Student L said that, “If you have parent support, it’s so much easier.”  

Student K expressed frustration in working with parents.  “Sometimes they just don’t 

understand how much has to be done and how thorough we have to be.  I’ve had parents 

who have made my life a living hell.”  Student TP said, “I’m terrified with parents.  I’m 

really scared about how some parents are gonna be.  I don’t know how I’ll deal with it.”  

Student O said, “I was frustrated by the mobility of the students.  A lot of the parents 

were taking the students in and out of the school.  I don’t understand why they don’t 

understand how badly it affects kids to be moved all the time.  It’s really hard to 

determine the degree and kind of help a student needs when they come in late.” 
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Summary 

 This chapter reported the findings from this study.  It began with a review of the 

problem leading to the research and a restatement of the research questions.  Adescription 

of the sample was then provided and followed by the data analysis procedures.  Data was 

described and grouped by themes and categories according to how they supported 

answers to each research question. 

 Data from the preservice special education teachers yielded several areas of 

concern.  They desire support from their administrators, colleagues, mentors, and 

paraprofessionals.  They want personal fulfillment in their careers.  They perceive issues 

connected to school culture, recognition and respect, job satisfaction, and their future 

career goals to impact this sense of fulfillment.  They feel it vital to have the resources, 

such as facilities, equipment, and related services personnel, necessary to be successful in 

their jobs.  They believe that having the proper training and skills are essential to being 

prepared to deal with the demands of special education.  These included meeting legal 

requirements, effectively teaching students with disabilities, supervising 

paraprofessionals, meeting student needs, and working with parents.  
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CHAPTER V 
 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter provides a general overview of this study, which was completed to 

discover the factors that preservice teachers perceive may impact their persistence in the 

field of special education.  Additionally, it examined how prepared they appeared to deal 

with these factors.  The chapter begins with a summary of the study and a description of 

how a comprehensive review of the literature produced the foundation for devising the 

study’s research questions.  The methodology utilized in the research process is outlined 

and followed by an in-depth analysis, synthesis, and evaluation of the findings.  The 

significance of the study is addressed with an emphasis on how the findings address the 

problem of special education teacher attrition. Recommendations are made based upon 

the findings, along with limitations of the study and suggestions for further research.  

Summary of the Study 
 

This qualitative study explored the factors that preservice teachers perceive to be 

related to their persistence in the field of special education.  The first four chapters 

provided an introduction to the study; a review of the literature focused on the persistence 

of special education teachers; a comprehensive description of the methodology; and the 

findings determined through an analysis of the data collected throughout the study. 

Chapter I provided a brief overview of the history of special education and 

descriptions of the disability conditions listed within the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act (IDEIA)  that require the provision of special education 

services.  It also included a statement of the problem; the research questions; the 
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methodology supported by a theoretical framework; definition of terms used within the 

study; and a discussion of the study’s significance and possible limitations. 

Chapter II presented an extensive review of the literature related to preservice 

teachers and special education teacher attrition.  An overview of research related to 

preservice teachers was presented; however, a search of the literature located no studies 

that addressed the perceptions of preservice special education teachers concerning factors 

related to their persistence.   

Many studies associated with the teacher persistence were found within the 

literature.  A careful examination of these studies revealed the personal attributes and 

factors most associated with the persistence of special education teachers.  Personal 

factors included age and experience; college entrance exam scores; certifications; 

degrees; and academic performance.  Microsystem factors included teaching efficacy; 

task overload; and stress.  Mesosystem factors included job design; induction and 

mentoring programs; campus principals; student characteristics; school climate; and peer 

support.  Exosystem factors included salary; school size and type; and district 

administrators.  

Chapter III outlined the methodology and case study strategies utilized in 

completing the research study.  Data was collected from preservice special education 

teachers completing the required student teaching experience during the spring semester 

of 2010.  These data were obtained through surveys, exit questionnaires, student teacher 

evaluation documents, focus groups, and individual interviews.  The information from the 

literature review guided the development of the survey, as well as the questions utilized 

in individual and focus group interviews of the participants.   
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The survey instrument developed for the study, the Survey of Preservice Special 

Education Teachers, was based on Working in Schools:  The Life of a Special Educator 

by Brownell, Miller, and Smith (1999).  It was designed to discover what the preservice 

teachers thought about their student teaching experience and future careers in special 

education.  A copy of the survey is located in Appendix A.   

Student teaching evaluations completed by the preservice teachers, their 

university supervisors, and cooperating teachers were additional data sources for the 

study.  A template for these evaluations is located in Appendix B.  The preservice 

teachers also participated in focus groups and individual interviews.  A copy of the 

questions asked in the focus group interviewing is located in Appendix C.  A copy of the 

questions asked during the individual interviews is located in Appendix D.  Data from 

exit evaluation questionnaires, completed by the preservice teachers, as required by the 

College of Education, were also utilized in the research.  A copy of this document is 

located in Appendix E.  

Chapter IV reported the findings of this study.  The chapter began by reviewing 

the problem of special education teacher attrition.  It then restated the research questions 

and described the sample of preservice special education teachers who were the 

participants in the study.  The procedures utilized in analyzing the qualitative data 

gathered within the study were explained.  The findings were presented with an 

explanation of how they provided data necessary to answer the study’s research 

questions, which were the following: 

1.  What factors do preservice teachers believe will influence their persistence in 

the field of special education? 
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2.  How prepared are preservice teachers to deal with factors that they feel may 

influence their persistence in the field of special education? 

Discussion of Findings 

An evaluation and synthesis of the findings of this study indicated that the 

preservice teachers perceive their greatest need as special educators will be to feel of 

value to other staff members, parents, and their students.  Several themes emerged from 

the data that the preservice teachers deemed essential in meeting this need and, thereby, 

increasing their desires to persist in the profession.  The themes include support from 

administrators, colleagues, mentors and paraprofessionals; achieving personal fulfillment 

in their careers; receiving adequate training; having the resources needed to effectively 

teach students with special needs; and possessing the skills necessary to be competent 

special education teachers. (Figure 5.1)  A detailed discussion of these themes is 

necessary to understand how they both provide answers to each of the study’s research 

questions and guide implications for practice within special education. 
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Figure 5.1 Themes Comprising a Sense of Value 
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Research Question 1:  What factors do preservice teachers believe will influence their 

persistence in the field of special education? 

Theme One:  Support 

 Administrators 

 The preservice teachers overwhelmingly addressed the importance of the building 

administrator.  They considered these individuals to be crucial to their decisions to 

remain in special education.   Current special educators share this perception (Guarino, 

Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Gersten et al., 2001; Singh & Billingsley, 2001).   

 The preservice teachers longed for their administrators’ support.   As student 

teachers, they appreciated being acknowledged by the school principals.  They wanted 

this attention to continue when they entered the profession and their administrators to 

support their actions, ideas, and provide leadership in achieving their goals.  They wanted 

their principals to understand and advocate for them, as well as appreciate the 

significance of special education.  However, the literature indicates that many special 

education teachers are not satisfied with the support provided to them by their principals 

(Ingersoll, 2001; Morvant, et al., 1995).     

In addition, however, they frequently indicated desires that were more demanding 

of the administrators. Many of the preservice teachers not only expected to be informed 

about school and district policies; they also wanted the administrators to explain why 

these policies were in place.   Most felt that administrators should help them solve 

problems. A few of the preservice teachers thought that their principals should attend to 

their feelings.  In essence, they want to feel important to their administrators.   
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 The preservice teachers stated that support from the district’s special education 

directors and facilitators, something they want as special educators, was not evident while 

they were student teaching. Support from district-level policy makers is also important to 

current teachers (Morvant, et al., 1995).  Because some of their cooperating teachers were 

distressed about this situation, the preservice teachers were concerned that they, too, 

might lack guidance from district-level administrators.     

