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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 
THE EFFECTS OF INDUCTION, MENTORING AND LOCAL SCHOOL CULTURE 
ON RETENTION OF BEGINNING SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS 
 
 
Nancy J. Morrison, Ph.D. 
 
George Mason University, 2010 
 
Dissertation Director: Dr. Margo Mastropieri 
 
 
A mixed-methods study was conducted to determine the effects of induction, mentoring 

and local school supports on the retention of beginning special education teachers.  A 

random nationwide sample of 477 elementary and secondary special education teachers 

with five years experience or less completed a web-based survey of 35 open and forced 

choice items to determine their perceptions of the effectiveness of supports from 

induction programs, mentors, and local schools.  A representative subsample of 

respondents participated in follow-up interviews.  Respondents were 86% white, 84% 

female, median age 33, and were representative of previous research with respect to 

race/ethnicity, gender, age, and teacher preparation programs.  Respondents taught 

students from a wide range of disability groups in a variety of teaching settings. 

Respondents reported induction programs and mentors to be somewhat effective, 

although induction activities and frequency of participation varied.  The majority of 

respondents had special education teacher mentors.  Job design and working conditions



were identified as areas of concern because of heavy student caseloads, paperwork 

demands, lack of planning time, and numbers of daily class preparations.  Administrative 

support was perceived as somewhat effective, and colleague support most often came 

from other special education teachers or mentors.  Respondents reported equivocal views 

of collaborating with general education teachers.  Local school cultures were generally 

viewed as positive, but were sometimes perceived as less inclusive for special education 

teachers and students.  Statistically significant differences were found between mentoring 

effectiveness and secondary teachers, between administrative support and elementary 

teachers, and between job satisfaction and teachers’ intent to remain in teaching 15 years 

or longer. No statistically significant differences were found for induction effectiveness. 

Recommendations from respondents for supporting beginning special education teachers 

included improved professional development, administrators with knowledge of special 

education, reduced student caseloads and paperwork demands, and inclusion of special 

educators in the schoolwide learning community.  Additionally, respondents described 

the many reasons they like being special education teachers.  Findings are discussed with 

respect to policy and practice implications as well as implications for future research. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 New teachers enter the profession full of idealism and often with a feeling of 

being “called” to teaching.  Every year, schools across the United States hire more than 

2,000,000 new teachers eager to begin their chosen career.  Yet by the end of that first 

year, more than 22,000 have quit (Graziano, 2005).  The concern for retaining good 

teachers crosses the boundaries of many stakeholders:  budget managers, school 

principals, parents, and most importantly, the millions of students in American schools. 

 The main concern for retention of a quality teaching force remains the fact that a 

decade of research has shown that teachers make the most difference in student 

achievement (Berry & Hirsch, 2005).  Additionally, teachers’ years of experience directly 

influence their effectiveness in the classroom (Varian, 2005).  Therefore, in this time of 

increased demands for student achievement because of the No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB, 2002) there are increased demands for a stable, qualified, and effective teaching 

force. 

 For the more than six million students with disabilities in American schools 

(USDOE, 2009), highly qualified special education teachers are the key to ensuring 

positive achievement outcomes.  However, the attrition rate for special education teachers 

is alarming.  Over one-half of all special education teachers leave the profession or 

transfer to general education within the first four years of beginning their teaching careers 
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(Billingsley, 2005).  Their reasons for leaving are many and varied, including excessive 

paperwork, frustrations with school climate, insufficient certification, behavior 

management with students, perceptions of high stress, lack of time to collaborate with 

other teachers, lack of support from principals and other teachers, and personal reasons, 

such as retirement (Billingsley, 2005; Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss, 2001). 

 Beginning teachers in both general education and special education face many 

challenges during their first year of teaching, including confusion, loneliness, and feeling 

overwhelmed (O’Neill, 2004).  However, beginning special education teachers face 

additional challenges that have contributed to extreme shortages in fully-certified 

teachers to teach students with disabilities.  Difficulties such as role ambiguity, 

certification status, lack of administrative support, lack of resources, excessive 

paperwork, and high case loads contribute to high attrition rates among special education 

teachers (Boyer & Gillespie, 2000; Griffin, Winn, Otis-Wilborn, & Kilgore, 2003; 

Mastropieri, 2001). 

  In order to retain these new teachers, supports must be put in place according to 

their needs.  Keeping Quality Teachers (New York Special Education Department 

[NYSED], 2004), suggests building a framework of supports by including induction and 

mentoring programs, by improving working conditions, and by specifying the role of the 

administrator in teacher retention.  All of these supports have been shown to increase the 

retention of beginning special education teachers (Billingsley, 2005; Darling-Hammond, 

2003).  The ultimate purpose of the supports should be to foster new teacher success, 

leading to student success (Bartell, 2005). 
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At the local school level, new special education teachers can be nurtured by 

schools that are designed to support new teachers.  Schools should be learning 

communities where developing teaching proficiency is not an isolated endeavor behind 

closed classroom doors (Fulton, Yoon, & Lee, 2005).  These schools have supportive 

principals who provide instructional leadership, provide sufficient supplies and 

equipment, make appropriate teaching assignments, and develop good relationships with 

parents (Johnson et al., 2004). Teaching assignments and settings are especially important 

considerations when designing supports for new special education teachers (Billingsley, 

2005).   

In addition to positive school cultures, new teachers can be supported with 

induction programs. Induction is a part of a continuum of a teacher’s professional 

development and is variously defined.  Wong (2005) defines induction as “a 

comprehensive process of sustained training and support for new teachers” (p. 41).  

Huling-Austin (1990) also emphasizes the continuing nature of induction as “systematic 

and sustained assistance [emphasis retained] and not merely a series of orientation 

meetings or a formal evaluation process used for teachers new to the profession” (p. 536).  

Similarly, Bartell (2005) defines a teacher induction program as “a systematic, organized 

plan for support and development of the new teacher in the initial one to three years of 

service” (p. 6).  All of these definitions emphasize the organized and sustained nature of 

beginning teacher induction.   

The term “mentoring” is often used synonymously with “induction”, but they are 

not the same.  Mentoring is usually one component of an induction program, and it is a 
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process where a more experienced or knowledgeable teacher assists a novice (Fulton et 

al., 2005). While mentors are usually assigned at the local school level, they also can be 

assigned at the district level. Good mentors are able to provide emotional support, which 

is one of the most valued types of support (Billingsley, 2005).   

Induction programs can help new teachers develop teaching skills and knowledge, 

and can help reduce the isolation often felt by new teachers (Whitaker, 2000a).  

Billingsley (2005) included the following characteristics of special education teachers 

who found their induction programs helpful: 

 1) more likely to find their jobs manageable, 

 2) perceive success in providing services to students with Individualized  

      Education Plans (IEPs), 

 3) indicate that they can help the most difficult students, and 

 4) more likely to stay (Billingsley, 2005, p. 61). 

The challenge, therefore, is to retain qualified special education teachers who are 

confident in their ability to make a difference in the education of their students by 

creating positive work environments and by providing effective induction programs.   

Background of the Problem 

 The attrition of special education teachers is an increasingly significant issue in 

education (Kozleski et al., 2004).  Recent research has documented the rates of attrition, 

but examining the unique challenges facing beginning special education teachers is 

essential to understanding the extent of the problem. 
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Attrition of Special Education Teachers 

 In 2006, there were over 459,000 special education teachers (SETs) in the United 

States, including 240,000 at the secondary level.  By 2016, the employment for special 

education teachers is projected to be 530,000, a 15% increase (BLS, 2007).  The job 

outlook for special education teachers is expected to “increase faster than average” (BLS, 

2007, p. 3).  This projected need for special education teachers is partially explained by 

the increase in the numbers of students receiving special education services.  However, 

school districts across the country continue to have difficulty recruiting and retaining 

sufficient numbers of SETs.   

 Using data from the 1991-92, 1994-95, and 2000-01 Schools and Staffing Survey 

(SASS) and Teacher Follow-Up Survey (TFS) national databases, Boe, Cook, and 

Sunderland (2007) determined that the total annual turnover for public school SETs, 

including teachers who leave teaching (attrition), transfer to another school, or transfer to 

another field of teaching was 22.8%.  Attrition among SETs, which increased from 4.9% 

in 1991-92 to 8.7% in 2000-01, accounted for about 30% of the turnover, so two-thirds of 

the turnover came from SETs already employed.  When examining attrition alone, of the 

approximately 18,500 SETs who left teaching during the three years of the SASS and 

TFS surveys, the primary reasons for leaving were for better job opportunities (14.5%), 

professional development (5.3%), personal (14%), involuntary (1.7%), and retirement 

(16.5%).  Interestingly, Boe et al. also found that approximately 9,000 experienced SETs 

reentered special education, a number nearly equal to 50% of the SETs who left.  The 
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highest rates of attrition by years of experience for SETs occurred during the first 3 years 

of experience (Boe et al., 2007). 

 Reasons special education teachers leave. According to Brownell, Sindelar, 

Bishop, Langley, & Seo (2005) the reasons for SETs leaving their professions cluster into 

the three categories of “teacher characteristics, working conditions, and affective 

responses to teaching” (p.107).  Major risk factors for teacher characteristics are special 

education teachers’ years of teaching experience and their teacher preparation programs.  

Early career teachers are more vulnerable (Boe et al., 2007; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 

1999) and so are teachers who are not fully certified for their positions (Miller et al., 

1999).  

 Unsatisfactory working conditions, such as low salary (Brownell et al., 2005), 

lack of administrative or colleague support (Gehrke & Murri, 2006; Gersten et al., 2001; 

Singh & Billingsley, 1996) and a negative school climate (Billingsley, 2005) contribute 

to attrition among SETs.  Beginning SETs are also more likely to leave if they have not 

received support through induction and mentoring programs (Whitaker, 2000b). 

 Reasons special education teachers stay. While approximately one in four SETs 

leave their positions in an average year (Boe et al., 2007), there is good news about 

SETS.  Nearly two-thirds expect to remain in the profession until retirement and 75% 

would choose the profession again if given the choice (Boyer, 2002).  Among beginning 

SETs, enthusiasm for their jobs remains high and the teachers are resilient.  They report 

that they love their jobs and more schools are providing mentors to whom the new 

teachers can turn for help (CEC, 2007).  
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Challenges of Special Education Teachers 

 In order to address the issues of teacher turnover, it is important to understand the 

unique challenges facing SETs.  The Bright Futures Report from the Council for 

Exceptional Children (Kozleski, Mainzer & Deshler, 2000) identified variables that 

affected SETs’ ability to provide high quality services to their students with disabilities.  

Included in this report are obstacles such as high caseloads of students, heavy paperwork 

obligations, lack of time for planning and consultation, and the changing roles of SETs.  

Increased accountability and increased demands for content knowledge, particularly at 

the secondary level, have added to the growing list of responsibilities for special 

educators.  Boyer and Gillespie (2000) identified additional responsibilities for SETs that 

are not usually part of a general education teacher’s job demands, including: 

• developing modifications or accommodations to the general curriculum that allow 

students to access it successfully, 

• clarifying the school culture around issues of inclusion and their role in 

advocating for their students, 

• determining the availability of assistive technology devices and training to use 

them, and 

• documenting each student’s progress toward individualized education program 

(IEP) goals (p.10). 

 At the secondary level, which includes middle school and high school, SETs have 

additional demands as their students with disabilities (SWDs) face high school exit 

exams.  By the 2007-2008 school year, a total of 23 states required students to take and 
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pass exit exams to earn a high school diploma, and by 2012, this number will increase to 

26 states (Zabala, Minnici, McMurrer, & Briggs, 2008).  Low pass rates are reported for 

SWDs in the states with required exit exams, although the pass rate gaps vary from state 

to state.  For example, in Arizona in 2006, 8% of the SWDs passed the exit exams when 

71% of all their students passed.  In Massachusetts in 2006, 79% of the SWDs passed the 

exit exams when 95% of their students passed (Zabala et al., 2008).   

 Using a national database compiled by the Office of Special Education Programs 

(OSEP) in the U.S. Department of Education, Erickson, Kleinhammer-Tramill, and 

Thurlow (2007) investigated the relationship between high school exit exams and 

diploma options and the impact on SWDs.  They found that SWDs comprised 78% of the 

total of students who received exit certificates instead of regular diplomas in 2002.  

Further, their research showed that more exit certificates were awarded to SWDs in states 

with exit exams than states without these exams.  Also, there was a statistically 

significant negative correlation between the percentage of students who received exit 

certificates and the students who received diplomas.  The results suggested that there was 

a decrease in diploma rates in states which allowed SWDs to exit public education with 

nontraditional exit certificates.  However, students with learning and emotional 

disabilities, as well as students with speech/language disorders or other health 

impairments were more likely in 2003 to receive diplomas than students with other 

disabilities (Erickson et al., 2007).  Because of these graduation requirements for SWDs, 

the roles and responsibilities of secondary SETs increase as they prepare their students 

for exiting public education. 
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 While all SETs face daily challenges, the beginning SETs are at a higher risk of 

attrition.  Veteran and novice SETs are required to develop and implement IEPs, as well 

as complete other required paperwork.  Beginning SETs also assume the same teaching 

duties as their more experienced peers and are expected to meet the demands and 

challenges of teaching, planning lessons, handling students’ behavior, working with 

paraprofessionals, and meeting with parents (Brownell et al., 2005).  Concerns reported 

by new SETs include collaborating with general education teachers, dealing with large 

caseloads of students, managing their time, and providing appropriate instruction to their 

students (“New Teacher Supports,” 2001).  Whitaker (2005) identified difficulties that 

beginning SETs face, including: 

• an inability to transfer learning from theory to practice, 

• a lack of preparation for many of the difficulties and demands of teaching, 

• reluctance to ask questions or seek help, 

• the difficulty of the teaching assignment, 

• the inadequate resources provided, and 

• unrealistic expectations and the associated loss of a sense of efficacy (p.157). 

