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Quality Special Education Teachers for the 21st Century
Overview of Trends and Issues
in the United States of America

SUMMARY

In an era of educational reform teachers and administrators are accountable for all students.
Teaching is at the heart of education and research has shown that teachers are key to student
achievement. Every student, including students with exceptionalities, deserves an experienced, caring,

*

well-prepared teacher.

Today many special education teachers practice under adverse conditions that undermine optimal
teaching and learning. Ambiguous and competing responsibilities, excessive paperwork, class size and
caseloads, administrative support, teacher isolation, time for student learning, and preservice prepara-
tion and continuing education are all factors that can influence a special education teacher's ability

to deliver high-quality services. These experiences can also impact teacher attrition.

Teacher education is challenged to attract and prepare well-qualified diverse teachers at a time
when significant numbers of new teachers will be needed due to rising enrollments, growing retire-
ments, and high rates of attrition for beginning teachers. Expanded recruitment for high-need fields,
extended teacher education programs, induction and mentoring, professional standards for beginning
and accomblished teachers, and alternative routes of certification and reforms are being undertaken

by institutions of higher education, professional groups and states.

Special education practice advances as policy changes and the field embraces new innovation and
adopts more effective practices to improve outcomes for students. Changes to the individualized edu-
cation program (IEP) to more closely align with the general education curriculum and incorporate
transition planning requirements expand the role of special education practitioners. Likewise, new di-
rections related to student IEP involvement, collaboration with general educators, family participa-
tion, technology, state-wide assessment programs, and school-wide behavior management systems
have implications for the knowledge, skills, and commitments that allow teachers to practice effec-

tively.

New proposed policies and reforms to improve special education includg school-wide early interven-
_tion, evidence-based practice, highly qualified educators, and funding mechanisms based on perform-
ance. Such proposals will advance the field to the extent that quality teaching and learning
conditions become the norm in all schools, disproportionate représentation of culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse students in special education is diminished, postsecondary employment opportunities for

students with disabilities improve dramatically, and the profeSsion is strengthened and enhanced.

_5_