Colleagues 

Developing strong relationships with colleagues was the greatest desire expressed 

by the preservice teachers.  This has also been shown to be true of current special 

educators (The MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, 2006; Edgar & Pair, 2005; 

Billingsley, 2004; Singh & Billingsley, 2001; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  The 

preservice teachers said that these relationships would have great impact on their decision 

to remain in the profession of special education.  One student clearly articulated that she 

would leave if she didn’t enjoy her coworkers. 

The preservice teachers stated that they wanted their colleagues to respect them 

and provide consistent support.  They hoped to receive advice, collaborate, and exchange 

instructional ideas and materials with colleagues, especially their fellow special education 

teachers.  They also expressed the desire to feel part of a team and develop close 

friendships within their schools.  In particular, they wanted these friends to be supportive, 

encouraging, and advocate for their needs.    

The preservice teachers felt that communication was essential to developing and 

maintaining good relationships with colleagues.  Several shared incidences in which 

miscommunication caused difficulties during their student teaching experiences.  All of 
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these involved a breakdown in communication between general and special education 

teachers.  Some of this may have influenced several of the preservice teachers to state 

that they had doubts about the professional caliber of some of their general education 

colleagues.   

Mentors 

Many of the preservice teachers indicated wanting to participate in a formal 

mentoring program during their first year.  However, they recognized that their mentors 

needed to be supportive and good role models.  They mentioned desiring their mentors to 

be passionate about their jobs, willing to help whenever needed, and “walk them through 

the paperwork”.  The literature supports the view that mentoring programs are necessary 

for the success of new teachers (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Giebelhaus & 

Bowman, 2002; Whitaker, 2000). 

Paraprofessionals 

Paraprofessional support was deemed necessary by the preservice teachers.  These 

views are shared by current special educators (Kauff, 2004).  Two preservice teachers 

rated this as one of the most important factors related to their persistence in the field.   

The work of paraprofessionals was seen vital for several reasons.  The preservice 

teachers realized that they couldn’t adequately meet the various special needs of multiple 

students by themselves.  They also recognized that they could better focus on academic 

instruction when a paraprofessional could assist with other tasks.  However, they 

experienced frustration when time was required to deal with paraprofessionals who were 

ill equipped for the job or exhibited a poor work ethic. 
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Theme Two:  Personal Fulfillment 

School Culture 

The preservice teachers were very vocal about the school culture.  School climate 

is a concern shared by special education teachers (Edgar & Pair, 2005; Miller, Brownell, 

& Smith, 1999).  The preservice teachers wanted the time they spent at school each day 

to be positive.  They desire to teach at a school in which the staff was collaborative and 

excited to be involved in their jobs.  Overall, they described a positive school culture to 

be one that is friendly, welcoming, and comfortable.  Additionally, it was important to 

them that special education was connected with general education.  They also were 

adamant about wanting the students in special education to be nurtured by every member 

of the school.   

Recognition and Respect 

The preservice teachers spoke often about their needs for recognition and respect 

for their work in special education.  They were concerned that, because they were special 

educators, others might perceive them and their programs to be inferior to those in 

general education. Current special education teachers have been shown to share these 

concerns (Billingsley, 2004; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).    

Unfortunately, this type of understanding was not always found.  The preservice 

teachers cited many instances in which they observed disconnection and 

misunderstandings between general and special education.  This phenomenon is also 

addressed within the literature.  In a study by Morvant, et al. (1995), a mere 13% of 

special education teachers perceived that their colleagues completely recognized all of 

the tasks involved in teaching students with special needs.  
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Job Satisfaction 

The preservice teachers wanted to have a sense of satisfaction in teaching special 

education.  This is a desire that is shared by current special education teachers (Boe, 

Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, et al., 1997).  However, they perceived that various factors 

could prevent this from occurring.  Because of the unique needs of students receiving 

special education services, studies have shown that special educators perceive their jobs 

to be very demanding (Kaff, 2004).  The preservice teachers stated this to be their 

expectation, as well, and thought that these demands would negatively impact their job 

satisfaction.  

Job security was also a concern.  Underlying fears connected to losing one’s job 

create feelings of uneasiness that contribute to lessened satisfaction.  One student 

specifically mentioned that these factors made her understand why the persistence of 

special education teachers was lower than that of general education teachers (Billingsley, 

2004; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999). 

As is true of current teachers, autonomy was another important factor in job 

satisfaction (Ingersoll, 2001). Almost all of them thought that they would be satisfied 

with their levels of decision-making power.  Most preservice teachers expected to have 

input into both their schedules and the students placed in their classes.  Several said that 

they should also be given a voice in district policy decisions.   

The preservice teachers stated that having a healthy life outside of school was 

important.  A few thought that the job of special education would not be intellectually 

challenging, thereby requiring them to find other outlets to meet this need.  It was also 



                                                     Texas Tech University, Leigh A. Crane, December 2010 

 119

stated that professionals in the field had advised that the preservice teachers must focus 

on making their lives outside of school a priority. Studies support this need (Pair & 

Edgar, 2005).  Most, however, indicated that this would be hard for them. 

The desire to receive merit pay and stipends was shared by most of the preservice 

teachers.  Current special educators share this desire, but it is often not available to them 

(Ingersoll, 2001).  However, none of the preservice teachers mentioned concerns about 

their basic salaries or stated that monetary compensation would significantly influence 

them to remain in special education. This is directly opposed to the link between salary 

and teacher persistence found within the literature (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; 

Podgursky, Monroe, & Watson, 2004; Boe, Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, et al., 1997; 

Westling & Whitten, 1996). 

Future Career Goals 

The preservice teachers’ future career goals were varied.  Most of them were 

committed to the goal of becoming a special education teacher.  Several, however said 

that they now desired to become general education teachers.  Those who changed their 

minds about special education made this decision because of negative experiences while 

they were student teaching.   

 Other students were undecided about their career plans.  A few planned to attend 

graduate school, most of those stating that they would do so to pursue other roles in 

education such as administration.  A few indicated that they would stay in the profession 

only as long as it kept their interest.  This is of concern because studies indicate that 

teachers’ commitment to special education teaching is directly linked to persistence 
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(Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999; Boe, Bobbitt, 

Cook, Whitener, et al., 1997).  

Theme Three:  Resources 

Facilities and Equipment 

 The preservice teachers were adamant about having the resources necessary to 

provide for their students.  Lacking appropriate facilities and equipment is a common 

complaint shared by current special education teachers (Kauff, 2004).  A few completed 

student teaching in schools with special facilities for the students, including a motor room 

that had natural, rather than florescent lighting.  Most, however, stated that special 

facilities were not available at their schools.  They also had frustrations about not being 

able to obtain technology resources for teaching, such as multimedia equipment, or 

assistive devices, such as ear buds and weighted vests, for students in a timely manner.     

Related Services Personnel 

 The preservice teachers were pleased, overall, with the provision of services 

provided by related services personnel.  Many mentioned the importance of the support 

that these professionals gave to the students.  However, the preservice teachers did not 

describe the related service personnel as colleagues; they seemed to perceive them as 

something more akin to a physical resource, such as an assistive technology device.  This 

factor was not found to be directly associated with teacher persistence within the 

literature.   

Research Question 2:  How prepared do preservice teachers perceive themselves to be to 

deal with factors that may influence their persistence in the field of special education? 
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Theme Four:  Training 

The preservice teachers were very focused on their training.  Studies indicate this 

also to be one of the greatest concerns of current special education teachers (Billingsley, 

2004; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  The training provided by their cooperating 

teachers and university supervisors was mentioned frequently.  Meeting legal 

requirements and teaching students with varying special needs were of particular concern.  

In addition, the preservice teachers understood the need for continuing training, but had 

hesitations about admitting this need to their administrators.  