Beginning special education teachers are also less likely to be fully certified for their 

position than their experienced colleagues, and those without certification are at a higher 

risk of attrition (Miller et al., 1999).  In a national study of beginning SETs, Billingsley 

(2002) found 71% of early career SETs were fully certified for their positions, compared 

to 94% of their more experienced colleagues.  There is higher turnover among beginning 

SETs with less preparation from their teacher training programs.  Of those with little to 
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no preparation, 17.8% left teaching compared with 8.6% who had extensive teacher 

preparation (Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 2006). 

 An additional responsibility for SETs is the need for collaboration between 

general education teachers and SETs to support students’ success. The Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act Amendment of 1997, which amended and reauthorized the 

Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) of 1990, places greater emphasis on students 

with disabilities’ participation in the general education curriculum (Yell & Shriner, 

2005).  Special education teachers may be involved in planning education programs for 

their students in general education classrooms, as well as co-teaching in these classroom 

settings.  The success of the collaboration depends on comprehensive planning, adequate 

resources, sustained implementation, and continuous evaluation and improvement 

(Walther-Thomas, Korinek, & McLaughlin, 2005).  

 Attrition matters because it affects the quality of instruction for students with 

disabilities. Since two-thirds of the SETs who were part of the 22.8% teacher turnover 

transferred to other schools or to other jobs within education (Boe et al., 2007), it falls to 

school districts and individual schools to find ways to keep high-quality teachers in their 

positions.  Billingsley (2005) suggests the following strategies for retaining SETs: 

• Recruit and hire highly qualified teachers 

• Support new teachers through responsive induction 

• Design effective professional development 

• Create inclusive and collaborative schools 

• Design reasonable work assignments 
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• Promote teacher wellness by reducing stress (p.5). 

Induction and Mentoring Programs 

Many capable teachers have been lost to the profession because school 

administration has failed to provide this [induction] period of orientation.  

When new teachers enter a school system and are permitted to “drift” 

aimlessly, then confusion arises, morale is low, and the general results are 

often failure (Christophe, 1956, p.98). 

As Christophe, an experienced high school principal, noted more than half a century ago, 

beginning teachers need support. The challenge for stakeholders from each state, school 

district, and local school is to retain qualified teachers by promoting teachers’ success 

that leads to improved student success.  Implementation of an induction program for 

beginning teachers has been demonstrated to reduce attrition.  The Ravenswood City 

School District provides a dramatic example of the benefits of new teacher induction 

programs.  In 2003 the Ravenswood City School District in California implemented a 

comprehensive induction program for the new teachers in two of its schools that each had 

a teacher turnover rate of 75%.  By the end of the 2005-2006 school year, these schools 

had retained 87% of their teachers through the school system’s induction program that 

was designed in partnership with the New Teacher Center at the University of California, 

Santa Cruz (Olson, 2007).  Similarly, the Lafourche Parish Public Schools in Louisiana 

experienced a 51% attrition rate from 1993 to 1996 before implementing a division-wide 

induction program.  After the first year of the program in 1996, the attrition rate dropped 
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to 15% and after the 2000-2001 school year, their attrition rate was 7% (Breaux & Wong, 

2003). 

 Information from the 2003-2004 U.S. Department of Education’s School and 

Staffing Survey (SASS) estimated that 70.8% of new teachers participated in a teacher 

induction program, an increase of 11.2% from the 1999-2000 SASS data on teacher 

induction participation (NCCTQ, 2008).  The Education Counts database (EPE, 2007) 

documented the status of induction and mentoring programs in the United States between 

1996 and 2006, and reported that in 1996 only 14 states required and financed induction 

for new teachers. For the Education Counts survey of 2003, an item was added to report 

additional induction programs that either were unfunded or were not required by the 

states; so in 2003, 16 states required and financed induction, but an additional 14 states 

had some type of induction program that was unfunded or not required.  Unfortunately, 

the item about unfunded or not required programs is not included beyond 2003.  By 2006, 

only 15 states required and financed induction, an increase of only 1 state from 1996 

(EPE, 2007). 

Purposes of Induction Programs 

 Most induction programs address the personal needs of beginning teachers, such 

as handling stress and developing appropriate relationships with their students (Britton, 

Raizen, Paine, & Huntley, 2000).  There is recent focus, however, on broadening the 

goals of induction beyond addressing personal needs and reducing teacher attrition.  In 

their review of induction programs in the United States and abroad, Fulton et al. (2005) 

concluded that the following goals are essential in induction programs: 



                                                                                                       

 13 

• building and deepening teacher knowledge; 

• integrating new practitioners into a teaching community and school culture that 

support the continuous professional growth of all teachers; 

• supporting the constant development of the teaching community in the school; 

and 

• encouraging a professional dialogue that articulates the goals, values, and best 

practices of a community (p.4). 

Additional goals from other sources included improving student achievement, improving 

teacher quality, and reducing school costs related to hiring and training (Bartell, 2005; 

Breaux & Wong, 2003; Moir & Gless, 2001.). The 2002 annual “Quality Counts” issue of 

Education Week listed the top 10 states that had the most improved teacher quality since 

the previous year, and 9 of the first 10 required and financed new teacher induction, and 

of the 40 remaining states, only 6 required and financed new teacher induction (Breaux & 

Wong, 2003).  According to Bartell (2005) “a good beginning experience not only makes 

a difference in the retention of new teachers but also shapes their practice in many 

positive ways and puts them on the path to high-quality teaching” (p. 15).   

Characteristics of Effective Induction Programs 

 The elements of induction programs vary widely, but recent research is revealing 

that teachers who participated in more comprehensive programs were less likely to quit 

teaching or transfer to another school (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).  The induction programs 

investigated in this research were defined as “basic induction” with included only a 

mentor and supportive communication with colleagues, and the predicted turnover rate in 
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this group was 39%.  The next category of induction was the basic induction plus time for 

planning or collaboration with other teachers and seminars for beginning teachers.  The 

predicted turnover for this group was 27%.  The final category of induction programs 

investigated contained all of the elements of the previous induction programs as well as 

the addition of an external network of teachers, reduced lesson preparations, and being 

assigned a teacher’s aide.  The projected turnover for this group was 18%, less than half 

of the predicted turnover for the group of new teachers who had no induction.  It should 

be noted that only 3% of the new teachers in the 1999-2000 school year had no induction 

and less than 1% had the full package of induction that included all seven components 

described above (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).  

 The dominant component of most induction programs is mentoring, but a high-

quality induction program is not comprised solely of mentoring (Breaux & Wong, 2003). 

Induction programs are moving away from mentor-only programs that focus primarily on 

teacher survival and retention. Moir and Gless (2001) suggest that essential components 

of effective induction programs include institutional commitment and support, quality 

mentoring, professional standards, classroom-based teacher learning and a vision of 

induction beyond mere survival (pp. 111-114).   

 Hirsch (2006) identified critical elements of high quality induction programs 

including providing release time for new teachers to observe other teachers, reducing the 

workload of beginning teachers, providing common planning time among mentors and 

novices, and giving new teachers access to an external network of beginning teachers 

(Powerpoint slide 12).   Successful induction programs should build a community of 
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teachers who are learners, orient teachers to their local school, weed out poor teachers, 

and keep quality teachers in the profession (Alliance for Excellent Education [AEE], 

2004).  Induction programs are not “one size fits all”.  A range of delivery systems and 

elements are found among induction programs so the local school context should be 

considered when designing a comprehensive program appropriate for each setting 

(Moskowitz & Stephens, 1997). According to Sparks (2005), successful induction of new 

teachers depends on a school culture where there are expectations of quality teaching 

along with continuous improvement of teaching.  Sparks further states that “[w]ell 

designed induction programs reveal a school system’s deep commitment to quality 

teaching and the professional learning that feeds it” (p.244). 

Mentors 

 Most induction programs have mentoring as a component, and there is existing 

evidence that mentoring programs may improve teacher retention (NCTAF, 1996; Strong 

& St. John, 2001).  Information from the 1999-2000 SASS showed that 46.8% of new 

teachers worked with a mentor teacher in the same subject and 36.1% reported that their 

mentor teacher helped them to a great extent (USDOE, 2000). However, the 

implementation of mentoring programs varies along with the effectiveness.  Effective 

mentor programs do not merely assign a veteran teacher as a “buddy” to a new teacher 

with the purpose of helping her survive her first year, as in the early days of mentoring 

programs.  Now, mentoring components in induction should be structured with guidelines 

and expectations. In successful programs, mentors are able to model, assess, and give 
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feedback to new teachers to help break down barriers of isolation while sharing 

knowledge and expertise from an experienced teacher (Bartell, 2005).   

 Mentors should be carefully selected and trained as part of a comprehensive 

induction program.  Many mentoring programs have faltered because of poorly selected 

mentors, poorly trained mentors, or both.  Rowley (2005) has identified six essential 

qualities for a high-performing mentor: 

 1. committing to the roles and responsibilities of mentoring, 

 2. accepting the beginning teacher as a developing person and professional, 

 3. reflecting on interpersonal communications, 

 4. coaching for classroom success, 

 5. modeling personal and professional growth, and 

 6. communicating hope and optimism for the future (pp.109-110). 

When matching mentors with novice teachers, Saphier, Freedman & Aschheim (2007) 

suggest three criteria: proximity, grade level, and content area.  Ideally, mentors should 

be in the same school as their novices, called protégés by Saphier et al., and the mentor-

protégé teams should be matched as closely as possible by their teaching assignments. 

Having a mentor in the same teaching field was shown to reduce by about 30% the risk of 

a beginning teacher leaving (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).  

  Mentors should be trained in coaching and assessment skills that will lead to 

effective mentoring.  Providing professional development for mentors should occur prior 

to their work with new teachers.  It should also include further frequent professional 

development opportunities to discuss such topics as working with novices as adult 
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learners and studying their own teaching (Odell, 2006).  Mentor training must meet the 

needs of mentors’ learning as well as the needs of their mentees (Hirsch, 2006). 

Induction for Teachers at the Secondary Level 

 There has been little focus on induction for secondary school teachers even 

though their needs are different from elementary school teachers. At the high school 

level, the focus for teachers is their proficiency in their content areas, but there are similar 

challenges across curriculum areas. Most high school teachers have students with diverse 

and varying academic needs, including English language learners and students with 

disabilities who are included in general education classes.  These teachers must be able to 

differentiate their instruction to reach all these students (Gschwend & Moir, 2007). There 

is some research that identified induction characteristics that were essential to include at 

the high school level.  These include mentors in the same subject area, ongoing literacy 

and numeracy strategies, training in English-language instruction, special assistance for 

teachers with nontraditional preparations (e.g., special education, math, science), and a 

positive working environment and realistic workload (AEE, 2004, p. 20-21). In order to 

be effective at the secondary level, induction programs must target the specific needs of 

middle and high school teachers. 

Benefits of Induction Programs  

 The purpose of most induction programs is to help teachers become more 

effective, but there are additional benefits of well-designed programs.  As noted above, 

Smith and Ingersoll (2004) found that the more comprehensive the induction program, 

the higher the retention rate of beginning teachers. If school systems are concerned that 
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induction programs might be too costly, it should be noted that the cost of teacher 

turnover is estimated to be approximately $2.6 billion (Fulton et al., 2005). To determine 

the costs and benefits of a comprehensive induction program, The New Teacher Center in 

California conducted a cost-benefit analysis of a high-quality induction program in one 

school district.  They reached two important conclusions.  First, investment in a new 

teacher yields a return of a little over $8,500 per teacher after five years. Second, the 

induction program secures a return of $1.66 for every dollar invested after five years, to 

include estimated benefits for students, new teachers, the district, the state, and society 

(Villar & Strong, 2007).  The analysis provides strong evidence for decision-makers in 

districts that are concerned with teacher retention and the costs of teacher induction.   

 Teacher success.   For beginning teachers, effective mentoring practices lead to 

increased satisfaction and competence in teaching (Hirsch, 2006) and help teachers grow 

professionally (Brennan, Thames, & Roberts, 1999; Brumm, 1995; Kelley, 2004). In a 

study by the Massachusetts Department of Education (2002), both mentors and beginning 

teachers reported that their induction program had a positive impact on their practice and 

effectiveness in the classroom.   

 Student learning.  Determining the connection between beginning teacher 

induction and student learning has been difficult because of the multiple influences on a 

student’s achievement and the difficulty in obtaining data (Strong, 2006).  However, the 

New Teacher Center has released initial findings from two studies designed to examine 

effects of mentoring and induction support on student achievement.  Initial results from 

one study suggest that the beginning teachers who received two years of comprehensive 
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induction support were more likely to have classes with reading gains than beginning 

teachers who did not receive the support. In addition, the classes of the beginning 

teachers with the comprehensive support made gains at rates similar to their more 

experienced colleagues (Strong, 2006, p. 4).  

Induction for Special Education Teachers 

 An effective induction program geared toward the unique needs of beginning 

SETs has the potential to increase retention of SETs as well as to increase their 

effectiveness as teachers.  It might seem logical to conclude that induction programs 

would be created especially for beginning SETs. However, in their recent review of 

teacher induction in special education, Billingsley, Griffin, Smith, Kamman, and Israel 

(2009) found only nine induction programs implemented in eight states that were 

specifically designed for beginning SETs.  A common goal for all nine programs was to 

increase teacher retention, and some of the programs reported high rates of retention, 

including a 95% retention rate for beginning SETs who participated in the first three 

years of the Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment program for Special Educators 

(BSTA-SE) in California.   

 Even though there are few induction programs created for specifically for first-

year SETs, these teachers are included in their state and district programs.  Billingsley 

(2005) reported that 60% of special education teacher participated in a mentor program. 

Griffin et al. (2003) conducted a literature review of induction programs for beginning 

SETs and began their search based on four major concerns: the high attrition rate for 

beginning SETs, inadequate services for SWDs, the growing number of beginning SETs 
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entering the profession through alternative routes to certification, and the working 

conditions of beginning SETs (pp. 6-7).  Griffin et al. identified 10 studies that focused 

on induction activities for first-year SETs and analyzed features and outcomes of these 

activities.  Mentoring was a major component of the induction programs studied and 

sometimes was the only element of the programs.  In their review, Griffin et al. outlined 

the features of effective induction programs for both general and special educators: (a) 

supportive school culture and shared responsibility, (b) opportunities for interactions 

between new and experienced teachers, (c) degrees of professional growth and 

responsibilities, (d) minimized evaluation, (e) explicit goals and purposes of the induction 

program, (f) diversified content based on beginning teachers needs and concerns, (g) 

mentoring, and (h) fiscal and political support (pp. 9-10). 

