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Key Considerations

Across the nation, there are insufficient numbers of doctoral personnel to fill special education faculty positions in higher education. These shortages are directly related to the chronic inability of school districts to staff special education programs with highly qualified personnel who are capable of providing appropriate educational services to students with disabilities. The professional literature has documented these two ongoing, chronic, and interrelated shortages. 

1. Student achievement is directly related to the quality of their teachers.

Highly qualified teachers significantly increase student achievement (Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002). In fact, the “single most important determinant of student achievement is the expertise of the teacher” (Darling-Hammond, 1997). Further, teacher certification is directly linked to the teacher quality. Graduates of teacher education programs felt significantly better prepared and more efficacious—and they planned to stay in teaching longer—than did those entering through alternative routes or with no training (Darling-Hammond, Chung, & Frelow, 2002; National Commission on Teaching and America's Future, 2003).
Research has shown that the quality of the teacher contributes more to student achievement than any other factor, including student background, class size, or class composition (Sanders & Horn, 1998).

The U.S. Department of Education (2002) has noted “Nothing is more important to a child’s education at school than having a well-prepared teacher.” 
2. There is a significant shortage of fully certified special education teachers.

The shortage of special education teachers is chronic and pervasive, with 98% of America’s school districts reporting teacher shortages (American Association for Employment in Education, 2000; American Federation of Teachers, 1999). Increasing the number of special education teachers is one of the highest priorities of school districts across the nation (Kozleski, Mainzer, Deshler, Coleman, & Rodriguez-Walling, 2000).
Special education teacher shortages are greater than teacher shortages in any other area, including math and science (American Association for Employment in Education, 2000).

Each year, thousands of special education teaching positions are left unfilled. In 1999–2000, there were 12,000 openings for special education teachers that were left vacant or were filled by substitutes (Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education, 2002).

Nationally, over 11% of all special education teaching positions are filled by uncertified personnel (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).  In addition, 29% of entering (in their first three years) special education teachers are not certified in their main assignment (Carlson, Brauen, Klein, Schroll, & Willig, 2002). 

This results in over 600,000 students with disabilities being taught by special education teachers who are not fully qualified (Hardman & West, 2003).

Teachers who lack full certification are more likely to leave teaching (Henke, Chen, & Geis, 2000), while teachers with four- and five-year teacher preparation backgrounds are more likely to remain in teaching (Darling-Hammond, Chung, & Frelow, 2002).

Numerical data do not fully illustrate the magnitude of the problem, as districts may respond to such shortages by reducing special education services, increasing class size, and other measures that adversely affect the quality of educational services provided to students with disabilities (Billingsley, 1993; Darling-Hammond & Sclan, 1996).

Between 1993 and 2000, there was a 41% increase in students served by special education (Evans et al., 2003).

While 38% of all special education students are from minority and traditionally underrepresented groups, only 14% of their teachers are from these backgrounds (Kozleski et al,, 2000).


Approximately 25% (over 6,400 in all) of the special education teachers in California are teaching without full certification. In addition, some 3% of all public school vacancies in special education go unfilled.

For 2004–2005, 3,000 new special educators are needed in the state of California. However, California universities will credential only about two-thirds this number, leaving them 1,100 teachers short. 

3.
The need for special education faculty in universities is increasing.

While the size of the school-age population of children, including children with disabilities, has grown over the past 10–15 years, the numbers of new doctoral-level faculty to prepare special education teachers has declined (Smith, Pion, Tyler, Sindelar, & Rosenberg, 2001).

There are 703 universities across the nation that offer special education teacher preparation. (Smith, Pion, Tyler, & Gilmore, 2003). 

There is a “graying out” of the special education professorate, the first cohorts of whom received their doctoral degrees in the 1960s and 1970s (Tawney & DeHaas-Warner, 1993; Smith & Pierce, 1995). The retirement of these faculty will exacerbate the faculty shortage.

4. Increasingly, university faculty positions go unfilled.

Since 1992, the number of university faculty positions available remained constant at around 250 positions annually (Smith et al., 2001).

A significant number (30%) of special education faculty positions go unfilled due to a dearth of qualified candidates (Sindelar & Rosenberg, 2003). Twenty-percent of these unfilled positions were lost to the departments that posted them. These lost faculty positions further reduce the capacity of universities to prepare a sufficient supply of qualified special education teachers.
A recent national study reported that approximately 40% of special education faculty hires were new doctoral graduates (or soon to be doctoral graduates), while approximately 50% had been employed at another university (with half in tenure-track positions). Eleven percent had been working outside of higher education (Sindelar & Rosenberg 2003).

5.
Shortages of special education college and university faculty members exacerbate the teacher shortages, both qualitatively and quantitatively.

For every unfilled university faculty position, 25 teachers go untrained and 400 students with disabilities go unserved or underserved (Smith et al., 2001). 

Shortages of special education teachers lead to increased case loads for existing teachers, which in turn lead to reduced quality of services, decreased teacher satisfaction, and increased teacher attrition. 

Increased numbers of unqualified personnel filling special education teaching positions have increased the demand on credentialed teachers for informal mentoring and program leadership, leading to overwork and teacher attrition. 

Shortages of highly qualified special education teachers will lead to decreased levels of student achievement (National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 1997).

6.
Insufficient numbers of doctoral graduates are being produced nationally and within California.

Nationally, there are 86 universities that provide formal special education doctoral preparation and another seven at which special education is an emphasis area within another doctoral degree area (Smith et al., 2003).

These universities award between 250 and 275 doctoral degrees in special education each year. This is an average of 3.2 doctoral graduates per university a year (Smith et al., 2003).

In California, seven universities currently prepare special education doctoral students.