Cooperating Teachers 

The preservice teachers were complimentary of their cooperating teachers.  They 

talked about how these individuals provided support, guidance, and encouragement.  

They were also portrayed to be good role models and adept at preparing their student 

teachers to be successful in their own classrooms.  The preservice teachers valued the 

close proximity of their cooperating teachers and attention from them.  Although views 

concerning cooperating teachers were not found to be specifically addressed within the 

literature, they are compatible with the mentoring needs expressed by current special 

education teachers (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006). 

In turn, the cooperating teachers had a great deal to say about the preservice 

teachers.  Overall, they described them as positive, professional, and punctual.  These 

traits not only communicated what the cooperating teachers value in preservice teachers; 

they also revealed attributes that they value in their colleagues.  Therefore, new teachers 

who exhibit these behaviors are likely to be perceived more positively.  Consequently, 
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exhibiting these traits will increase their chances of developing relationships with their 

colleagues, something the preservice teachers longed to achieve. 

Meeting Legal Requirements 

 The preservice teachers were intimidated by the legal aspects of special education.  

Current special educators also experience frustrations because of the tasks associated 

with meeting legal requirements (Billingsley, 2004; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  

The preservice teachers were not satisfied with the training provided them in this area.  

Lack of participation in ARD meetings was of great concern, as was mastering the 

procedures for completing a student IEP and documenting modified instruction.  Focus 

group members indicated agreement with a student who stated that she feared legal action 

would be taken against her if she made a mistake.   

Some indicated that they would have to feign competence in these areas to avoid 

embarrassment or appearing incompetent.  Yet, they indicated hope that they would be 

provided assistance when initially completing these tasks.  One student stated that legal 

issues made her doubt her decision to become a special education teacher. 

Teaching Students with Disabilities 

The preservice teachers’ previous experiences with children with special needs 

varied widely.   Several shared that members of their families received special education 

services because of various low incidence disabilities.  Others had parents who were 

special educators.  A few had worked in therapeutic programs outside of the school 

setting.  These individuals were also more confident about their own skills and less 

hesitant to work with all types of disabilities.  Those who stated that they felt called into 

the profession had at least one of these types of prior experience.     
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Some of the preservice teachers entered the program with no acquaintance with 

students with special needs.  Those who indicated fears about working with students with 

medical needs were part of this group.  This group also included those who felt ill 

equipped to teach students with learning disabilities.  These preservice teachers wished 

that their training had been comprehensive enough to provide them the skills to work 

with every type of student need.  Current special educators share this concern (Gersten, 

Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss, 2001). 

Despite their backgrounds, many expressed apprehension about their specific  

teaching assignments.  They knew that, because of the diversity of the field, it would be 

impossible to know the types of needs with which they would work each year.  They 

were particularly concerned about the prospect of dealing with this as first year teachers 

and realized that their lack of experience was a liability.  Indeed, previous studies have 

consistently found teacher attrition to be linked to fewer years of experience (Boe, Cook 

& Sunderland, 2008; The MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, 2006; Johnson, Berg, 

& Donaldson, 2005; Allen, 2005).  This automatically places preservice teachers at 

greater risks for attrition as they begin their teaching careers.   

Coursework and University Supervision 

Overall, the preservice teachers were pleased with what they learned in their 

university courses.  Most stated that their observations and practicum experiences were 

productive.  Virtually all said that the time spent in student teaching was particularly 

helpful.  The literature did not refer to the relationship of coursework to special education 

teacher persistence. 
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Perceptions of the university supervisors were mixed.  Most were positive.  A few 

of the students, however, were unhappy because they did not feel that their supervisors 

were focused on helping them to succeed.  However, since one supervisor was the brunt 

of most of the criticism, it appears that the dissatisfaction was not toward the university 

program itself.   

Overall, the university supervisors were pleased with the performance of the 

preservice teachers.  They described them as professional, positive, and effective 

communicators who were able to establish good rapport with others.  They also stated 

that the preservice teachers were engaged, organized, productive, punctual, and ethical.  

Additionally, they were deemed to have learner-centered classrooms, carefully monitor 

student progress, and be good at providing developmentally appropriate instruction and 

remediation.  These attributes may also indicate what would be of importance to building 

administrators in evaluating teachers’ effectiveness.  This is important to note because 

teachers will more easily gain the approval and support when they are viewed positively 

by their administrators, something the preservice teachers wished to achieve. 

Professional Development 

Many of the preservice teachers mentioned needing additional training upon 

entering the profession.  Studies have shown that special education teachers acknowledge 

that they have heightened needs for continuing training due to the nature of their jobs 

(Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).  Although the 

preservice teachers knew that professional development opportunities would be available, 

they were concerned about discussing this with their administrators.  Fears were 

expressed that doing so would imply that they were not fully prepared for their jobs.  
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They also did not want to appear inferior to the other special education teachers by asking 

for additional training. 

Theme Five:  Skills 

Classroom Management 

 The preservice teachers indicated that classroom management was one of the 

most pressing factors related to their persistence in special education.  Previous studies 

have found this to also be true of current special educators (Gersten, 2001; Westling & 

Whitten, 1996; Morvant, et al., 1995). Many were pleased with their skills in this area.  

This confidence was primarily tied to maintaining good feelings.  They discussed keeping 

the students happy and desiring to be a teacher who was fun, loving, patient, and 

forgiving.  Only two references were made to creating a classroom in which students 

could acquire knowledge. 

Despite receiving good scores on classroom management from their cooperating 

teachers and university supervisors, many were troubled about their competence in this 

area.  Some had concerns about time management.  Others wondered how they would 

overcome the frustrations associated with controlling student behavior, particularly at the 

beginning of their careers. 

Supervising Paraprofessionals 

 Effectively supervising the work of paraprofessionals was another concern the 

preservice teachers named as directly related to their persistence.  Many felt completely 

inadequate for this task.  Their fears were related to feelings of intimidation because these 

individuals are usually older and more experienced, along with a strong desire to avoid 
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confrontations with adults.  Concerns about supervising paraprofessionals were not found 

to be associated with teacher persistence within the literature.   

Meeting Student Needs  

 The most surprising discovery during data analysis was that the preservice 

teachers spoke very little about students or their personal teaching efficacy.  Only three 

indicated that something connected with students would be a consideration in their 

persistence in education.  This is contrary to what has been found within studies of 

current special education teachers (Billingsley, 2004; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).   

A few stated that they desired ample opportunities to learn about new teaching 

strategies and techniques.  However, this desire seemed to be more related to increasing 

their own skills rather than directly tied to benefiting their students.  The only other 

comments about students addressed appreciation of good behavior. 

 Working with Parents 

The preservice teachers frequently addressed relationships with parents. Most 

understood that these relationships were important.  This is also true of current special 

educators (The MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, 2006).  The preservice teachers 

realized that their jobs would be easier when they had support and respect from the 

parents.  Several spoke about unpleasant interactions with parents and frustrations that 

the parents did not always meet their students’ needs.   

Initiating productive interactions with parents are essential to student success (The 

MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, 2006).  Yet, seeking advice from parents or 

assisting the parents of their students was not mentioned by the preservice teachers.  The 
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concept of parents being partners in the educational process did not appear to be a 

priority to the preservice teachers. 

Implications for Practice 

The preservice special education teachers in this study perceived that they need to 

experience personal fulfillment and have the training, support, and skills they deem 

necessary in order to persist in the profession.  The findings of this study directly provide 

implications for policy and practice within special education.  Because teacher attrition is 

a growing concern to professionals within the field, it is important to understand the 

factors that lead to this occurrence.  Meeting the needs of new special education teachers 

is essential to their persistence.   

An awareness of these perceptions can be of benefit to both personnel within 

university teacher education programs and policy-makers within EC-12 school districts.  