 The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) has written a manual entitled 

“Mentoring Induction Principles and Guidelines” (White & Mason, 2003) for local 

school systems who want to create or improve their support for beginning SETs.  The 

manual is aligned with the CEC standards for special education teachers as well as the 

Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC) standards for 

beginning teachers.  It also incorporates research-based needs of first year special 

education teachers and research-based components of effective induction and mentoring 

programs.  This comprehensive guide delineates responsibilities of the mentor, beginning 

teacher, building administrator, and mentoring program coordinator who are all 

stakeholders in the success of an induction program.  Program recommendations from the 

CEC guidelines beyond those recommended by Griffin et al. (2003) include release time 
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for beginning SETs to observe other teachers and reduction of extracurricular 

responsibilities of beginning SETs during their first year.   

 Effective induction programs for beginning SETs must be set in an environment 

that ensures their support and nurtures their professional growth.  Responsibility for this 

supportive environment falls primarily on the building administrators, but also includes 

veteran teachers, support staff, and the community who must effectively channel the 

commitment and enthusiasm of beginning teachers as they navigate the challenges of 

their first teaching assignments. 

A Supportive Local School for Beginning Special Education Teachers  

 “By attending to a healthy school culture, all teachers – general and special 

education, early career and veterans – find themselves in a collegial, stimulating 

environment that allows them to do what they entered the profession to do – teach” 

(Brownell et al., 2005, p. 121).  Induction and mentoring programs can be a lifeline for 

beginning teachers and should be embedded into the schools’ culture in order to support 

new teachers (Portner, 2005).  This type of support should be augmented by the 

organizational structure of a school to include a positive school climate, reasonable 

working conditions, and manageable teaching assignments for all teachers.  Having more 

focus on working conditions at the local school level instead of recruiting more teachers 

would do more to lessen teacher turnover (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).  Teachers find their 

primary satisfaction at their individual school sites, and would be less likely to transfer if 

they had positive experiences with their students and with fellow teachers (Johnson & 

Birkeland, 2003). To a great extent, the administrators at a local school create these 
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environments and can affect teachers’ willingness to do their best work and plan to stay 

in teaching (Weiss, 1999).   

Importance of Positive School Culture 

 Positive school culture has been linked to job satisfaction and teacher retention. 

Among the elements contributing to positive school culture are administrative leadership 

and support (Anderman, Belzer, & Smith, 1991; Gehrke & Murri, 2006; Johnson et al., 

2004; Otto & Arnold, 2005; Saphier et al., 2007); collegial interaction and support 

(Billingsley, 2005; Saphier et al., 2007; Stansbury & Zimmerman, 2000); and strong 

teacher collaboration and decision-making abilities (Hirsch, 2006; Weiss, 1999).   

Teacher retention is also associated with teachers who feel there is an atmosphere of trust 

and mutual respect in their schools (Hirsch, 2006). New teachers will be more likely to 

thrive in an environment that is structured to provide a positive school climate because 

they are in greater need of support than their more experienced colleagues. 

  In turn, part of the mission of schools should be to support new teachers.  

Johnson et al. (2004) identified a number of characteristics of supportive schools, 

including (a) strong instructional leadership, (b) appropriate teaching assignments, (c) 

sufficient supplies and equipment, (d) schoolwide standards for student behavior, (e) high 

expectations for student learning, and (f) building bridges with parents. Beginning 

teachers are not finished products and thus are shaped by the culture of their schools 

(Bartell, 2005; Feiman-Nemser, 2003). 

 In the Bright Futures Report from the CEC (Kosleski et al., 2000), several 

influences were found that interfered with special education teachers’ ability to succeed 
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including inadequate district and administrative support, noncollegial school cultures, and 

limited decision-making authority.  Recent research by Griffin, Kilgore, Winn, & Otis-

Wilborn (2008) found that first-year SETs who identified school climate as a significant 

problem had generally poorer relationships with general education teachers, which in turn 

can affect the academic success of their SWDs.  In other research, factors that influenced 

beginning SETs to stay in their schools were building level support from principals, 

collegial support, and opportunities for professional growth (Gersten et al., 2001).  

Carlson, Brauen, Klein, Schroll, and Willig (2002) noted that positive school climates 

could possibly counteract some of the stress associated with teaching students with 

disabilities. 

Working Conditions 

 According to Hirsch (2006), “teacher working conditions are student learning 

conditions” (p. vii) so the responsibility lies with the district and school to provide 

optimal working environments that can positively affect student learning. Working 

conditions can affect the quality of teachers’ instruction as well as their intent to remain 

in teaching (COPSSE, 2005) and numerous studies have recommended giving beginning 

teachers a manageable workload and suitable working environment (e.g., Bartell, 2005; 

Breaux & Wong, 2003; Saphier et al., 2007; Weiss, 1999).   

 Research with beginning special education teachers has identified many areas 

where these novices needed support or felt overwhelmed (Kilgore & Griffin, 1998; 

Mastropieri, 2001; Whitaker, 2000a).  Issues with isolation were acute for some 

beginning SETs, often because the special education classrooms were located away from 
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general education classrooms of the same grade levels (Cooley, 1995; Kozleski et al., 

2000; Whitaker, 2000a). Other areas of concern were unmanageable caseloads of 

students, large amounts of paperwork that interfered with their jobs, serving students with 

a variety of types of primary disabilities; and limited access to instructional materials 

(Billingsley, Carlson, & Klein, 2004; Carlson et al., 2002).  In a study of secondary high 

school SETs, Washburn-Moses (2005) found an average teaching load of three content 

areas a day (e.g., English, social studies, math) and some teachers also taught more than 

one content area simultaneously, which Washburn-Moses acknowledged “would be 

unthinkable in high school general education classrooms” (p. 156).  

 Solutions for many of the areas of concern identified by beginning SETs are 

within the control of district and local school administrators.  Advice from an Oregon 

survey of beginning SETs suggested that administrators could attend to needs for 

appropriate instructional materials and provide support through mentoring programs 

(OSERRP, 2007).  Additional solutions are to reduce the caseloads and teaching loads of 

beginning SETs, increase access to technology tools and clerical supports to reduce the 

paperwork burden, and provide regular opportunities for help and support from 

colleagues (Feiman-Nemser, 2003; Johnson et al., 2004; Kozleski et al., 2000; Sweeney, 

2005).  

The Roles of Special Education Teachers 

 According to Brownell et al. (2005), “[h]aving a clear sense of one’s role in the 

school and a manageable workload also improves a special education teacher’s 

commitment to teaching” (p. 110). The roles of special education teachers have always 
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been complex, but with the passage of NCLB and the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA), there is increased demand for content instruction, collaboration 

with general education teachers, and inclusion of SWDs in general education classes. A 

special education teacher’s role involves working with students, general education 

teachers, parents, administrators, other teachers and school personnel, and instructional 

assistants.   

 Beginning SETs can be overwhelmed by the multiple roles and job 

responsibilities (Billingsley, 2005; Gehrke & Murri, 2006; Kozleski et al., 2000).  Even 

defining the role of SETs can be daunting and confusing.  Billingsley (2005) identified 

four types of role problems as role ambiguity, role dissonance, role conflict, and role 

overload.  Role ambiguity occurs when beginning SETs do not have enough information 

about what is expected of them as teachers, while role dissonance is the disconnection 

between SETs own expectations and the expectations of others.  Role conflict arises 

when a teacher is expected to provide help in multiple settings at the same time, causing 

the teacher to neglect some responsibilities to attend to other.  Role overload results from 

heavy caseloads, excessive paperwork and collaboration demands, and in general, having 

more to do than is reasonable (p. 135).   

 Beginning SETs identify two difficult areas of collaboration with other school 

personnel: working with general education teachers and working with paraprofessionals 

(Billingsley, 2005; Gehrke & Murri, 2006; Kozleski et al., 2000).  To ensure access to the 

general education curriculum for SWDs, beginning SETs and general education teachers 

must work together, so this collaboration might be co-teaching a general education class.  
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Additionally, students may need accommodations in the classroom or modifications of 

classroom materials to facilitate their success; both of these responsibilities fall to the 

SETs.  The general education teachers bring their knowledge and expertise of the 

academic content and the SETs bring knowledge and resources for creating optimal 

learning environments for the SWDs (Kozleski et al., 2000).  Difficult interactions with 

general educators can occur because of lack of time for collaboration, general educators’ 

negative attitudes toward inclusion,  and unclear expectations for SWDs in general 

education classrooms,  (Griffin et al., 2008; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2001; Otis-Wilborn, 

Winn, Griffin, & Kilgore, 2005). 

 An additional responsibility for beginning SETs is training and working with 

paraprofessionals, instructional assistants who support the education of SWDs.  

Relationships between beginning SETs and paraprofessionals has been a concern, partly 

because many beginning SETs did not receive any information about working with 

paraprofessionals in their teacher preparation programs (Gehrke & Murri, 2006). Often 

paraprofessionals are required to perform a variety of tasks without clear descriptions of 

their roles. Problems can be avoided by providing guidelines for working with 

paraprofessionals (Billingsley, 2005).   

 Beginning SETs at the secondary level also prepare their SWDs for high stakes 

tests for graduation as well as provide transition services.  Since more SWDs are being 

educated in a general education classroom, beginning SETs at the middle and high school 

levels have added pressure to adequately prepare their students to graduate from high 

school with standard diplomas. As these students move from high school to 
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postsecondary options, beginning SETs are responsible for providing transition services 

that might include identifying post-school goals, developing career awareness, and 

working with students and their parents to identify appropriate job opportunities (Carlson 

et al., 2002). 

 The primary responsibility for defining and supporting the roles of teachers within 

individual schools lies with the school and district administration.  They must “create the 

context for high quality practice” (Kozleski et al., 2000, p.11) by providing necessary 

supports and by welcoming new teachers into a true learning community.  Responsibility 

for a successful first year also rests with the teachers themselves. Research from COPSSE 

(2005) found the most successful beginning SETs were reflective, resourceful, and 

relentless. 

 The importance of school culture and working conditions are emphasized in the 

report New Teacher Induction in Special Education, from Griffin et al. (2003): 

“Conditions in schools and special education classrooms can be improved, and teachers 

can reach their potential, with the following factors in place: (a) strong leadership, (b) 

shared governance, (c) collaborations, and (d) professional growth” (p.33). 

Specific Problem: Supporting Beginning Special Education Teachers 

 The purpose of this study is to assess the perspectives of beginning special 

education teachers regarding supports they received during their first year of teaching.  

There is a critical need for special education teachers in 98% of all school districts in the 

United States (AAEE, 1999).  Two hundred studies have shown that a knowledgeable, 

skillful teacher is the only factor that can increase student achievement (NCTAF, 1996).  
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Therefore, it is essential to create a stable workforce of effective special education 

teachers who teach the six million students with disabilities in the United States.  Insight 

into the perspectives of beginning special education teachers may provide valuable 

information for creating supportive working environments that help retain teachers as 

well as improve student learning.   

Research Questions 

 This study is intended to extend recent research conducted by the Oregon Special 

Education Recruitment and Retention Project (OSERRP, 2007) by asking the following 

research questions: 

 1.  What are the perceptions of beginning special education teachers about the 

effectiveness of teacher induction programs implemented in their school district 

regarding (a) professional development activities, (b) mentor support, and (c) influence 

on their intent to remain in teaching? 

 2.  What are the perceptions of beginning special education teachers about the 

effectiveness of supports received at their local school, regarding (a) working conditions, 

(b) administrative support, (c) local school culture, and their effects on their intentions to 

remain in teaching? 
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Definition of Terms 

Below are the definitions of key terms used in this study. 

• Alternative teacher education program.  Alternatives to the traditional state-

approved college-based teacher education program routes for certifying teachers, 

intended for individuals who already have a bachelor’s degree and want to 

become a teacher. Programs are found in all 50 states and the District of 

Columbia (National Center for Alternative Certification, 2008). Also referred to 

as alternative teacher preparation program, alternative route to teacher 

certification, and alternate route to teacher certification. 

• Beginning teacher. A general education or special education teacher who has 3 

years experience or less as a full-time teacher. Also may be referred to as a novice 

teacher. 

• Local school culture. A school’s culture is “based on the beliefs, attitudes, and 

practices of the people who work there, as well as the community expectations for 

the school” (Bartell, p. 56). 

• Mentors. Experienced teachers or other school personnel who provide guidance 

and assistance to beginning teachers. 

• Teacher induction. Those practices used to help beginning teachers become 

competent and effective professionals in the classroom (Moskowitz & Stephens, 

1997). 
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• Teacher induction program.  “A systematic, organized plan for support and 

development of the new teacher in the initial one to three years of service” 

(Bartell, 2005, p.6). 

• Traditional teacher education program. College and university-based programs to 

prepare prospective teachers, usually completed in four years with a Bachelor’s 

degree or in five years with a Master’s degree in education. Also referred to as 

traditional teacher preparation program. 
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2.  Literature Review 
 
 

 Three areas of research support and inform the present study.  First, attrition and 

retention of beginning special education teachers will be discussed as it affects the 

current shortage of qualified special education teachers.  Second, the role of induction 

and mentoring programs will be examined as methods to support and retain beginning 

special education teachers.  Finally, research regarding local school context, including 

working conditions and local school cultures, will be discussed as these two areas relate 

to the retention of beginning special education teachers.    