There were 18 doctoral students scheduled to graduate from California universities during the 2003–2004 academic year. This is an average of 2.8 graduates per program (Evans et al., 2003).

7.
The applicant pool for special education doctoral programs has become smaller, older, and more immobile in nature.

Across the nation, doctoral programs in special education receive fewer applicants than they did a decade ago. These programs tend to accept nearly 60% of applicants. According to one study, approximately 20% of universities admitted all applicants (Smith et al., 2003; Sindelar & Rosenberg, 2003).

The average age of special education doctoral students is 42 (Smith et al., 2001).

Of the current doctoral students across the nation, approximately three-fourths applied to only one doctoral program, and that program was within 100 miles of their homes (Tyler, Smith, & Pion, 2003).

8.
There is a decline in the number of special education doctoral graduates who accept university faculty positions.

At one time, the vast majority of special education doctoral graduates chose higher education positions. Now, approximately half choose careers outside of higher education (e.g., local education agencies, state education agencies, consulting). 

This appears to be related to the demographics of the doctoral students (Tyler et al., 2003).

· Over the past decade-plus, special education doctoral students have been older, with over half having one or more dependents (Smith et al., 2001). 

· At the time they enter doctoral preparation, they frequently are already established professionals receiving salaries higher than that of beginning assistant professors (Hardman et al., 2003; Tyler et al., 2003).

· Increasingly, these individuals pursue doctoral preparation while they retain their full-time professional employment. These individuals tend to take longer to complete their degrees and are less likely to become doctoral faculty (Tyler et al., 2003).

· Older students are less likely to relocate to pursue doctoral preparation and, after receiving their degrees, are less likely to seek university faculty positions that require relocation (Smith et al., 2001). 

· Graduates who are most likely to move into higher education faculty positions are those who (a) are younger and (b) have relocated to attend graduate school (Smith et al., 2001).

Other factors contributing to the rejection of university faculty careers by doctoral graduates relate to the perceived heavy teaching loads of university faculty and the pressure to obtain external funding, such as federal and state grants (Pion, Smith, & Tyler, 2003; Smith et al., 2001).

9. California colleges and universities prepare only a small number of special education doctoral personnel and, at the same time, have considerable difficulty attracting sufficient numbers of doctoral level faculty to fill higher education positions in special education.
Forty-four colleges and universities in California offer special education credential preparation.

These universities employ over 900 special education faculty, of whom approximately three-fourths are part-time lecturers (Evans et al., 2003). 

Only about 20% (less than 200) are tenure-track faculty. Of these:

· Over half are over the age of 50, with one-fifth planning to retire within five years; 

· 73% are female; 

· 78% are white; and 

· 90% are non-disabled (Evans et al., 2003).

In 2002, California universities advertised more than 20 special education faculty openings.

· Approximately 50% of the positions at smaller universities were not filled, and 

· Approximately 30% of the positions at larger universities were not filled (Evans et al., 2003).
Special education doctoral preparation is offered by two University of California (UC) campuses and by two private colleges.  In addition, three California State University (CSU) campuses have joint programs with UC or private university campuses.

Between 1994 and 2000, these programs produced a combined average of six special education doctoral graduates per year.  During past year (2003–2004), an estimated 18 candidates were scheduled to graduate (Evans et al., 2003).

There are approximately 65–70 candidates who will complete special education doctorates in California within the next five years (Evans et al., 2003).

· Only about one-third of them will choose to become university faculty, given both 

national and California trends (Smith et al., 2001).

· During this same time period, California colleges and universities will advertise for at least 100 special education faculty positions.

Conventional wisdom suggests that many potential candidates from out-of-state do not apply for faculty positions in California due to:

· Concerns over the high cost of living in most areas of the state, and

· Desire to teach at universities with doctoral programs (Evans et al., 2003). 

Shortages of Faculty from Underrepresented Groups

The shortage of special education faculty from underrepresented groups is even more dramatic. While over half of California’s school-aged children are from minority group backgrounds, only 11% of the current teaching force is from under-represented groups. This is significant, given that a cultural mismatch between the teaching style and learning style may be a factor in disproportional placement of minority group children into special education (Artiles, Harry, Reschly, & Chinn, 2002).
The ability to recruit diverse candidates into special education credential programs is increased when university programs have diverse faculty (Tyler, Yzquierdo, Lopez-Reyna, & Flippin, 2004). The national shortage of special education faculty from underrepresented backgrounds serves as a barrier to developing diverse university faculties.

1.
There are fewer special education doctoral degrees earned by members of under-represented groups each year.
Fewer than 20% of all special education doctoral degrees granted nationally are earned by minority-group individuals (Sindelar & Rosenberg, 2003).

This ratio appears to have been constant for at least the past 15 years, given an analysis of 1988–1989 and 1989–1990 doctoral graduates that found 19% of special education doctoral graduates were members of minority groups (Pierce, Smith, & Clarke, 1992).

Of the special education doctoral degrees awarded annually, 5–6% go to individuals from Hispanic backgrounds, including Puerto-Rican Americans, Cuban Americans, Mexican Americans, and others (Smith & Tyler, 1997).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

If the statistic is accurate that only half of all doctoral graduates are interested in university faculty careers, then there will be only six or seven Hispanic-background doctoral graduates in the applicant pool for the nation’s 250 special education faculty positions each year.

2.
This makes it difficult to recruit such individuals to positions in the California State University system.

Only 22% of California’s special education faculty are from underrepresented ethnic backgrounds.

Doctoral graduates from minority group backgrounds are in short supply and typically are in great demand, making it difficult for California State University campuses to compete. The doctoral personnel are heavily recruited by universities that offer greater prestige, lower teaching loads, and more research support, as well as the opportunity to teach in doctoral programs.
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