In particular, these findings can assist in meeting the needs of special education teachers 

before they enter the profession and, thereby, lessen their rates of attrition.  These factors 

led to the following recommendations. 

Recommendations 

Recommendation One:  University teacher education programs and school districts 

should partner in providing quality mentoring programs and additional training to new 

special education teachers. 

 The Council for Exceptional Children recommends mentoring for all special 

education teachers during their first year on the job (Whitaker, 2000). Many districts have 

mentoring programs in place.  However, a number of programs are put together 

haphazardly without the monetary investment or provision of the intensive mentor 
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selection and training necessary to make them productive (Giebelhaus & Bowman, 

2002).   

The preservice teachers in this study hinged a great deal of their success on the 

support given to them by others.  New teachers in ineffective mentoring programs who 

rely heavily on their mentors for intense support could experience disappointment.  These 

feelings of frustration could increase the risk of the new teachers’ attrition from the field 

(Johnson, Berg & Donaldson, 2005).   

University special education teacher education programs could play a role in 

strengthening mentoring programs in area schools.  Faculty members in special education 

programs are experts in the field.  Therefore, they could provide excellent on-going 

training to both the mentors and new teachers.  

 In addition, these professionals could address the concerns expressed by the 

preservice teachers of feeling ill-equipped to teach students with all types of special 

needs.  Experts in all qualifying disabilities within the special education umbrella could 

be utilized in the continued professional development of new teachers.  Further, they 

could provide excellent support by agreeing to be “on call” to provide advice when 

special circumstances arise.  

 

Recommendation Two:  Teacher education programs should directly assist preservice 

teachers in acquiring the personal and professional skills most associated with developing 

strong relationships with administrators, colleagues, and parents. 

The preservice teachers frequently stated that they wanted to develop strong 

relationships at their schools.  The data in this study established that administrators and 
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the school culture are vital in this process.  However, it is important to realize that 

teachers bear the ultimate responsibility in establishing these types of relationships. 

Throughout the research, preservice teachers were very focused on their own 

needs.  This was not unexpected because the surveys, focus groups, interviews, and exit 

evaluation questionnaires were designed to gather their opinions and perceptions.  

However, a surprising discovery within the data analysis process was that, almost without 

exception, the preservice teachers did not acknowledge what their administrators, 

colleagues, parents, or students might expect from them.   

This could negatively impact their relationships with these individuals.  The 

development and maintenance of thriving, healthy relationships with coworkers hinges 

on reciprocal care and concern (Dolbier, Soderstrom, & Steinhardt, 2001).  If new 

teachers only focus on their own desires, administrators may be less likely to support 

their efforts.  Likewise, colleagues may choose not to befriend new teachers whom they 

consider to be centered upon themselves.  Similarly, this personal orientation could 

hamper the ability to form partnerships with parents.  

Since the preservice special education teachers stated that developing healthy 

relationships was essential to their persistence, university teacher education programs 

must provide their students with direct instruction in how to do so.  This could be 

accomplished within required courses in various ways such as scheduling guest lectures 

by experts in the field of human relations, along with providing instruction and intense 

remediation, as necessary, from university supervisors during the student teaching 

experience.   
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Recommendation Three:  Teacher education programs should provide preservice teachers 

training in supervision and conflict resolution. 

The preservice teachers expressed fears associated with conflicts with other 

adults.  They particularly mentioned concerns about confrontations with 

paraprofessionals.  Understanding the techniques necessary for supervising others and 

dealing with conflict in their roles as special education teachers should be included within 

teacher education programs.  Professionals within education, as well as those in other 

fields such as management, communication, and conflict resolution, could be utilized in 

this training.  

 

Recommendation Four:  District and campus administrators should provide the support 

and resources necessary for special educators to feel valued, successful, and personally 

fulfilled.   

 The preservice teachers desired to have positive and meaningful interactions with 

the building administrators.  They craved receiving personal attention from them, such as 

visits to their class and efforts made to remain aware what they were doing in their 

classrooms.  Because of their demanding roles, it is improbable that administrators will 

have the time or inclination to meet all of the new teachers’ desires.  However, principals 

must remain aware that their actions hold great meaning to members of their staff.  At a 

minimum, administrators should initiate frequent personal conversations with new 

teachers to provide the foundation for them to feel of value at the school.   

The preservice teachers also desire to build relationships with colleagues and be 

part of vital, collaborative teams.  They want to view their fellow teachers as close 
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friends who provide assistance with both their professional and emotional needs.  As 

indicated by the results from the evaluations of the cooperating teachers, current 

educators value fellow teachers who are positive, professional, and appear to “love” their 

jobs.  Consequently, teachers who exhibit these traits will enhance their opportunities to 

develop the types of relationships with colleagues that they long to achieve. 

Administrators play a pivotal role in fostering positive relationships, primarily 

through creating a positive culture within their schools.  The expectations and policies 

within the school directly impact collegiality.  Collaborative environments arise when 

teachers feel free to support one another.  On the other hand, negative school climates can 

promote a focus on self or feelings of competitiveness due to the teachers feeling insecure 

about how they are perceived by the administrator. 

The preservice teachers emphatically stated the perception that they could only be 

effective if provided with the resources necessary to meet their students’ needs.  

Administrators must arrange for the proper facilities, such as classrooms of adequate size, 

and functional equipment, including up-to-date technology and supplies, to meet the 

needs of each special education student.  Finally, campus principals should encourage 

new teachers to take advantage of every professional development opportunity that could 

supply extra tools and instructional ideas to increase their confidence and skills.  

Limitations of the Study 

This study has limitations.  The sample was composed of preservice special 

education teachers who were enrolled at the same university and within the same teacher 

education program.  Many of them also completed their student teaching experience 

within the same school district.  The study was located in a semi-rural location in Texas, 
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an area with unique educational policies as compared with many other areas in Texas and 

other states.   

  The demographics of the group, such as ethnicity, age, and dependent status, did 

not match that of the general population.  The participants were volunteers; this might 

indicate that they possess personality traits not shared by all preservice special education 

teachers.  Additionally, some declined to complete the survey and/or participate in 

individual interviews, reportedly out of concern for some type of reprisal.  Therefore, 

these and other factors may have skewed the results and, thereby, restrict its 

transferability. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

 This study has provided an understanding of the perceptions of preservice 

teachers concerning their persistence in special education.  This topic has not been 

extensively explored within the literature.  In fact, this study may be the first of its kind. 

 Therefore, further studies of this type are warranted.  A quantitative study of the 

data collected from the Survey of Preservice Special Education Teachers and/or the 

student teacher evaluations could produce new data that would be of benefit in increasing 

the persistence of new special education teachers.   In addition, studies using a sample 

more representative of the population of Texas or other states could determine if the 

findings from this study are transferable.   

 Follow-up studies of the preservice teachers in this study could be useful in 

determining if their perceptions were valid.  It would be of interest to know if these 

students persist in the field of special education despite encountering their expressed 

concerns.  Additionally, for those who do persist, it could be of benefit to discover the 
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particular coping mechanisms that they utilized in order to continue teaching.  Further, if 

any of these individuals become one of the many who leave the field, studies could be 

completed to determine if they left because of one or more reasons uncovered in this 

research. 

 As stated previously, the data in this study suggest the need for experts associated 

with university teacher education programs to provide assistance to mentors of new 

special education teachers.  Studies of mentoring programs that are guided or supported 

by these types of faculty members would be useful in discovering what does and does not 

work in decreasing special education teacher attrition.  In particular, an examination of 

the attrition rates of new special education teachers in districts with and without 

mentoring support from universities could suggest if the recommendation for such is 

valid.    

Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to discover factors that preservice 

teachers believed would influence their persistence in the field of special education and 

how prepared they were to deal with these factors.  Research was completed through the 

analysis of data collected through interviews; focus groups; surveys; student teaching 

evaluation documents; and student exit questionnaires. The results from this research 

were described both individually and collectively within this chapter.   

A large amount of data was collected concerning the attributes and perceptions of 

preservice special education teachers.  In particular, it yielded information about how this 

related to their persistence in the field.  Some of the factors mirrored those identified in 

the literature to be associated with the persistence of current special education teachers.  
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These included age; experience; task overload; meeting legal requirements; induction and 

mentoring programs; campus principals; school climate and culture; peer and colleague 

support; and district administrators.  New factors identified by the preservice special 

education teachers were training provided by their university teacher education programs, 

including that of their cooperating teachers and university supervisors;  knowledge 

concerning teaching students with all disabilities; supervising paraprofessionals; support 

from related service personnel; hesitations about pursuing additional professional 

development; and concerns about their skills in classroom management. 

The data were analyzed and organized into categories.  Several overriding themes 

then emerged through a synthesis and evaluation of these factors. The themes included 1) 

feeling supported and valued by administrators, colleagues, mentors, and 

paraprofessionals; 2) being equipped with the training, skills and resources necessary to 

be successful; and 3) finding personal fulfillment in their jobs.  These findings provide 

implications for policy and practice within the field of special education.  University 

teacher education programs and administrators within EC-12 school districts could 

increase the persistence of new special education teachers by understanding these factors 

and finding ways to provide what novice educators perceive to be necessary to them as 

they teach students with special needs. 
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Survey of Preservice Special Education 
Teachers   

Adapted from Working in Schools: The Life of a Special Educator by Brownell, Miller & 
Smith (1999) 

 
 

Your Name:___________________________________  
Birthdate:_____________________________ 
 
 

Section I – Your Entry into Special Education 
 

Why did you decide to become a special education teacher? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Section II – Your Teaching Assignment(s) and Interactions with 
Students 

 
1.  How many students on your caseload do you directly teach? 

 
 

2. How many students on your caseload do you provide only monitoring and consultation 
or collaboration services? 

 
 

3. In addition to your direct work with special education students, approximately how 
    many hours of non-teaching duties do you complete during a typical week (such as 
    meetings or consulting with general education staff, assessing/evaluating students)? 

 
 

4.  List the number of students you serve by race/ethnicity. 
 
_____ Hispanic (of any origin) _____ African American/Black 
 
_____  White    _____  Others (please list number by race) 
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5.  How many Limited English Proficient/English Language Learners do you teach? 
 
 
6.  Thinking about the students with whom you currently work, indicate how satisfied 
you are with each of the following factors:   

 
S = Satisfied     PS= Partially/Somewhat Satisfied      
PD = Partially/Somewhat Dissatisfied     D = Dissatisfied 

 
_____ a. Students’ motivation to learn _____ b. My relationship with students 
 
_____ c. Respect my students have for me _____  d. Student discipline and behavior 

 
_____  e. Students progress and accomplishments  
 
_____  f. Number of students on my caseload 

 
 

7.  Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement: 

      
A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree       
SD = Somewhat Disagree    D = Disagree 

 
_____ a. When it comes right down to it, a special education teacher really cannot do  
               much because most of a student’s motivation and performance depends on his 

   or her home environments.   
 

_____  b. If I really try hard, I will be able to get through to even the most difficult or  
                unmotivated students. 
 
_____  c. If one of my students masters a new concept quickly, it probably would be 
                because I took the necessary steps in teaching that concept. 
 
_____  d. I will have enough training and experience to deal with the diversity of my 
                students’ learning needs. 
 
_____  e. I generally will be able to deal successfully with my students’ behavior 
                problems in my classroom. 
 
_____  f. I feel that I will make a significant difference in the lives of my students. 
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Section III – Nature of Your Current Student Teaching Assignment 
 and Available Resources 

 
1.  Below is a list of special education categories.  Please indicate in the blank how many  
     of your students fall within each category: 

  
 
Number Category 
 
_____  Specific Learning Disabilities  
_____  Emotionally/Behaviorally Disturbed 
_____   Mentally Retarded 
_____  Autism 
_____   Speech Impaired 
_____   Visually Impaired 
_____  Hearing Impaired 
_____  Other Health Impairment 
_____   Traumatic Brain Injury 
 

 
2. Will you be fully certified to teach within your desired primary assignment when you    
    graduate?  

 
    If not, are you planning to become fully certified to do so? 

 
3.  Indicate the special education service delivery model in which you currently spend 
     the majority of your time (i.e., inclusion, self-contained classroom) 

 
4.  Is there generally a teaching assistant to support the teacher in this classroom? 
 
5.  Please reflect for a moment on your anticipated workload when you become a special 
     educator.  Indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements:  
       

A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree       
SD = Somewhat Disagree      D = Disagree 

 
_____ a. I will be satisfied with the manageability of my workload. 
_____ b. My job responsibilities will be clearly communicated to me. 
_____ c. I will teach with adequate resources and materials to do my job properly. 
_____  d. I will have assistance in working with LEP/ELL students. 
_____  e. Paperwork and meetings will interfere with my job of teaching. 
_____  f. The number of hours I will work outside of the school day will be reasonable. 
_____  g. I will have access to the necessary related services (e.g. counseling 
                occupational therapy) to adequately serve my students. 
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6.  Which of the following do you feel will be reasonable in regards to your eventual  
     teaching caseload? (check all that you believe will be true) 
 
_____  a. Total number of students I will serve 
_____  b. Number of students in my classes 
_____  c. Age range of students I will serve 
_____  d. Range of student disabilities I will serve 
_____  e. Range of my students’ needs and abilities 
_____  f. Severity of students I will serve 
_____  g. Number of planning/preparation periods that I will have 
_____  h. Amount of time I will spend handling student behavior problems 
 
 

Section IV – Support and Recognition You Will Receive in Your 
Position 

 
1.  While you have been student teaching, how often did you receive recognition from  
     each of the following sources? 

 
    O = Often    S = Sometimes   N = Never 
 

_____  a. Students 
_____  b. Special education colleagues 
_____  c. General education colleagues 
_____  d. Building administrator(s) 
_____  e. District special education personnel 
_____  f. Parents of your students 
_____  g. Your family and friends 
_____  h. The community in which you are teaching 
**Please circle those above (a through h) that you feel will be important to you when 
you become a special education teacher.** 
 
2.  The following statements address your expected interactions with colleagues when  
     you teach fulltime.  Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement: 

      
A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree       
SD = Somewhat Disagree    D = Disagree 

 
_____  a. I will feel included in what goes on in the school. 
_____  b. Most of the teachers in the school will know what goes on in my classroom. 
_____  c. Teachers will come to me for advice. 
_____  d. My fellow teachers will provide me with feedback about how well I am doing. 
_____  e. I will have close school colleagues in whom I can confide. 
_____  f. Most teachers at my school will respect me. 
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_____  g. I will be able to get advice or assistance from other special educators. 
_____  h. I will often exchange instructional ideas and materials with other special  
     educators. 
_____  i. My paraprofessional(s) will support me in carrying out daily instructional  
     activities. 
_____  j.  I will often exchange instructional ideas and materials with general education  
     teachers. 
_____  k. Teachers in the school will work with me to mainstream my students. 
_____  l.  School staff will have positive attitudes toward special education staff and  
     students. 
_____  m. I will be able to get advice or assistance from regular educators at the school. 
**Please circle those above (a through m) that you feel will be important to you 
when you become a special education teacher.** 
 
3.  How many special educators work at the school in which you are student teaching? 
 
4.  Please think about relationships with parents and other agencies that you encountered  
     during student teaching and indicate your level of agreement with each statement. 