Literature Search Procedures 

 Studies related to teacher retention, induction programs, and local school context 

were located by a detailed search of computerized data bases including ERIC, 

PscyhINFO, InfoTrac, Education Full Text, and Digital Dissertations from 1985 to 2009, 

using the following descriptors:  administrative support, beginning high school teachers, 

beginning special education teachers, beginning teacher induction programs, beginning 

teachers, electronic survey research, induction programs, learning communities, 

mentoring, mentoring special education teachers, mentors, novice teachers, school 

climate, school culture, secondary teachers, special education student caseload, special 

education teacher attrition, supporting beginning special education teachers, supporting 

beginning teachers, teacher attrition, teacher burnout, teacher job satisfaction, and 

teacher retention. 
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 In addition, a search was conducted with the same descriptors in all online issues 

of the following journals:  Action in Teacher Education, American Educational Research 

Journal, Exceptional Children, Exceptionality, Journal of Education for Teaching, 

Journal of Special Education, Journal of Teacher Education, Learning Disabilities 

Research and Practice, Peabody Journal of Education, Remedial and Special Education, 

Teacher Education and Special Education, Teacher Education Quarterly, Teaching and 

Teacher Education, Teaching Exceptional Children, and The High School Journal.  Also, 

the following websites were searched for relevant publications or research studies: Center 

for Improving Teacher Quality (www.ccsso.org/projects/), Center on Personnel Studies in 

Special Education (www.copsse.org), Council for Exceptional Children 

(www.cec.sped.org), LD Online (www.ldonline.org), National Comprehensive Center for 

Teacher Quality (www.ncctq.org),  New Teacher Center (www.newteachercenter.org), 

Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education (ferdig.coe.ufl.edu/spense/), and Teacher 

Working Conditions (www.teacherworkingconditions.org). Also, ancestry searches were 

conducted by using the reference lists of pertinent studies in order to locate additional 

sources. 

Delimiting the Topic 

 The delimiting process excluded studies that focused on the content of beginning 

teachers’ preparation programs and studies that focused on teacher recruitment or teacher 

salaries. Studies were included that focused primarily on aspects of teachers’ jobs that 

pertained to school climate, administrator support, job assignment, and support through 

induction and mentoring. 



                                                                                                       

 33 

Criteria for Inclusion  

 In order to be considered appropriate for inclusion in this review, the studies 

needed to meet specific criteria.  First, studies related to teacher retention or attrition must 

have included beginning teachers or special education teachers as the participants.  A 

second criterion was that studies related to induction or mentoring must have investigated 

the effectiveness of the programs for general education or special education teachers.  

There is insufficient research on the effectiveness of induction programs that were 

created specifically for special education teachers, but special education teachers do 

participate in induction programs.  A third criterion was that studies of local school 

context related to job satisfaction, school culture, administrative support or working 

conditions, and the study participants may have been experienced teachers as well as 

beginning teachers.   

 The above procedures resulted in a final sample of 10 studies that investigated 

teacher attrition or retention, 12 studies on induction programs, and 7 studies related to 

local school context. In the 10 attrition studies, 5 were quantitative research, 4 were 

qualitative, and 1 used a mixed method design.  Three studies used surveys as the 

outcome measures, two used national data sets, four used interviews, and the mixed 

method study used both interviews and a survey.  Seven studies had special education 

teachers of all experience levels as the participants, and three studies included both 

general and special education participants.  Only one study (Gehrke & Murri, 2006) 

gathered information exclusively from beginning special education teachers.  
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  The method designs of the 12 studies on induction and mentoring included 5 

quantitative, 2 qualitative, and 5 mixed methods.  Nine of these studies used surveys, 

three used interviews, and three used a variety of data sources such as teacher logs, 

observations, and a district-level database.  All of the studies included beginning teachers 

and four included beginning special education teachers. 

 Of the seven studies related to local school context, six were quantitative studies 

and one was a mixed method design.  Data sources included seven studies with surveys, 

one study with interviews, and one study that used teacher observations.  Participants in 

all of the studies were special education teachers, and four of the studies focused 

exclusively on beginning special education teachers.  

Teacher Attrition 

 In 2000, the Council for Exceptional Children published Bright Futures (Kozleski 

et al., 2000), a report from its Presidential Commission on the Conditions of Special 

Education Teaching and Learning.  This commission’s charge was to identify barriers to 

high quality special education services for students with disabilities, and to describe an 

agenda to ensure highly qualified teaches for students with disabilities.  The mandate for 

the commission also included making recommendations for optimal professional 

conditions and settings.  After two years of intensive field work, among the findings of 

the commission was the conclusion that special education has a crisis because of rising 

student populations which creates a demand for more special educators (Kozleski et al., 

2000).  According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the projected demand for 
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special education teachers is more than 71,000 between 2006 and 2016, including 28,000 

for middle and high schools (BLS, 2007).   

Trends in Special Education Teacher Attrition 

 According to Bergert and Burnette (2001), 98% of school districts reported 

shortages of special education teachers and the shortage is chronic and growing.  In the 

early 1990s, 7.4% of special education teachers were leaving the profession, while in 

2002, 12.2% special education teachers resigned (Boe & Cook, 2006).   Shortages vary 

by disability areas and by geographic locations within states.  The most severe shortages 

are found with the disability area of emotional and behavioral disorders, and 

geographically with poor urban and rural schools (Ingersoll, 2001).   

 Boe and Cook (2006) analyzed data from the 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing 

Surveys and Data Analysis System for special education for school years 1987-1988 

through 2001-2002 in order to compare the national shortage of fully certified special 

education teachers with the shortage of general education teachers.  The study found that 

the number of additional fully certified special education teachers needed almost doubled 

from 25,000 in 1993-1994 to 49,000 in 2001-2002.  Further, the study found that only 

53.1% of first-time entering special education teachers with extensive teacher preparation 

were fully certified.   

 In order to identify trends related to the availability of special education teachers, 

Katsiyannis, Zhang, and Conroy (2003), also used data from a national database, 

specifically from the annual reports to Congress on the implementation of the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) from 1988 to 1999.  The data included 51 cases 
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(50 states and the District of Columbia) and 126 variables to calculate teacher shortage 

rates, and percentages of teachers who were fully certified.  During the 11-year period, 

the highest category of unfilled positions was for teachers of students with emotional or 

behavioral disabilities (EBD).  The EBD category also had fewer certified teachers than 

teachers who taught students with learning disabilities or students with mental 

retardation.  Katsiyannis et al. noted there was a dramatic decrease in the teacher shortage 

rate in the 1993-1994 school.  The researchers speculated that the increasing use of 

alternative or emergency certification may have led to an increased availability of 

teachers.  However, the percentages of special education teachers not fully certified 

remained above 5% during the 11 year period, except for the decrease noted in 1993-

1994. 

 Adding to the demand for certified special educators are alarming statistics on 

teachers leaving the field.  According to recent research conducted by Billingsley (2002) 

for the Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education (SPeNSE), approximately 40% of 

beginning special education teachers, those with five years experience or less, are 

undecided about remaining in teaching.  Through telephone interviews of a nationally 

representative sample of local administrators, special and general education teachers, 

speech-language pathologists, and paraprofessionals, Billingsley found that early career 

teachers were significantly less likely than more experienced teachers to stay in teaching 

until retirement.  On a more encouraging note, 85% of beginning special education 

teachers indicated they would choose teaching again, compared with 74% of the 

experienced teachers. 
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 Not all the research presented negative outcomes of attrition measures.  One 

notable exception is the study conducted by Edgar and Pair (2005).  The study was 

conceived originally as a follow-up for graduates of the University of Washington’s 

special education certification program, which is completed in five years.  The results of 

the study were shared because of their surprising retention rate that did not follow the 

national trend.  Edgar and Pair conducted telephone interviews with 140 of their 161 

graduates from 1995 through 2001 and found that overall, 87% had taught at least one 

year and 78% of those were currently teaching.  All of the graduates except four were 

teaching in special education.  The researchers concluded that these data reflected well on 

their teacher education program and supported previous research that retention from five-

year programs is higher than retention from four-year programs. 

Factors Influencing Teachers’ Intent to Leave 

 Special education teachers leave for a variety of reasons.  Stress, manageability of 

workload, and certification status were identified as significant predictors of leaving 

(Brownell, Smith, McNellis & Miller, 1997).  In order to validate these predictors, 

telephone interviews were conducted with 93 randomly selected Florida special education 

teachers who left the classroom.  This study found that the majority of the leavers (those 

who had quit their special education positions) took other positions that were education 

related, such as transferring to general education.  Approximately 15% took non-

education related positions, while the remainder of the sample were retired or on 

maternity leave.  Another key part of this study was to determine why these 93 teachers 

left the field.  Brownell et al. classified the leavers as disgruntled, nondisgruntled or 
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unable to discern.  The disgruntled leavers were the largest group (n=49) and they cited 

the following reasons for leaving:  felt unsupported, unprepared, overwhelmed by 

students needs or job responsibilities, disempowered, or all of these.  Some said they had 

high caseloads of diverse students and they had difficulty managing behavior problems.  

The nondisgruntled leavers left primarily because of external factors, such as family 

influences and other job opportunities, and they indicated they enjoyed teaching special 

education.   

 Two studies focused on factors that influenced special educators to stay in the 

classroom, leave teaching, or transfer to another school.  Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, and 

Harniss (2001) attempted to identify the factors that enhanced special educators’ intent to 

stay.  They surveyed 887 special educators in three large urban school districts.  The 

study found that support at the building level from principals and teachers had strong 

direct and indirect effects on teachers’ sense of role dissonance, satisfactions with their 

current positions, and their sense of professional development opportunities.  The overall 

school culture created by the principal and teaching staff influenced the level of support 

felt by the special education teachers.  Miller, Brownell, and Smith (1999) not only 

focused on factors that predict teachers will stay, as in the Gersten et al. (2001) study, 

they also focused on factors that predict why a teacher will leave or transfer to another 

school.  

 Miller et al. (1999) randomly surveyed 1,576 Florida special education teachers, 

and they tracked these teachers for two years.  Their findings lend support to previous 

research (e.g., Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Singh & Billingsley, 1996) that variables such 
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as years teaching, building administrator support along with teachers’ commitment and 

stress were either directly or indirectly related to teachers’ intentions to stay or leave. 

 Billingsley (2002) examined variables that predicted special educators’ intent to 

leave teaching and found that for beginning teachers, those variables included age, 

paperwork that interferes with teaching, and not having a teaching certificate.  Beginning 

special educators in this study were significantly less likely than their more experienced 

colleagues to feel included in their schools.  They also were less likely to feel that their 

administrators could provide needed support with student behavior problems. 

 Research from Singh and Billingsley (1996) found that teachers who were more 

committed to their jobs were more likely to stay.  They conducted a study with 542 

special education teachers in Virginia; 130 were teachers of students with emotional 

disorders and 412 were special educators from other special education areas.  These 

teachers completed a questionnaire that provided information about their intent to stay in 

teaching, their professional commitment, job satisfaction, role problems (ambiguity and 

conflict), job stress, and principal support.  The strongest influence for both groups of 

teachers on their intent to stay in teaching was job satisfaction.  Role-related problems 

ranked as the second strongest influence on intent to stay, although this was a negative 

effect.  As role problems increased, the intent to stay declined for both groups of special 

educators.  Additional influences were a mild positive effect for teaching experience and 

a negative effect for stress.  This negative effect was twice the magnitude for the teachers 

of students with emotional disorders.  Singh and Billingsley concluded that the variables 

directly affecting job satisfaction, and thus intent to stay, were having positive support 
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from principals and reducing stress and role-related problems.  These conclusions point 

to the significance of the influence of local school cultures in retaining special education 

teachers. 

 Influences on teacher attrition and retention at the local level were also 

investigated by Certo and Fox (2002).  Their study used focus groups and telephone 

interviews with 42 randomly selected teachers in Virginia across elementary and 

secondary levels and special education.   When asked about reasons for leaving their 

school divisions, special education teachers reported more concerns with paperwork, 

more problems with unsupportive parents and staff, and they also moved from special 

education teaching to general education.  For all groups, the three primary reasons for 

staying in a school division were “1) a commitment to the profession, 2) quality 

administration, or 3) an appreciation for the relationships with their colleagues” (p.61).  

Reasons for leaving included salary and inadequate administrative support.   

 The final study on special educators’ attrition included only beginning special 

education teachers.  Gehrke and Murri (2006) invited eight special education teachers 

from a large university to participate in open-ended interviews and also to complete a 

short questionnaire.  The focus of the research was to gain these teachers’ perspectives 

about administration support, collegiality, and job design (e.g., caseloads, paperwork) 

because these areas had been identified as areas of concern related to special education 

teacher attrition.  A number of common themes emerged through the data analysis, 

including the school and district administration, interactions with colleagues (general and 

special education teachers), the components of their jobs, and the availability of 
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professional development.  In general, the teachers felt they had supportive building 

administrators.  Their primary source of support and information was most often another 

special education teacher, and often they described relationships with general education 

teachers as difficult.  Another area of difficulty with relationships arose because the 

beginning teachers felt overwhelmed and unsure of themselves when they were required 

to supervise and train paraprofessionals. Their multiple roles and job responsibilities 

often overwhelmed them, and an additional area of concern was the usefulness of 

professional development and induction opportunities.  

 The common thread among most of these studies was the link between retention 

and the elements within the control of the local school.  Again and again, factors such as 

supportive school administration, manageable job requirements, collegiality, and 

appropriate professional development or induction were highlighted as essential 

components in retaining beginning special education teachers. 

Induction and Mentoring Supports 

 There is extensive research that provides evidence that high-quality induction and 

mentoring programs help retain beginning teachers.  Recent literature reviews of research 

on induction and mentoring (e.g., Fulton et al., 2005; Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 

2006; Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004; Lopez, Lash, Schaffner, Shields, & Wagner, 2004; 

Whisnant, Elliott, & Pynchon, 2005) described research that demonstrated how supports 

for beginning teachers can contribute to their retention.  However, Lopez et al. (2004) in 

their review of research concluded that there were few rigorous studies that investigated 

the impact of beginning teacher induction on teacher quality and retention.  A recent 
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randomized controlled study by Glazerman et al. (2008), found mixed results for the 

impact of induction support on teacher practices, student test scores, and teacher 

retention. 

Importance of Induction Components 

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

programs on teacher retention using data from the 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing 

Survey (SASS) administered by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).  

This SASS survey contained more extensive information about induction than previous 

SASS surveys, so Smith and Ingersoll were able to look more closely at specific elements 

of induction programs and their contribution to teacher retention.  Analysis was based on 

SASS survey responses from 3235 first-year teachers across the United States.  Based on 

this research, Smith and Ingersoll found that about 80% of beginning teachers 

participated in induction programs of some kind, although the participation varied widely 

as did the structure of the induction programs.  This study reported the following results 

about the various elements of induction for the first-year teachers: (a) 48% had mentors 

in their same field, (b) 92% found their mentors helpful, (c) 62% participated in seminars 

for beginning teachers, (d) 68% had collaboration or planning time with mentors, (e) 17% 

had some type of external teacher network, (f) 81% had supportive communication, (g) 

11% had a reduced teaching load, (h) 11% had a reduced number of preparations, and (i) 

29% had a teacher aide.  Smith and Ingersoll found that 41% of teachers with no 

induction were likely to leave their schools after the first year, while only 18% of 

teachers with the most comprehensive induction program were likely to leave.  
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 A mixed method study from Kelley (2004) provided an example of an effective 

induction program that was a partnership between the University of Colorado and six 

school districts.  While originally conducted as a program evaluation, an additional result 

was the information revealed regarding retention of their participants.  Data from 136 

teachers into their fifth year of teaching was used for this study; data sources included 

surveys, classroom observations, interviews, and other program artifacts.  The induction 

program was organized through cohorts of teacher and was tied to a master’s degree 

program.  There were full-time release expert teachers who provided extensive mentoring 

and other support, and university faculty provided workshops and served as consultants 

to school districts.  Retention rates for 10 cohorts of teachers, of whom 144 individuals 

were tracked, were approximately 90%, a result similar to the teachers in the Smith and 

Ingersoll (2004) study who had a comprehensive induction program. 

 These studies and others (e.g., Kennedy & Burstein, 2004; NCTAF, 1996) 

suggested that high quality induction programs improved teacher retention.  In an effort 

to investigate the relationship between induction and teacher retention, Glazerman et al. 

(2008) conducted a study that used random assignment to create a treatment group of 

teachers who were exposed to a comprehensive induction program and a control group of 

teachers who were not.  A sample of 281 elementary school teachers from 17 school 

districts participated in the study. More than 10 components had to be included in these 

induction programs, including full-time mentors; support such as weekly meetings with 

mentors and professional development opportunities; a focus on instruction with 

opportunities for novices to observe experienced teachers, and formative assessment tools 
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that provided constructive feedback.  Glazerman et al. used data sources that included 

surveys, teachers’ college entrance examination scores, teacher observation, and student 

records of standardized reading and math tests used by their districts. 

 Results from the Glazerman et al. (2008) study were mixed and did not support 

findings from previous research.  Positive results were that the treatment teachers 

reported having more participation in specific induction activities, including mentoring, 

than control teachers. Treatment teachers also spent more time in certain professional 

activities, such as observing other teachers, than control teachers.  No impacts were found 

on teacher practices based on classroom observation, and no impacts on teacher retention 

after one year.  Additionally, no positive impacts were found on student test scores in the 

first year.  Correlational analyses were used to further investigate the relationship 

between induction participation and outcomes.  Twelve measures of induction services 

from fall and spring surveys were included in the analyses, and none of the relationships 

was statistically significant.  However, statistically significant positive relationships were 

found between three of the induction variables and student test scores and between eight 

of the induction variables and retention.  Some of these induction variables included 

treatment teachers who met with a subject coach, received feedback on their teaching, 

had an assigned mentor, and received guidance in math or literacy content.  The authors 

of this study suggested that their results should be used to generate hypotheses rather than 

establish causal inferences because of the differences among the teachers themselves. The 

teachers who were the most assertive and effective, for example, may have received the 

most support. However, the lack of impact on teacher retention, teacher practice, and 
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student achievement should be thoughtfully considered because of the random 

assignment design and because the induction programs were highly structured and 

comprehensive.  

Mentoring Programs  

 More recent studies have investigated overall induction supports, with many of 

the studies focusing on mentoring programs (e.g., Billingsley et al., 2004; Kennedy & 

Burstein, 2004; OSERRP, 2007).  Features of induction programs that had favorable 

outcomes in the Oregon study (OSERRP, 2007) included formal orientation meetings, 

meeting with supervisors, clarifying roles and responsibilities, pairing with experienced 

staff, regular frequent meetings with special education colleagues, assignment of a formal 

mentor, and the opportunity to observe other staff.  Billingsley et al. (2004) found that 

61% of the beginning SETs participated in formal mentoring programs and the beginning 

SETs who described their induction programs as helpful found their jobs more 

manageable. 

 Information about the various roles of mentors came from an evaluation of the 

Indiana Beginning Teacher Intern Program (BTIP) by Abell, Dillon, Hopkins, 

McInerney, and O’Brien (1995).  One purpose of this study was to discover the 

perspectives of a group of 46 mentors and interns (beginning teachers) regarding their 

perspectives on their roles in the state-mandated program.  The participants included 

eight mentor/intern pairs. Data from the structured face-to-face interviews provided 

detailed information about the roles of mentors and the interactions between mentors and 

interns.  Mentors generally assumed four roles based on their own assumptions of 
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mentors’ roles, but also based on cues from their mentors.  These roles were mentor as 

parent figure, as support system and trouble-shooter, as colleague, and as scaffolder.   

The support provided by mentors was seen as a primary need by interns.  In addition to 

supporter and parent-figure, mentors were also viewed as teacher colleagues, from whom 

the interns could learn.  As a scaffolder, the mentors provided guidance on working with 

students, designing curriculum, and solving classroom problems based on the mentors’ 

experiences as a classroom teacher. Further, the study found that the relationships 

between mentors and interns must be based on mutual trust and respect to be most 

productive.  The teachers in this study taught at elementary, middle, and high school 

levels, but none were identified as special education teachers.  Special educators have 

some needs in common with general education teachers, but they also have needs unique 

to special education (e.g., Billingsley, 2005; Brownell et al., 2005; Kozleski et al., 2000).   

 In their recent review of teacher induction in special education, Billingsley et al. 

(2009) found nine programs, all of which had mentoring as the primary focus. One of the 

programs was an evaluation of California’s Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment 

program for Special Educators (BTSA-SE) that was established in 1999 (Kennedy & 

Burstein, 2004).  In this mixed method study, data were collected from the programs in 

which 190 beginning teachers participated.  Data included entries in logs completed by 

Support Providers (SPs) who were full-time mentors.  Other data were program surveys, 

formative assessments of teaching practice and information from a database that specified 

the beginning teachers’ requests for professional release days and workshop attendance.  

Results revealed high satisfaction with the program from beginning teachers and SPs, and 
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a retention rate of 95% for beginning teachers who had participated in the first three years 

of BTSA-SE.  The most effective SPs were those who had experience in urban schools 

and in the disability area of the beginning teachers.  The beginning teachers reported 

another positive aspect of this program was the collegial support provided by workshops 

and professional development activities.  Adapting the induction materials for special 

educators contributed to the success of this program.  

 The critical components of a mentoring program for special educators were 

evaluated by Whitaker (2000b) with 156 beginning special education teachers in South 

Carolina.  Whitaker developed a questionnaire that examined the frequency of mentor 

contacts, the effectiveness of mentor contacts, characteristics of mentors, and teachers’ 

plans to remain in teaching.  Mentoring contacts included scheduled and unscheduled 

meetings, mentor observations, and written communication.  All but 12 of the mentors 

worked in the same school as the beginning teachers with whom they were paired.  The 

most frequent contact was through unscheduled meetings, which were also rated as the 

most effective type of contact.  Correlations between the frequency of contacts and 

perceived overall effectiveness of mentoring were all significant.  Of the beginning 

teachers who had contact with their mentors less than once a week, only 7 of the 73 

(10%) rated the overall perceived effectiveness of the mentoring as 4 or greater (on a 0-5 

scale).  For the 72 teachers who had at least weekly contact with their mentors, the 

overall effectiveness was rated 4 or greater by 60% of the group.  Contact of at least once 

a week seemed to improve the perceived effectiveness of the mentor.   
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 Whitaker (2000b) also investigated eight areas of the content of the mentors’ 

support and reported that emotional support was perceived as the most frequent and most 

effective.  Additional frequent areas of support were system information about the school 

or district and system information about special education.  Important characteristics of 

the mentor related to overall effectiveness from this study included having a mentor who 

was a special educator, teaching in the same program model, and teaching in the same 

building.  This study found a statistically significant relationship between the perceived 

effectiveness of the mentoring and the beginning teachers’ plans to remain in special 

education (p. 563).   

 White and Mason (2006) further investigated the components for a successful 

mentoring program for beginning special education teachers.  Two hundred forty-four 

beginning SETs and 253 mentors from seven national sites completed a survey that 

identified areas where new teachers needed help, areas causing stress, and the influence 

of mentor teacher characteristics on teacher success and retention.  Results from the 

surveys indicated that new teachers most often needed assistance with stressors of 

burnout and attrition, and they were mostly likely to seek help from their mentors.  Over 

70% of beginning SETs needed assistance with paperwork, obtaining classroom 

materials, writing IEPs, and with special education referral and placement procedures.  

The new teachers rated the assistance they received on personal issues as the highest 

quality of help.  A suggested guideline for mentors for beginning SETs is the mentor 

should be a special education teacher in the same building teaching the same type of 

students.  In this study, the beginning SETs who did not have their mentors nearby did 
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not ask for help as often with paperwork or getting acclimated to their schools, and they 

also felt their mentors could not help as much with lesson planning if they did not teach 

the same grade level.  Overall, the beginning SETs who asked for and received help were 

satisfied with the quality of help they received from their mentors regardless of whether 

the mentors were in the same building, were special educators, or taught the same grade 

level.  As suggested by the Glazerman (2008) study, the more assertive and effective 

teachers could be the ones who sought help, regardless of the characteristics of their 

mentors.  The majority of the new teachers (75%) planned to return to their same school 

the next year, and overall the new teachers reported being “very satisfied” with their 

choice to teach special education.  However, results from this study indicated that 

mentoring by itself was not a factor in new teachers’ decision to stay in their schools.  

White and Mason (2006) suggested that other factors, such as lifelong desire to teach, 

level of administrative support, and job stability could be the more influential factors. 

 A continuing concern for beginning SETs is the large number of teachers who are 

not fully certified for their positions.  In a survey of beginning SETs, Billingsley (2002) 

found that only 63% of first-year teachers were certified for their main teaching 

assignments.  Of this 63%, 20% held emergency certificates, 5% were certified in another 

field, and 4% had no teaching certificate.  Giacobbe (2003) focused the research for her 

doctoral dissertation on conditionally licensed beginning SETs who participated in state-

mandated mentoring programs in Virginia.  A survey completed by 469 beginning SETs 

investigated the teachers’ perceptions of the frequency and helpfulness of their mentoring 

activities.  Of the 24 mentoring activities on the survey, most were rated as “somewhat 
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helpful” to “very helpful”.  The support and encouragement provided by mentors 

received the highest rating.  Also rated highly were help with IEPs, finding teaching 

materials, and having impromptu meetings.  Correlations computed on the relationship 

between the frequency of mentor help and the perceived helpfulness of the assistance 

were statistically significant in a positive direction for all of the five areas investigated.  

The highest correlation was found with emotional support, a result also found in 

Whitaker (2000b).  Regression analyses conducted by frequency and helpfulness of 

activities showed that the more time the conditionally licensed teachers spent with their 

mentors on issues involving emotional support and logical issues of the school, the more 

effective they felt themselves to be.  These two areas were also found to be the two 

significant predictors of the retention of these teachers.  This study confirmed previous 

research on the importance of mentoring support for beginning SETs, particularly in light 

of the large numbers of early career SETs who are not fully certified. 

Teachers’ Perceptions of Their Induction Supports 

 There is a growing body of research specifically about beginning SETs 

perceptions and successes with induction and mentoring programs (e.g., Billingsley, 

2002; Brownell et al., 2005; Christophel, 2003; Gehrke & Murri, 2006; Whitaker, 2000b; 

White & Mason, 2006). As previously discussed, Billingsley et al. (2004) found that 61% 

of beginning SETs are participating in induction and mentoring programs, although the 

frequency and duration of activities in induction programs vary.   

 For an investigation of specific induction activities and their effectiveness for 

beginning teachers in North Carolina, Algozzine, Gretes, Queen and Cowan-Hathcock 
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(2007) evaluated the perceptions of 451 third-year teachers in 14 school systems. The 

grade levels and teaching assignments of the participants were not given.  Participants 

completed a 66-item survey that also included some open-ended items regarding 19 

induction activities, 15 types of assistance, and 29 types of support. The overall 

effectiveness of the induction program was rated as effective by 69% of the respondents.  

Five of the 19 induction activities had positive outcomes, including formal evaluations by 

administrators and assignments in licensure area. The teachers viewed activities that 

focused on teaching more favorably than more global opportunities such as district-wide 

orientations.  Five activities had negative outcomes, including having a reduced teaching 

load and being assigned the same or fewer preparations than veteran teachers.  Of the 15 

types of assistance, 5 had positive outcomes and 3 had negative outcomes.  Positive 

outcomes included locating materials and supplies and effective use of different teaching 

methods, while negative outcomes were evident for assessing student work, time 

management, and determining the learning levels and styles of students. For the 29 types 

of support, 10 had positive outcomes and 5 had negative outcomes.  Two positive 

outcomes that are important for beginning teachers were having other teachers make 

beginning teachers feel like part of the teaching community and providing beginning 

teachers with support.  The five negative outcomes of support all related to the teachers’ 

mentors and included mentors orienting beginning teachers to the school and teaching the 

same grade level or subject as the beginning teachers. Implications from the findings 

suggested that induction programs and supports could be expanded for beginning 

teachers at the local school level by improving negative outcomes from the study.  This 
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would include consideration of reduced teaching loads, no assignment of extracurricular 

duties, and more assistance with time management. 