 
A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree       
SD = Somewhat Disagree    D = Disagree 

 
_____  a. Teachers have the cooperation of other agencies in working with our students. 
_____  b. There are profit and nonprofit agencies that assist teachers in reaching our  
     goals. 
_____  c. There are businesses that assist our students in reaching their transition goals. 
_____  d. Most of our students’ parents respect and support the things we do. 
_____  e. Most of our students’ parents are involved in their child’s education. 
_____  f. We have good relations with the parents of our students. 
**Please circle those above (a through f) that you feel will be important to you when 
you become a special education teacher.** 
 
5.  Think about the building administrator and district special education administrator  
     with whom you anticipate having the most contact upon becoming a special educator.   
     Indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements about the  
     support they will provide to you: 

 
A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree       
SD = Somewhat Disagree    D = Disagree 

 
_____  a. Have my respect and trust 
_____  b. Help me solve problems 
______c. Attend to my feelings and needs 
_____  d. Provide current information about teaching/learning 
_____  e. Inform me about school/district policies 
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_____  f. Support my actions and ideas 
_____  g. Explain reasons behind programs and practices 
_____  h. Support me in my interaction with parents 
_____  i. Understand my program and what I do 
_____  j. Provide leadership about what we are trying to achieve 
**Please circle those above (a through j) that you feel will be important to you when 
you become a special education teacher.** 
 
6.  Again, think about the building administrators and district special education  
     administrators with whom you will have the most contact.  Please indicate how often   
     you feel that you will receive feedback from these administrators: 

 
O = Often   S = Sometimes       N = Never 

 
_____  a. Building administrators 
_____  b. District special education administrators 
 
How helpful do you feel this feedback will be from these administrators? 
 
_____  a.  Building administrators 
_____  b.  District special education administrators 
 

 

Section V – Your Involvement in Decision-making  
and Role as a Special Educator 

 
1.  The following statements address the level of autonomy you may experience when  
     you become a fulltime special educator.  Indicate your level of agreement with each  
     statement. 

 
A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree       
SD = Somewhat Disagree    D = Disagree 
 

_____  a. I will be satisfied with my level of decision-making power. 
_____  b. I will know what is expected of me. 
_____  c. I will have input into which students are assigned to my classes. 
_____  d. I will have the freedom to choose the curriculum that is appropriate for my  
     students. 
_____  e. I will have a say in the scheduling of my students. 
_____  f. I will have control over aspects of my job that I feel are important to doing it  
     well. 
_____  g. I will have to follow policies and procedures that conflict with my best  
     judgment. 
_____  h. I will have a say in making important decisions about practices in my school. 
_____  i. I will have a say in making important district policy decisions that affect my  



                                                     Texas Tech University, Leigh A. Crane, December 2010 

 151

    students. 
 
2.  How often do you perceive that you will experience conflict between: 

 
O = Often   S = Sometimes   N = Never 

 
_____  a. Your role as a student advocate versus your role as a district employee. 
_____  b. Trying to match your instruction to the “mainstream” curriculum versus trying  
     to meet the individual needs of your students. 
_____  c. Attending to your students’ academic needs versus attending to their social or  
     behavioral needs. 
_____  d. The way lessons are taught in “mainstream” classes versus what you believe to  
     be effective with your students. 
_____  e. Spending time working directly with your students versus spending time  
     working with their classroom teachers. 
_____  f. What is expected of you by the district’s special education department versus  
     what the teachers and/or administrators in your building would like you to do. 
_____  g. What students’ parents want versus what you believe students need in terms of 
                 instruction/support services. 
 

Section VI – Professional Development/Position as a Special Educator 
 
1.  Please reflect for a moment on the professional aspects of your eventual teaching job.   
     How satisfied do you feel you will be with the following? 

 
VS = Very Satisfied      S = Satisfied      
SU = Somewhat Unsatisfied     U = Unsatisfied 

 
_____  a.  Professional caliber of my special education colleagues 
_____  b.  Professional caliber of my general education colleagues 
_____  c.  Intellectual challenge in my job 
_____  d. Opportunities for professional advancement 
_____  e. Opportunities to learn about new teaching strategies and techniques 
_____  f. Opportunities to design and implement innovative educational programs 
_____  g. Opportunities to participate in professional activities at the school and district 

     level.  
 
2.  Thinking about staff development programs that will be provided in your school and 
district, indicate your level of agreement with the following statements: 

 
A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree      
SD = Somewhat Disagree    D = Disagree 
 

_____  a.  Staff development programs will be relevant and useful. 
_____  b. Teachers will discuss ideas presented at staff development programs. 
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_____  c. I will have input into the topics of the provided staff development programs.  
 
3.  How well prepared will you be for the following components as a special educator? 

 
W = Well Prepared    A = Adequately Prepared    
P = Partially Prepared   U = Unprepared 

 
_____  a. Instructional techniques 
_____  b. Behavior management 
_____  c. Constructing IEPs and completing various special education paperwork  
_____  d. Training and supervising instructional aides 
_____  e. Responding to the severity of your students’ learning needs 
_____  f. Responding to the diversity of your students’ learning needs 
_____  g. Responding to the medical need of your students 
_____  h. Responding to the basic needs of your students (i.e. clothing, shelter, safety) 
 

Section VII – Your Anticipated Satisfaction with  
Your Career in Special Education 

 
1.  How satisfied do you feel you will be with each of the following benefits?   

 
VS = Very Satisfied      S = Satisfied      SU = Somewhat Unsatisfied     U = Unsatisfied 

  
_____  a. Salary 
_____  b. Job security 
_____  c. Promotion opportunities 
_____  d. Schedule (hours, vacations) 
_____  e. Opportunity to pursue outside interests 
_____  f. Location of school 
_____  g. Benefits (e.g., health insurance) 
_____  h. Reputation of the school district 
**Please circle those above (a through h) that you feel will be important to you in 
your decision to continue teaching special education.** 
 
2.  Some districts provide pay incentives.  How important would the following be to you 
in deciding to remain in the profession? 

 
I = Important   SI = Somewhat Important    
SU = Somewhat Unimportant   U = Unimportant 

 
_____  a. Additional pay for assuming additional responsibilities as a master or mentor  
     teacher (e.g., supervising new teachers) 
_____  b. Additional pay for teaching certain students (i.e., ED, MR, low incidence  
     disabilities) 
_____  c. Bonus (or merit) pay for exceptional performance 
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3.  The following statements express various “feelings” that teachers can experience.  
Please indicate how often you think you will experience the following: 

 
O = Often   S = Sometimes   N = Never 

 
_____  a. I will worry about school problems while at home. 
_____  b. I will be upset at work. 
_____  c. I will feel frustrated at work. 
_____  d. I will be tense at work. 
_____  e. The amount of work that I will have to do will interfere with how well it gets  
     done. 
_____  f. I will be under pressure at work. 
 
4.  Please indicate the degree to which each of the following statements reflect your 
views: 

A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree       
SD = Somewhat Disagree    D = Disagree 

 
_____  a. I would choose to become a teacher if I had it to do over again. 
_____  b. I would choose a nonteaching position if it had comparable income and  
     benefits. 
_____  c. I would prefer to accept a position in regular education if given a choice. 
_____  d. I will be proud to tell others that I am a teacher. 
_____  e. Being a teacher will be rewarding and contribute to a satisfying life. 
_____  f. My school will be a great place to work. 
_____  g. My school will provide a safe environment for teachers and staff. 
_____  h. The morale of the staff in my school will be high. 
 
5.  Overall, how satisfied would you be if you became: 

 
VS = Very Satisfied      S = Satisfied      SU = Somewhat Unsatisfied     U = Unsatisfied 

 
_____  a. a fulltime special educator in the position in which you did your student  
     teaching? 
_____  b. a fulltime special educator in another position? 
 