 The Massachusetts Department of Education (2002) conducted a state-wide 

evaluation of induction and mentoring programs with the hope that districts would use 

the results of the study to create or strengthen supports for beginning teachers.  Surveys 

were distributed to all the districts and contained four individualized sets of surveys to get 

responses from beginning teachers, mentors, school principals, and program coordinators.  

Of the 2732 surveys that were returned, there were responses from 1270 beginning 

teachers, 1099 mentors, 281 principals, and 82 program coordinators.  Regarding 

mentoring, the study found that 58% of the beginning teachers worked one-to-one with 

their mentors, and 79% of the principals felt the mentor/mentee match was successful.  

Fewer than 30% of beginning teachers and 40% of mentors indicated that they met more 

than once a week with their mentor or mentee.  Both the beginning teachers and mentors 

felt the induction program benefited them in some way, with 66% of beginning teachers 

and 84% of mentors believing that the program helped the beginning teachers to perform 

at higher professional levels.  Five themes emerged from the survey: (a) induction created 

a sense of collegiality, (b) mentors and beginning teachers acknowledged that the 

induction programs had positively impacted their practice and effectiveness in the 

classroom, (c) commitment to the program was strong among mentors but not as strong 

among beginning teachers, (d) lack of time for many of the activities was reported by all 

four groups who responded to the survey, and (e) more financial resources were needed 

by principals and program coordinators to create or improve their induction programs.  
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Two important results of this study were the sense of collegiality and the effect on 

classroom practice which have been suggested as goals for induction programs to move 

beyond providing emotional support just to help beginning teachers survive their first 

year of teaching (e.g., Bartell, 2005; Breaux & Wong, 2003; Johnson et al., 2004). 

 The research by Algozzine et al. (2007) and the Massachusetts Department of 

Education (2002) provides valuable information about teachers’ perceptions of their 

induction programs and other supports, but does not report on the frequency or duration 

of those activities.  It is possible that some induction components would be more 

successful if they were provided more often, such as observations of beginning teachers 

by their mentors.  The opposite is also possible, that effectiveness would decrease as time 

demands infringed on beginning teachers’ time.  However, a study by Roemer (2006) 

examined the frequency of induction activities and its influence on teacher retention. 

 Roemer (2006) used survey research to investigate the relationship between 

frequency of induction activities, their perceived effectiveness, and their influence on 

teacher retention.  Sixty-seven first-year teachers in 28 school districts in New Jersey 

responded to the survey.  The most common activities were formal evaluations by school 

administrators, mandatory in-service seminars, assignment of a mentor, and system-wide 

orientations.  Among the least common activities were release time to observe mentor’s 

classroom or other teachers’ classrooms, formal evaluations by mentor, and reduced 

teaching load.  Beginning teachers also rated the effectiveness of each activity and those 

rated highest for effectiveness were informal evaluations by mentor, formal evaluations 

by school administrators, assignment of mentor, and opportunities for cooperative 
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planning.   Lowest rated activities for effectiveness were activities to facilitate beginning 

teacher interaction, mandatory in-service seminars, reduced teaching load, and monthly 

meetings for beginning teachers.  The most common types of assistance were locating 

materials and books, effective use of different teaching methods, and understanding 

school policies and rules.  Among the least common forms of assistance received were 

understanding IEPs for special needs students, incorporating state objectives into lessons, 

time management, and understanding 504 plans.  However, understanding IEPs had the 

highest effectiveness rating for teachers who were offered this assistance.  There was a 

negative correlation between the frequency and effectiveness with 7 of the 17 induction 

activities, meaning that as the frequency of the activities increased, the effectiveness 

decreased.  This finding was not surprising since time management was one of the least 

common forms of assistance.  On items about teacher retention, 97.2% responded that 

they would remain in teaching. 

 In a qualitative study to explore teachers’ perceptions of their induction 

experiences, Gehrke and McCoy (2007) interviewed five beginning special education 

teachers.  Participants described the types of instances where they sought support or 

information, where they found assistance, and what types of information they found 

helpful (p. 4). The five teachers were chosen because they had similar teaching 

assignments as learning disabilities resource teachers in elementary schools. This study 

confirmed previous research (Whitaker, 2000b) that other special education teachers were 

beginning SETs most common source of support.  The beginning teachers in this study 

had help from the district assigned mentor as well as veteran special education teachers in 
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their buildings.  Beginning SETs also reached beyond their special education mentors and 

veterans for assistance from reading specialists, school psychologists, other special 

educators in the district, and a former university instructor.  Information about the 

beginning special educators’ own resourcefulness to seek out solutions also emerged 

from this study, as well as their ability to reflect on their teaching practice.  The 

emotional support provided by mentors and others was also acknowledged by the 

beginning SETs.  Additional help was needed with identifying individual student needs, 

writing IEPs, and providing appropriate levels and types of special education services. 

The beginning SETs found this assistance from the network of professionals in their 

buildings.  Data analysis revealed that the areas where the beginning SETs most often 

sought help were related to effective teaching and improved student outcomes, which are 

appropriate goals of induction that go beyond mere survival or teacher retention.   

Local School Supports 

 Weiss (1999) examined the relationships between teachers’ perceptions of 

workplace conditions and their morale, career choice commitment, and intent to remain 

in teaching.  Analysis of responses from over 2000 first-year teachers led Weiss to 

conclude that  

 [f]irst-year teachers’ perceptions of school leadership and culture and teacher 

autonomy and discretion shape the extent of their willingness to do their best 

work, to commit to teaching as a career choice again, and to plan to stay in 

teaching (p.869). 
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The importance of school culture is emphasized by Smith and Ingersoll (2004) who noted 

that schools are organizations that are “highly dependent on continuity, cohesiveness, and 

coherence” (p.686) and as such must be concerned about teacher turnover that inhibits the 

stability of the schools’ organizational structure. 

 Because many of the needs of beginning SETs are different from general 

education teachers, the following seven studies focus exclusively on school culture and 

working conditions related to special educators.  There is a limited amount of research 

that has examined the school culture and working conditions of beginning special 

educators outside of their induction programs.  However, since the local school is an 

integral part of induction, there is some overlap between what would be considered 

induction and the teachers’ working conditions.  Therefore, four of the studies reported 

research about working conditions for both novice and experienced special educators to 

provide information about the unique concerns and challenges they face, while beginning 

SETs were the subject and focus of the remaining three studies. 

 The focus of a study by Gersten et al. (2001) was to examine the working 

conditions that encouraged special educators to remain in teaching.  Instead of focusing 

on induction, Gersten et al. focused on the job design for SETs.  A survey of 887 SETs 

from three large urban school districts responded to surveys that elicited their perceptions 

about support from teachers and administrators, professional development opportunities, 

role dissonance, job stress, years teaching special education, job satisfaction, and 

commitment to the profession.  Role dissonance is the “degree to which special educators 
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experience dissonance between their own beliefs about the role of a special educator and 

their actual day-to-day experiences” (Gersten et al., 2001, p.556).   

 The findings from Gersten et al. (2001) revealed that support from the principal as 

well as other teachers had strong direct and indirect effects on special educators’ sense of 

professional development opportunities, role dissonance, and satisfaction with their 

current positions.  The level of support felt by the SETs was the combination of values 

and actions of the principals and teaching staff as mediated by the school culture.  The 

special educators’ commitment and role dissonance were affected by opportunities for 

professional development, which Gersten et al. concluded may be best supported both at 

the local school and district levels.   

 Further, Gersten et al. (2001) found that the degree of role dissonance was a 

strong predictor of stress related to the job design and to their satisfaction with their 

current positions, indicating that teacher autonomy is critical for SETs.  A perceived lack 

of support from school personnel and learning opportunities within the school can 

increase the extent of role dissonance.  Stress from job design was influenced by role 

dissonance and central office support.  Job design included areas such as paperwork 

burdens, student needs and discipline issues, all of which could be altered at the local 

school level.  Gersten et al. concluded that addressing the job design of SETs is critical 

and that, while some changes need to come from the district level, many of the changes 

could be made at local school levels. 

 Administrative support was the focus of a study of 228 SETs in Texas. Using 

survey research, Otto and Arnold (2005) examined the perceptions of administrative 
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support from fully certified SETs with five or more years of experience teaching special 

education.  Participants were asked to respond to the statement, “I have support from 

administrators” (p. 257). Twenty-nine percent reported that they “strongly agreed” and 

40% reported they “agreed” that they had administrative support.  Disagreement with the 

statement came from 12%, including 8% who “disagreed” and 4% who “strongly 

disagreed”.  The results of this study, where 69% of experienced SETs perceived their 

administrators as supportive, stands in contrast to previous literature which has shown 

beginning SETs described a lack of administrative support (e.g., Kozleski et al., 2000; 

Singh & Billingsley, 1996).  The study did not address the reasons for this difference, but 

the results might suggest that administrators be more cognizant of the needs of beginning 

SETs as compared to the veteran SETs in their schools. 

 Two studies focused on the specific roles and teaching practices of SETs who 

taught at the secondary level.  Conderman and Katsiyannis (2002) surveyed 199 SETs 

who taught grades 7 through 12 regarding their teaching roles, effectiveness of six 

teaching strategies, and transition issues.  Secondary SETs were found to have diverse 

roles and responsibilities including 50% who spent time consulting with general 

educators and 40% who were co-teaching in general education.  Nearly 60% reported 

they taught vocational education courses or they coordinated work experiences, 

responsibilities that elementary SETs do not have.  About 85% of the secondary SETs 

reported that content instruction was the most frequently used instructional approach, 

followed by 80% of teachers who used academic remediation, transition instruction, and 

social/emotional instruction. Forty-five percent of respondents identified themselves as 
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having the primary responsibility for establishing and maintaining arrangements with 

community agencies to facilitate transition services (p.173).  Teachers reported that 70% 

of their SWDs would graduate with a traditional high school diploma and less than 5% 

received their GED or dropped out.  The remaining students graduated with a certificate 

(18%) or exited the program when they reached the maximum age (8%).   Teachers were 

also asked to identify interventions that would most improve their practice.  More 

preparation time was given as the top priority for improving their classroom practice. The 

second priority was the need for more appropriate curriculum materials for their older 

students whose academic skills were well below their grade levels. One concern noted by 

Conderman and Katsiyannis is that previous research has suggested that special educators 

were not adequately prepared to teach secondary level content (e.g., McKenzie, 1995) 

and 85% of the teachers in this study were teaching academic content.  

 A second study that examined SETs roles and responsibilities focused more on 

their job designs than on teaching roles as in Conderman and Katsiyannis (2002).  

Washburn-Moses (2005) used a survey design with 191 randomly selected public high 

school special education teachers in Michigan.  Teachers of students with learning 

disabilities (LD) were selected for participation since more than half of SWDs are 

classified as having LD.  Only those teachers who were fully certified with three years or 

more experience teaching special education were asked to participate.  Results included 

information that these high school SETs taught, on average, between three and four 

different classes each day, and they taught three different subject areas.  More content 

courses (e.g., English, mathematics, science) were taught than noncontent courses (e.g., 
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study skills, vocational skills).  Nearly 14% reported that they taught more than one 

content area simultaneously.  Teachers in the smallest schools averaged about four 

classes a day while teachers in the largest schools averaged three classes per day.  In their 

roles as teachers, 67% of the participants responded that they made accommodations or 

modifications of materials for students on a daily basis.  Managing student behavior on a 

daily basis was reported by nearly 90% of the teachers.  Another area investigated was 

the SETs who worked with other staff and faculty in the schools. Only 14% indicated that 

their primary activity was co-teaching but another 38% reported they are involved in co-

teaching on a daily basis. Somewhat surprisingly, 45.5% reported that they “rarely” co-

taught or team-taught with general education teachers. More than three-fourths of the 

special educators’ classes were in self-contained settings. Paperwork responsibilities were 

the final area investigated, and 80% spent time daily on paperwork.  Independent 

variables for data analysis were total number of years teaching, highest degree held, and 

number of teaching endorsements held; however, none of the independent variables were 

found to be related to the 18 roles and responsibilities measured by the survey.  

Washburn-Moses concluded that these high school SETs had an excessive teaching load 

and expressed concern that content teaching was the dominant teaching model. In 

addition, when more emphasis is being placed on teaching SWDs in co-taught and 

inclusive settings, Washburn-Moses wondered about the pervasiveness of teachers who 

still teach in self-contained classes.   

 The roles of beginning SETs in their relationships with general education teachers 

were investigated by Griffin, Kilgore, Winn and Otis-Wilburn (2008).  Surveys and 
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interviews were used in a three-year research project that focused on the problems and 

accomplishments of first-year special educators.  Thirty-six graduates of universities in 

Florida and Wisconsin participated in interviews and classroom observations in the first 

phase of the study and 596 teachers in Florida and Wisconsin completed surveys in the 

second phase.  The two context variables were relationships with general educators and 

interactions with general educators.  With these context variables, student learning and 

communication/collaboration emerged as accomplishments that were statistically 

significant. Beginning SETs who identified student learning as a top accomplishment 

reported having more positive relationships with general educators.  Those who identified 

communication/collaboration as a top accomplishment reported more frequent 

interactions with general educators.  When identifying top problems, beginning SETs 

who identified time and advocacy for student as top problems differed significantly in 

their relationships with general educators.  These SETs reported poorer or less supportive 

relationships with general educators.  Griffin et al. stated that the influence of school 

climate on beginning SETs had been largely ignored, and that their research suggested 

that school climate can be a critical problem for special educators.  Because interactions 

with general educators are now so critical for all SETs, schools need to create a culture of 

collaboration and collegiality to prevent isolation and to help them address the needs of 

their students. 

 The Oregon Special Education Recruitment and Retention Project (OSERRP) 

(2007) conducted a statewide survey of recently hired special education teachers to 

evaluate the support the teachers were receiving.  This research was a replication of their 



                                                                                                       

 62 

study completed in 2001, and the 2007 survey was based on the original survey.  Ninety 

completed surveys were returned of 293 that were mailed to first- or second-year SETs in 

Oregon.  One focus of the research was an evaluation of the Oregon induction program, 

but the survey included additional items regarding support in local schools separate from 

induction activities.  The most frequent source of support identified by respondents 

(77%) was frequent and regular meetings with special education colleagues, including 

their assigned mentor.  The beginning SETs were asked to identify sources of ongoing 

support and positive working characteristics they had experienced and to rate the 

helpfulness of these in their daily work.  The majority of respondents indicated they 

received support from their district special education supervisor (87%) as well as from 

their building principals (77%).  Building level support was rated as more helpful than 

district support.  In evaluating relations with general education teachers, 92% of the 

beginning SETs indicated they had good relationships with general educators and 94% 

viewed these relationships as important.  Of all the factors related to working 

environments that were evaluated, 97% considered adequate numbers of well trained 

paraprofessionals as the most important aspect of their working environments.  Over 

three quarter of the respondents (79%) reported they worked with paraprofessionals, but 

only 69% indicated that there were enough paraprofessionals available.  The two issues 

with the widest gaps between available support and their importance were paperwork 

requirements and appropriate instructional materials.  Support for paperwork and 

scheduling was rated as critical by 85% of the beginning SETs, but only 53% indicated 

they had enough support in this area. Similarly, having adequate and appropriate 
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instructional materials was rated as critical by 86% of the beginning SETs, while only 

64% of them felt they had materials and resources that would meet the needs of their 

students.  The report concludes with implications for districts and building principals.  

Among the recommendations were (a) facilitating good relationships between SETs and 

general educators, (b) attending to appropriate instructional/curricular materials, and (c) 

hiring an adequate number of well trained paraprofessionals.  Other suggestions were to 

find ways to free up the time of SETs to attend to paperwork and curriculum 

modifications, as well as providing time for SETs to work collaboratively with other 

SETs and general educators. 

 In a study similar to OSERRP (2007), Billingsley, Carlson, and Klein (2004) used 

survey research to examine working conditions and induction support of early career 

special educators, and the results regarding working conditions will be highlighted.  The 

Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education (SPeNSE) developed separate surveys for 

special education administrators and special education service providers, which included 

SETs.  Data was collected through computer-assisted telephone interviews and this study 

reported only the results from the 1153 beginning special educators (21%) who 

completed the survey.  The mean years of experience was 2.8 (range 0 to 5 years) and 

80% were fully certified, while 14% had emergency certificates.  Variables used to assess 

the working conditions included the type of district (e.g., urban, suburban), their salaries, 

caseload characteristics, job manageability, and school climate.  Beginning SETs taught a 

mean of 22.8 students with a highly diverse group of students.  Thirty-three percent 

taught students from four or more disability groups, 44% taught students from two to 
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three disability groups, and 23% served students from a single disability group.  School 

climate assessment was based on information about administrator and colleague support, 

availability of materials, and relationships among colleagues.  In this area, high ratings 

were given to feeling their school was safe and liking the school where they taught.  

Lowest ratings were given to availability of materials and to teachers feeling included in 

their schools. Items related to job manageability asked the beginning SETs to decide to 

what extend their jobs were manageable, with a response scale ranging from 1(not at all) 

to 4 (a great extent).  Over one fourth (28.8%) responded that their jobs were not at all 

manageable or were manageable to a small extent.  When asked about interference from 

routine responsibilities and paperwork, 76% responded that paperwork and other routine 

duties interfered with their job of teaching to a moderate or great extent.  Overall, 

beginning SETs who planned to remain in teaching until retirement had significantly 

higher school climate scores than teachers who were undecided or planned to leave as 

soon as possible.  Billingsley et al. concluded that attrition was influenced by a number of 

factors including working conditions and personal circumstances.  Additionally, this 

study suggested that the benefits of mentoring may not offset poor working conditions or 

critical personal circumstances. 

Summary of Research on Attrition, Induction, and Local School Supports 

 There is a growing body of research that focused specifically on attrition of 

special education teachers which has provided valuable information about conditions in 

local schools that contribute to teacher turnover.  Bergert and Burnette (2001) and 

Billingsley (2002) provided data about the increasing attrition among SETs and a study 
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by Boe and Cook (2006) highlighted the fact that just over half of first-year SETs were 

fully certified for their positions.  The CEC’s Bright Futures report (Kozleski et al., 

2000) and Brownell et al. (1997) enumerated the barriers to retention such as stress, 

manageability of workload, and lack of certification. 

 Mentoring and induction programs can provide part of the solution to teacher 

turnover.  Comprehensive programs that were contextually designed presented the best 

conditions for supporting beginning SETs.  Induction programs such as the one described 

by Kelley (2004) which were created for teachers in Colorado had a retention rate of 

approximately 90% for the 144 teachers in the program.  Whitaker (2000b) and White 

and Mason (2006) provided details about critical components for mentors of beginning 

SETs, including recommendations that the mentors be special education teachers who 

teach in the same building and teach the same types of students as the beginning teachers 

with whom they are paired.  However, mentoring by itself was not found to be a factor in 

teachers’ decisions to stay in their schools.  Roemer (2006) presented information about 

the frequency and perceived effectiveness of induction and mentoring activities.  This 

study highlighted the fact the sometimes the most frequently offered activities were not 

viewed as the most effective, and that activities that could be effective were not offered. 

 Finally, investigations of local school cultures including administrative support, 

job manageability, collegiality, and working conditions provided concrete evidence that 

these factors influenced teachers’ perceived effectiveness as well as their intent to remain 

in teaching.  Gersten et al. (2001) found that support from principals as well as other 

teachers had an effect on teachers’ job satisfaction.  Job designs of secondary teachers 
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were found to be problematic (Washburn-Moses, 2005) because of excessive teaching 

loads and demands for teaching academic content.  The need for collaboration and 

positive relationships with general education teachers is increasing.  Data from Griffin et 

al. (2008) and a study of beginning SETs in Oregon (OSERRP, 2007) emphasized the 

importance of relationships with general education teachers. Griffin et al. found both 

positive and negative relationships, while 92% of beginning SETs in the Oregon study 

reported good relationships with general educators.  Job manageability was another 

problem for many beginning SETs (Gersten et al., 2001; OSERRP, 2007) including 

paperwork demands and student discipline. 

 Thornton, Peltier, and Medina (2007) provide an excellent summary of all these 

issues. In their recent article, they discussed factors in school culture and education in 

general that have contributed to the shortage of highly qualified special education 

teachers.  They concluded that shortages will continue unless changes are made to the 

culture of individual schools, which should include: 

• implementing proactive principal leadership; 

• transforming schools and districts to support special education programs; 

• employing fully certified teachers; 

• establishing procedures to retain special education teachers, including mentors, 

staff development, and support; and 

• developing a culture that supports the status of special education (p.237). 
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Rationale 

 The literature reviewed in this chapter suggested there is little research that 

presents a comprehensive picture of the supports provided to beginning special educators.  

Studies of attrition, induction, and school culture all provided information about the 

importance of supporting beginning SETs, as well as data about the successes or failures 

of those supports.  The studies confirmed the need for all stakeholders to understand the 

unique needs of beginning SETs so induction programs can be carefully designed and 

local school cultures can be developed into learning communities that set the foundations 

for successful careers as special educators. 

 This study was designed to extend research into induction and mentoring (e.g., 

Giacobbe, 2003; Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; Kennedy & Burstein, 2004; Portner, 2005; 

Roemer, 2006; Whitaker, 2000a; White & Mason, 2006) with a focus on beginning SETs.  

Additionally, it extended research into working conditions and local school culture (e.g., 

Billingsley, 2005; Billingsley et al., 2004; Boyer & Gillespie, 2000; Brownell, 2005; 

Carlson et al., 2002;  Gersten et al., 2001; Mastropieri, 2001; OSERRP, 2007; Washburn-

Moses, 2005).  The intent of the study was to gain information about the myriad supports 

for beginning SETs from a sample of teachers across the United States to provide 

stakeholders valuable information to improve the first-year experiences for these novice 

teachers. 

 This study added to the body of research about supports for beginning SETs by 

focusing exclusively on this group of teachers and by examining supports from structured 

programs as well as the school cultures in which the beginning special educators worked. 
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3. Methods 

 

 This was a mixed method study that was designed to gather information about the 

perceptions of special educators regarding the types of support they received during their 

first year of teaching. Using survey methodology and follow-up interviews, data were 

gathered from participants who were novice special education teachers. This study was 

designed to answer the following research questions: 

 1.  What are the perceptions of beginning special education teachers about the 

effectiveness of teacher induction programs implemented in their school district 

regarding (a) professional development activities, (b) mentor support, and (c) influence 

on their intent to remain in teaching? 

 2.  What are the perceptions of beginning special education teachers about the 

effectiveness of supports received at their local school regarding (a) working conditions, 

(b) administrative support, c) local school culture, and their effects on their job 

satisfaction and their intentions to remain in teaching? 

 There is a growing body of research about supports that are provided specifically 

for beginning special education teachers.  Much of this research has focused on programs 

in individual states (e.g., Kelley, 2004; Roemer, 2006; Singh & Billingsley, 1996; 

Whitaker, 2000b) or case studies or small numbers of teachers (e.g., Carter & Scruggs, 

2001; Gehrke & McCoy, 2007; Gehrke & Murri, 2006).  Some research on programs to 
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support beginning special educators has included information from more than one state 

(e.g., Gersten et al., 2001; Griffin et al., 2008; White & Mason, 2006).  There is little 

research that has focused specifically on support programs for special education teachers, 

including beginning special education teachers at the middle and high school levels.  

Therefore, this study was designed to examine perceptions of beginning special education 

teachers across the United States regarding supports from induction, mentoring, and their 

local school culture during their first year of teaching. 

Participants and Setting 

 A sample of 3000 teachers was selected for the study.  The sample was obtained 

from Market Data Retrieval (MDR), a company that provides databases for education 

marketing and research across the United States.  MDR provided a sample of all teachers 

in their database with the following criteria: public school teachers in all 50 states who 

teach at the elementary, middle school and high school levels, and have four years 

experience or less.  In addition, they were special educators who were identified as 

learning differences teachers, resource teachers, or teachers of emotionally challenged.  

These job titles came from the MDR database and most closely matched special 

education teachers who taught students with high incidence disabilities (e.g., learning and 

emotional disabilities). 

 These parameters yielded a sample of 2,763 teachers with email addresses in the 

MDR database.  The sample was expanded with the same criteria to include teachers’ 

mailing addresses in the MDR database, giving a total sample of 3,000, which included 
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the previous 2,763. Characteristics of the respondents are reported in the results section 

of this study.  

Data Sources 

 This was a mixed method study with quantitative data from the closed-item 

format of the survey, and qualitative data from three open-ended items on the survey as 

well as semi-structured follow-up telephone interviews for a smaller sub sample of 

volunteers.  Brewer and Hunter (2006) state that multimethod studies are powerful 

because multiple data sources can offset the weaknesses of individual measures, such as 

surveys, and the findings “can be accepted with far greater confidence than any single 

method’s finding would warrant” (p. 4).  

Survey Development 

 According to McMillan (2008), survey research is efficient and generalizable, and 

it can be used to investigate and describe “attitudes, perspectives, and beliefs of the 

respondents” (p. 204).  Surveys provide an economical method to collect data about 

phenomenon that are not directly observable.  The literature review included a number of 

studies that used surveys about induction and mentoring (e.g., Algozzine et al., 2007; 

Brumm, 1995; Gehrke & Murri, 2006; Giacobbe, 2003) and surveys on local school 

context (e.g., Christophel, 2003; Loeb, Elfers, Knapp, & Plecki, 2004).  None of the 

surveys included all the elements that were included in this research study, so these 

surveys and others found in the literature were used to create a survey specific to this 

study.  In addition, information from other research studies and literature reviews 

regarding the unique concerns related to roles, responsibilities, and working conditions of 
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beginning special education teachers, including those at the middle and high school 

levels, was incorporated into the survey items. 

 The survey created for this study included six sections (Appendix B).  Section 1 

described the research procedures, identified the researcher, and contained the university 

approved informed consent documents.  Section 1 also had the introduction and 

directions for the survey.   Section 2 contained 11 items that asked participants about the 

school setting of their first teaching assignment.  Seven multiple choice items included 

information about grade levels, classroom settings, academic subjects they taught, and 

school personnel who provided support.  Two forced choice items pertained to school 

climate and various aspects of their jobs that may have caused concern, (e.g., high 

caseload of students).  Two open-ended items asked respondents to provide the number 

of their daily subject preparations and number of classrooms in which they taught during 

their first year. 

 Section 3 of the survey contained five multiple choice and three forced choice 

items about the induction and mentoring programs in which the teachers participated 

during their first year of teaching.  The first induction item asked about induction 

activities that may have been available.  These included district or school orientation 

programs, opportunities to observe other teachers or their mentors, and professional 

development activities. Teachers were asked to rate the frequency of the activity from 1 

(almost daily) to 8 (not available). Within that same item, teachers were asked to rate the 

effectiveness of any induction activities in which they participated, using a 5-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective). Also, from lists in two 
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items, teachers were asked to rate the effectiveness of other supports that often are 

included in induction programs.  These included information about working with 

paraprofessionals, learning about assistive technology for their students, and conducting 

parent conferences.  Respondents used a 5-point Likert scale for effectiveness, ranging 

from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective).  In addition, a sixth response option of 

“not available” was included because it was possible that many of these activities were 

not available to teachers, and thus they would not be able to rate the supports’ 

effectiveness. Teachers were asked specific information about their mentors in five items. 

Some items required a yes or no response, such as whether they had a mentor, if their 

mentors were special education teachers, and if their mentors worked in their same 

schools. Two multiple choice items asked about the contact from mentors, including 

types of communication such as email or face-to-face meetings, and the frequency of 

contact from mentors, whether it was daily, weekly, or less frequent. In addition, teachers 

were asked to rate the effectiveness of activities and assistance they received from their 

mentors, such as providing help writing IEPs or helping plan lessons. This item used a 5-

point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective).   