6.  Indicate how you feel the following will reflect your views as a special educator: 

 
A = Agree      SA = Somewhat Agree       
SD = Somewhat Disagree    D = Disagree 

 
_____  a. I will transfer to another teaching field if given the opportunity. 
_____  b. I will be willing to put forth considerable effort to be successful in my field. 
_____  c. If I could go back and start over again, I would again choose this teaching field. 
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_____  d. I will recommend that young people pursue careers in my teaching field. 
_____  e. I will be committed to working with students with disabilities. 
 

Section VIII – Your Job History and Training 
 
1.  What is the highest degree you will have earned when you begin fulltime teaching and      
     what is/was your major? 

 
 
 

2.  Please rate the usefulness of each aspect of your special education training program to    
     your special education teaching experience: 

VU = Very Useful      U = Useful      SU = Somewhat Useful     N = Not Useful 
 
_____  a. Coursework in the School of Education 
_____  b. Observations and Practicum experience(s) 
_____  c. Student teaching 
 
 
3.  What is your major and/or teaching field(s)? 
 
4.  What is your approximate g.p.a.? 
 
5.  What was your score on the ACT and/or SAT? 
 
6.  How useful do you feel that your training will be in your desired special education  
     position? 
 
7.  Indicate how positive your student teaching experience was: (circle one answer) 

 
    Very Positive         Positive       Somewhat positive        
    Somewhat negative        Negative 

 
8. When you begin teaching in special education, how many of the following support 
systems do you believe will be available to you?  (check all that apply) 
_____  a. Formal mentoring program 
_____  b. Regular meetings with other new teachers 
_____  c. Informal help from special education teachers 
_____  d. Informal help from general education teachers 
_____  e. Assistance from building administrator(s) 
_____  f. Assistance from special education supervisor(s) 
_____  g. District supported in-service/staff development 
_____  h. Other sources of support (please specify) 
**Please circle those above (a through h) that you feel will be helpful to you as a 
special education teacher.** 
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9.  Imagine that you could determine your job for next year.  What would you choose 
from the following options? (check one only) 
 
_____  a. A special education position at the school in which you are student teaching 
_____  b. A special education position in a new school 
_____  c. A special education position, but in a non-teaching role 
_____  d. A teaching position outside of special education 
_____  e. A position other than teaching within education (e.g., administration) 
_____  f. A position outside of education 
 
10.  If you accept a special education teaching position, how long do you intend to 
remain?  
       (circle one only) 
       a. Until retirement   
       b. For a long time  
       c. For a few years  
       d. Only until I can find another job outside of special education 
       e. Undecided at this time 
 

Section IX – Your Background 
 
1.  What is your current marital status? 
2.  How many persons (including yourself) are dependent on you for more than half of 
their financial support? 
3.  What were the highest educational attainments of your father, mother, and other 
persons who have served as your legal guardian? (list by their relationship to you) 
 
 
 
 
4.  When you accept a fulltime teaching position, do you plan to hold a second job? 
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General Comments 

1.  What will be the three most pressing problems that you will face as a special  

     educator? 

 

 

 
 
 
 
2.  When you attain a position, what three things would make you decide to continue in  
     special education? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please use the back of this page to write further thoughts about your student 
teaching or anticipated experiences as a special educator. 
 
Thank you for your important contribution to our research! 
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Focus Group Questions 

 

1.      How do you feel about the environment/school in which you student taught? 

2.     What potential needs might you identify as necessary for you to be successful when 

you are employed as a special education teacher? 

3.     What support do you think your student teaching school provided?  What was 

missing? 

4.     Please identify any potential fears/misgivings that you have about becoming 

employed as a special education teacher. 
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INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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Individual Interview Questions 

 

1.  How long do you expect to teach special education? 

2.  What will influence you to stay in the field?  What will influence you to leave? 

3.  What experiences in student teaching made you confident about your ability to teach  

     special education and your desire to do so?  

4.  What experiences in student teaching made you doubt your ability to teach special 

     education and your desire to do so? 

5.  What other factors about your student teaching school made it a desirable place to 

     teach? 

6.  What other factors about your student teaching school made it an undesirable place 

     to teach? 
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 TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY -- STUDENT TEACHER EVALUATION  

Name_____________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________  
Last First Middle Social Security Number OPEN - The candidate 
retains right of access to this document (Do Not Sign Waiver)  

CLOSED - He/She has signed the waiver which follows:  

 
I hereby waive any and all rights of access to this document which is to be included in my credentials at the Career Planning and 
Placement Center. This waiver applies to the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974, as amended, and any other similar 
evaluation of my qualifications for employment (or graduate school).  

Date_________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________  
(Candidate’s Signature)  
Semester: Fall Spring ______________ _____________ ______________________________ 
___________________________  
(circle one) Year Grade(s) Subject District  
_________________________________ _________________________________________ 
__________________________________________  
University Supervisor Cooperating Teacher(s) School(s)  
**************************************************************************************
************************  
Your specific comments about this person are very important. Appraisers are encouraged to attach a typewritten letter 
of recommendation and/or provide comments on the back of this sheet. Please note that the numbering system 
indicates the correlation of these descriptors with the Pedagogy and Professional Responsibilities Standards 
developed by the State Board for Educator Certification (SBEC). 

  Clearly Outstanding  Proficient  Beginning Competent  Unsatisfactory  
No Opportunity to 

Observe  
4  3  2  1  0  

 
 SECTION 1: DESIGNING INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT TO PROMOTE STUDENT 

LEARNING  
RATING  

1.  Selects learner-centered and developmentally 
appropriate instructional content  

4 3 2 1 0  

2.  (a) Uses diversity in the classroom and the 
community to enrich all students’ learning 
experiences  
(b) Plans and adapts lessons to address 
students’ varied backgrounds, skills, interests, 
and learning needs, including the needs of 
English language learners and students with 
disabilities 

4 3 2 1 0  

3.  (a) Exhibits strong working knowledge of 
subject matter and central themes/concepts of 
the discipline  
(b) Plans instruction so that activities progress 
in a logical sequence and support instructional 
goals (TEKS/TAKS) 

4 3 2 1 0  

4.  Stimulates reflection, critical thinking and 
inquiry among students  

4 3 2 1 0  

 
 SECTION 2: CREATING A POSITIVE, PRODUCTIVE CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT  

5.  Establishes a classroom environment of 
courtesy and respect that is safe, nurturing, 
inclusive, and productive  

4 3 2 1 0  

6.  (a) Organizes activities, applies procedures, and 
manages time in ways that promote student 
learning, appropriate behavior, and ethical work 
habits in the classroom  

4 3 2 1 0  
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(b) Establishes and maintains positive rapport 
with students 

SECTION 3: IMPLEMENTING EFFECTIVE, RESPONSIVE INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT  
7.  (a) Demonstrates clear and accurate oral and 

written communication in the teaching and 
learning processes and uses language that is 
appropriate to students’ ages, interests, and 
backgrounds  
(b) Exhibits effective communication and 
interpersonal skills to enhance student 
understanding 

4 3 2 1 0  

8.  (a) Applies instructional strategies to 
successfully and actively engage students in the 
learning process and to promote critical 
thinking and problem solving 
(b) Remediates or enriches as a result of 
ongoing assessment and reflection 

4 3 2 1 0  

   
9.  Incorporates the effective use of technology to 

plan, organize, deliver, and evaluate instruction  
4 3 2 1 0  

10.  Monitors student performance and achievement 
with appropriate and varied assessments  

4 3 2 1 0  

SECTION 4: FULFILLING PROFESSIONAL ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES  
11.  Develops positive, productive relationships 

with students, parents, staff and other 
professionals  

4 3 2 1 0  

12.  (a) Exhibits standards of professional dress and 
demeanor  
(b) Engages in reflection/self-assessment to 
identify strengths and challenges, improve 
teaching performance, and achieve professional 
goals 
(3) Models punctuality, reliability, and 
dependability 

4 3 2 1 0  

13.  (a) Complies with all school and university 
policies, operating procedures, and legal 
requirements  
(b) Models ethical behavior and 
professionalism on a daily basis with staff, 
students and colleagues 
 

4 3 2 1 0  
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Exit Evaluation of Student Teaching Experience 

 

“Your answers will be used to determine strengths and areas of concern in the Teacher 
Education Program.  Your answers are confidential and will be used to improve teacher 
training…  Your name and SSN (social security number) are needed just to verify you are 
a current student teacher, and that you do not submit more than one evaluation.  Name 
and SSN information will be stripped from the evaluation data provided to the student 
teaching coordinator. 
The document is divided into sections.  On each section, students are asked to indicate 
answers on a 5 point Likert scale.  A score of 1 indicates a response of “strong disagree”, 
2 as “disagree”, 3 as “neither agree nor disagree”, 4 as “agree”, and 5 as “strongly 
agree”.   

The first section asks for information about the cooperating teacher(s)/mentors.  
Statements contained in this section are as follows: 

1. Helped me with lesson planning. 
2. Gave me regular feedback about my planning. 
3. Watched me teach several lessons before giving me responsibility for the 
 subject. 
4. Gave me regular feedback about my teaching. 
5. Explained the classroom management/discipline plan. 
6. Provided regular feedback about my classroom management discipline. 
7. Set reasonable expectations for my performance as a Student Teacher/Intern  
(did not compare me to veteran teachers). 
8. Provided adequate support while allowing me the opportunity to function 
     independently. 
9. Did not make unreasonable demands on my time. 
10. Was helpful, understanding, enthusiastic, friendly, interested in me, and  
supportive. 
11. Provided adequate observation time. 
12. Made me feel welcome in his/her classroom. 
13. Provided experiences beyond the classroom (i.e. parent conferences,  
PTA/PTO, field trips, faculty meetings, staff development, curriculum workshops,  
class parties, etc.) 
14. Treated me as if I were a professional colleague. 
15. Shared ideas and materials. 

The second section requests perception about the university supervisor: 
16. Was helpful and supportive to me as a teacher. 
17. Kept me informed as to my progress. 
18. Was helpful and supportive to me as a person. 
19. Was available when I needed help. 
20. Possessed knowledge and skills that were helpful in my teaching situation. 
21. Gave me sufficient assistance with planning and teaching. 
22. Helped identify weaknesses in my technique or preparation. 
23. Provided adequate supervision. 
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24. Acted as a professional in all manners. 
25. Clarified evaluation criteria and procedures that were used to rate my 
performance. 

The third section asks for information about the coordinator of clinical experience.   
26. Was available for help. 
27. Was able to answer questions adequately. 
28. Was able to resolve problems effectively and efficiently. 
 

The last section is titled Program Improvement.  First, the student teacher is asked to 
indicate “in which of the following areas would you have benefited from additional 
training (check all that apply)”.   

1.  Assessing student performance 
2.  Classroom organization 
3.  Motivating students 
4.  Lesson planning 
5.  Legal issues 
6.  Teaching strategies 
7.  Professional ethics 
8.  Technology in the classroom 
9.  Classroom management and discipline 
10.  Integrating curriculum 

Next, the student is asked to “please add any appropriate comments concerning 
the…student teaching experience”.  These answers are guided into two topics.  First, 
students are asked to identify “the single most significant aspect of my student teaching 
experience”.  Second, students are asked to list “the one (or more) suggestion(s) for 
improvement of my student teaching experience”.   
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March 24, 2010 

Dear Student Teacher, 

I am writing to invite you to participate in a study designed to understand what makes 
special education professionals decide to stay in or leave their jobs.  If you choose to 
participate you will be asked to  

    complete a survey called Preservice Teachers' Perceptions of the Life of a Special 
Educator (30-45 minutes long) 

    participate in a focus group with other special education student teachers (30-45 
minutes)   

    volunteer for an individual interview (15 -30 minutes long)   
    allow me to analyze information from two documents that the College of 

Education will require you to complete near the end of your preservice teaching 
experience,  

o the Exit Evaluation of Student Teaching Experience and  
o the Survey of University Candidates.   

    share with me your performance evaluation from your university supervisor and 
cooperating teachers.   

Keeping things confidential is important to me in this study; therefore, a number will be 
assigned to you and placed on all of the information you provide.  When we do the focus 
group and interviews, your identity will be apparent when you are speaking in this group 
setting; however, you will not be required to share anything.  With your verbal 
permission beforehand and signature on this consent form, interviews will be audio taped 
so that I can prepare a written transcript of everything that is shared.  I want you to feel 
comfortable during the focus group and/or the interview. 

You can quit this study at any time. You will not lose anything if you stop. Participation 
is your choice.  There are no benefits, such as monetary compensation, available for 
participants.  There are no known risks associated in participating in this study. 

Let me know if you have questions.  You can call me at (806) 766-6600 or email me 
leigh.crane@ttu.edu or my chair, Dr. Robin Lock at robin.lock@ttu.edu.  

Thanks, 

Leigh Crane and Robin Lock  
 

 

 

 

https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=fb524ea3895c4d67bcaaac42dd484698&URL=mailto%3aleigh.crane%40ttu.edu
https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=fb524ea3895c4d67bcaaac42dd484698&URL=mailto%3arobin.lock%40ttu.edu
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Perceptions of Preservice Special Education Teachers 

What is this project about?   This project is designed to learn what makes special 
education professionals decide to stay in or leave their jobs.  We are trying to learn about 
experiences in student teaching which might influence your decisions later on. 

What will you ask me to do? 
    complete a survey called Preservice Teachers' Perceptions of the Life of a Special 

Educator (30-45 minutes long) 
    participate in a focus group with other special education student teachers (30-45 

minutes)   
    volunteer for individual interviews (15 -30 minutes long)   
    provide 1 copy of two documents that the College of Education will require you 

to complete near the end of your preservice teaching experience,  
o   the Exit Evaluation of Student Teaching Experience and  
o   the Survey of University Candidates.   

    share 1 copy of your performance evaluation from your university supervisor and 
cooperating teachers.  

Will the questions make me uncomfortable? Dr. Lock, Mrs. Crane, and a special Board 
have reviewed the questions. They think you can answer them comfortably. However, 
you can stop answering the questions any time. You can leave any time you wish. 
 
How much time do you need? We are asking for a total of 1 ½ to 2 hours of your time. 

Who is running this study? Dr. Robin H. Lock and Mrs. Leigh Crane of the College of 
Education at Texas Tech University.  

If I have questions, who can I ask?  
You can ask: 
   Dr. Lock or Mrs. Crane, the study directors. You can ask them anything directly at 

742-1997 (#288).  
    TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research. 

You can also ask them questions about your rights at (806)742-3884. You can also 
mail them at Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office 
of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. 

Are you going to protect my privacy? Of course! The surveys will not have your name or 
any personal information to give you privacy.  All documents will be assigned a code 
number.  Anything you say during the focus group or interview will also be assigned a 
code number. 



                                                     Texas Tech University, Leigh A. Crane, December 2010 

 171

Can I quit during the study? Yes, you can quit at any time. You will not lose anything if 
you stop. Participation is your choice 

What will I receive? While you will not directly receive anything for participating, you 
will help us to determine if things could be done differently during student teaching to 
help others be more successful when they begin teaching. 
If you are willing to participate in this project, please sign in the space below: 

_________________________________________________     _______________ 
         Signature                                                                   Date 

_________________________________________________  
         Printed name      

This consent form expires 1/31/2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