 Section 4 of the survey contained five items about supports the teachers may have 

received in their individual schools. One item was multiple choice, two were forced 

choice, and two used both multiple choice and forced choice responses, such as the first 

item in this section which specifically asked about administrative support and its 

effectiveness, if provided.  For example, in the multiple choice part of the item, teachers 

were asked if their administrators provided instructional leadership or provided adequate 
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resources.  If the support was provided, teachers were asked to rate the effectiveness of 

the support, using the same forced choice scale as Section 3, described above. Another 

item in section 4 asked about support received from other colleagues in their schools, 

such as whether or not their colleagues made them feel a part of the teaching community.  

Teachers then rated the effectiveness of any support that was provided.  The final item in 

section 4 asked specifically about the teachers’ job satisfaction, with statements such as 

“My class sizes are reasonable” and “I am able to meet the needs of my students.”  They 

were asked to rate their agreement with 12 statements using a 5-point Likert scale that 

ranges from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).   

 Section 5 of the survey contained demographic items as well as information about 

the respondents’ teacher preparation programs and their intent to remain in teaching.  

Depending on the information required, items were multiple choice (e.g., intent to remain 

in teaching), or open-ended (e.g., years of teaching experience).   

 The final section of the survey, Section 6, had three open-ended items and 

provided space for short or lengthy responses.  Also, to encourage response to the survey, 

an additional item was included in which teachers were given the option to be entered in 

a drawing for one of four $50 gift cards to Amazon.com.  Dillman (2000) states that “[a] 

very strong case can be made for the use of a modest cash incentive” and that “its impact 

on response is likely to be stronger that any other stimulus except for multiple contacts 

with respondents” (p. 170).  After the open-ended items, this incentive was explained and 

a space was provided for teachers to provide their names and contact information (e.g., 

mailing addresses or email addresses).  Finally, the last item requested volunteers for a 
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brief telephone interview as a follow-up to the survey.  There was space provided for 

teachers to give their names and telephone numbers if they wished to volunteer for the 

interviews. 

 Reliability of the survey was determined by examining internal consistency 

through Cronbach’s alpha, which estimates consistency of scores on a survey.  The 

reliability coefficient is reported in the results section of this study. 

Pilot Testing of Survey 

 The survey was pilot-tested with 22 beginning special education teachers who 

were in a special education graduate program at a local university.  They completed the 

web-based survey in the exact format in which it was to be sent to the study participants.  

The researcher gathered information regarding length of time to complete the survey, 

confusing or ambiguous items, technical difficulties with computer responses, and visual 

layout and organization of the survey.  The results of this pilot testing were used to 

improve the final version of the survey. 

Follow-up Interviews 

 By using a multimethod research design that used surveys as quantitative 

measures of teachers’ perceptions, and open-ended survey items along with telephone 

interviews as qualitative measures, multiple data sets were generated.  According to 

Brewer and Hunter (2006), the “chief advantage of the multimethod approach is not the 

quantity of data that it provides but rather the data’s diversity and the opportunities for 

comparison that this diversity affords” (p. 64).   A protocol of semi-structured questions 

for the telephone interviews (Appendix G) was created to collect specific information 
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about their induction programs, teacher preparation programs, collaboration with general 

educators, and their overall opinions of their first year of teaching.  Follow-up interviews 

were conducted with 17 of the survey respondents.  

Procedures  

 The George Mason University Human Subjects Review Board (HSRB) reviewed 

and approved this study prior to its implementation.  Informed consent was obtained for 

the survey (Appendix A) and for the telephone interviews (Appendix F).  Since this was a 

web-based survey, responding to the survey was indicative of consent.  Those who chose 

not to give consent closed the email or survey.  For this reason, the HSRB waived the 

requirement for signed consent for the survey.  Additionally, the informed consent was 

read aloud to the interview participants who then gave their verbal consent.  Each 

participant was given the option of having a copy of the signed consent form sent to them 

and one participant chose that option.   

Survey Deployment 

 All email addresses were controlled by MDR and were not provided to the 

researcher.  Therefore, the researcher wrote a “cover letter” email (Appendix C) 

explaining the research and asking for participants to respond to the survey. The 

researcher’s cover letter was sent to MDR who then sent it to the participants from the 

database described above.  A hyperlink to the web-based survey was included in the 

email when the survey was deployed on May 12, 2008. 

 An initial email was sent to the 2,763 teachers to invite their participation in the 

survey on May 12, 2008.  These 2,763 and an additional 237 teachers were sent a follow-
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up reminder by mail on May 20, 2008, thus creating the total sample of 3000.  A third 

reminder was sent on June 10, 2008 via email through MDR and the survey was closed 

on June 30, 2008. Data from MDR showed that of the initial 2,763 emails, 21 were 

undeliverable, 786 opened the emails, and 277 responded to the survey before another 

email reminder was sent.  The third reminder from MDR was sent to 2,688 teachers 

because MDR suppressed the email addresses from 75 people that were confirmed 

respondents to the survey.  Of these emails, 35 were undeliverable, and MDR recorded 

163 opened emails and 65 responses to the survey.  A total of 493 surveys were returned 

of which 477 were found to be usable, yielding a 16% response rate.   

 An electronic survey was designed using software from the SurveyMonkey.com 

Corporation.  The survey was web-based and was delivered through a hyperlink in an 

email that was sent to individual teachers’ school email addresses.  McMillan (2008) 

listed the following advantages of Internet-based surveys:  costs less, fast response, 

convenient, increased accuracy of responses, and takes less time to distribute.  The 

disadvantages given by McMillan include a low response rate, lack of confidentiality and 

privacy, and participants must be skilled in computer usage.  However, most teachers are 

required to be proficient with computers and email as part of their daily routines, so a 

web-based survey was appropriate. 

 To improve response rates, a second contact was made by postcards (Appendix 

D) sent on May 20, 2008, to mailing addresses obtained from MDR. A third contact 

(Appendix E) was made by a second wave of emails through MDR on June 10, 2008, and 

the access to the survey was closed on June 30, 2008. 
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Interviews 

 The final question on the survey asked respondents if they would be willing to 

participate in a brief telephone interview.  There were 209 volunteers for the interviews.  

In order to have a broader picture of supports for beginning special education teachers, 

volunteers from different states were contacted first.  Because of the difficulty in making 

contact with participants, the contacts were expanded to include more than one interview 

from the same state, and 17 interviews were completed.   

 The informed consent form was read aloud at the beginning of the interview.  Six 

questions guided the semi-structured interviews and since the survey had specified that 

the interviews would be about 15 minutes long, the researcher attempted to move quickly 

through the questions.  The telephone interviews ranged in length from 9 to 42 minutes, 

and the average length of the telephone calls was 23.4 minutes.  The researcher made 

handwritten notes as participants responded to the questions.  These notes were 

transcribed using a word processor and used for the qualitative analysis. 

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis procedures included quantitative analysis of the survey close-ended 

items and qualitative analysis of the three survey open-ended items as well as the 

responses from the telephone interviews.  
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Quantitative Analysis 

 The data were received from SurveyMonkey.com in three Excel spreadsheets. 

Responses from the survey were in text and numerical form, so the text data were 

converted to numbers before the data was transferred from the spreadsheets to the 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).  Some data were recoded to conform 

with SPSS.  Other data such as those on the effectiveness scales were recoded to have all 

effective responses range from 3 (somewhat effective) to 5 (very effective). This 

statistical software was used for both descriptive and inferential statistical analysis.   

 Frequency distributions were used with the demographics variables to provide an 

overview of the participants. Since many of the items required “mark all that apply”, 

frequency distributions and percents were used for these test items.  Descriptive statistics 

with means and standard deviations were used for test items that had Likert-type scales 

for responses. 

 To increase the reliability of the survey instrument, some survey items were 

combined to form scales that corresponded with the research questions.  Three subscales 

addressed areas of (a) local school support, including working conditions, job 

satisfaction, and administrative support; (b) effectiveness of mentors; and (c) 

effectiveness of induction activities.  Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine the 

reliability of the multi-item scales and these were reported in the results section.   
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Qualitative Analysis 

 Three open-ended items at the end of the survey gave respondents opportunities to 

provide additional information about induction, mentoring and their local school culture.  

The final survey item requested volunteers for follow up telephone interviews. 

 Survey open-ended items. There were 326 responses to the first open-ended 

question: “what do you like best about being a special education teacher?”  The second 

open-ended question was: “what is your greatest concern as a special education teacher?” 

and there were a total of 326 responses. Finally, there were 320 responses to the third 

open-ended item which asked: “what suggestions do you have for ways that school 

systems could support beginning special education teachers?”  Complete text responses 

were downloaded from the survey into word documents.   

 Responses to each question were read carefully and codes were inductively 

generated as they emerged from the specific responses to each question.  Patterns and 

themes were identified for comparisons and trends as suggested by Maxwell (2005).   

 Telephone interviews.  The transcribed responses to the interviews were 

analyzed in the same manner described above for the survey open-ended questions.  

Themes and patterns were analyzed across the cases of the 17 participants by looking for 

differences or similarities according to the states in which the teachers taught, the size of 

the teachers’ schools, and their years of experience.  Interview data were also analyzed 

within cases.  For example, question 1 asked about teachers’ induction programs and 

question 6 asked about their overall experience as first-year teachers.  These responses 

were carefully compared to see if their experiences corresponded with current research, 
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and their responses for the most part paralleled research that suggested comprehensive 

induction programs improved a teacher’s first year experiences.  These interviews and the 

open-ended responses provided additional first-hand information to supplement the 

survey data.  
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4. Results 
 

 This mixed methods design study examined support for beginning special 

education teachers through survey research and telephone interviews.  Results of the 

study are presented in this chapter.  The first section provides a description of the 

demographic characteristics of the sample, followed by the results of the survey data.  

The second section provides qualitative analyses of the open-ended survey questions and 

the telephone interviews.  The final section provides a synthesis of survey and qualitative 

findings. 

Characteristics of the Survey Sample 

 Completed surveys were returned by 493 beginning special education teacher 

participants.  Sixteen of those surveys were found to be unusable because the respondents 

had taught longer than five years, resulting in 477 usable surveys.  Individuals did not 

always respond to every item in the survey.   

Demographic Information 

 For the demographic information, the numbers of responses were as follows: 307 

responses for race/ethnicity, 310 responses for gender, 309 for age, 299 responses for 

type of teacher education program, 310 for setting of school, and 310 for states in which 

respondents worked their first year of teaching.  The responses regarding race/ethnicity 

resulted in a sample in which 86% were white, 4.6% were African-American, 4.2% were 

Hispanic, 2.3% were Asian, 2% were mixed race, and 1% were Native American.  The 
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average age was 35.4 (SD = 9.6, range 23 to 63), 83.4% were female, and 78.3% 

participated in a traditional teacher education program.  The states where participants first 

taught were grouped into four geographic regions and resulted in a sample in which 

28.1% worked in the Midwest, 27.1% worked in the Northeast, 26.8% worked in the 

South and 18.1% worked in the West (see Appendix H).  The setting of schools where 

respondents first taught included 38.7% in suburban schools, 31.3% in rural schools and 

30% taught in urban schools. Demographic information is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Demographics of the Sample 

 
 

n 

 responses 

 
% 

response 

Gender 310  
   Female   83.4 
Race/ethnicity 307  
   White  86.0  
   African-American   4.6 
   Hispanic  4.2 
   Asian  2.3 
   Mixed  2.0 
   Native American  1.0 
Teacher education program 299  
   Traditional  78.3 
   Alternative route  21.7 
Location first year teaching 310  
   Midwest  28.1 
   Northeast  27.1 
   South  26.8 
   West  18.1 
Setting first year teaching 310  
   Suburban  38.7 
   Rural  31.3 
   Urban  30.0 
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Adequacy of the Sample 

 Market Data Retrieval (MDR) sent the web-based survey through emails to 2,763 

teachers who fit the following criteria: public school teachers in all 50 states who taught 

at the elementary, middle school and high school levels, and had 4 years experience or 

less.  Further, the teachers were special educators who were identified as learning 

differences teachers, resource teachers, or teachers of emotionally challenged students.  A 

list of mailing addresses was obtained for teachers meeting the same sample criteria, 

resulting in 3000 mailing addresses.  The original sample of 2,763 was included in the 

mailing list.  A follow-up postcard was sent to the 3,000 addresses, and finally a second 

email was sent by MDR to 2,688 participants.   

 The survey was deployed to participants in three waves.  The dates, methods of 

deployment and return rates are presented in Table 2.  The initial launch of the survey by 

MDR to 2763 teachers was May 12, 2008.  MDR provided detailed follow-up data after 

the survey was launched with daily and weekly totals of the numbers of teachers who 

viewed and responded to the initial email.   The number of teachers who opened or read 

the email containing an explanation of the survey is listed as “Emails opened” in Table 2.  

Next, MDR’s data showed the number of teachers who viewed the survey by clicking on 

the hyperlink embedded in the initial email; this information is listed as “Clicks to 

survey” in the table.  Finally, the data showed the number of teachers who responded to 

the survey, which is listed as “Number of responses” in the table.   

 On May 20, 2008, a postcard reminder was sent to the 3,000 mailing addresses 

provided by MDR.  The postcard explained the survey and contained the link for the 
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survey (Appendix D) requiring participants to type the survey web address in computers 

to access the survey.  Twenty-six emails were received from teachers who specifically 

mentioned that they received the postcard but were unable to open the link to the survey.  

They were sent a return email with the hyperlink embedded so they could more easily 

access the survey.  It should be noted that the survey did not contain an item asking 

participants whether they were responding to the survey from the MDR emails or from 

the postcard.  Therefore, an actual number of responses from the postcard reminder could 

not be determined. 

 A second email reminder asking for responses to the survey was sent through 

MDR on June 10, 2008, to 2,688 email addresses.  MDR had the ability to suppress the 

email addresses from the original launch of 2,763 for those participants who had already 

responded, thereby resulting in the lower number of emails sent in this reminder.  As 

described above, MDR provided the detailed follow-up data about responses to this 

second email.  Information presented in the table is based on the follow-up data from 

MDR.  It is impossible to determine whether the responses from this second email 

resulted from the initial email on May 12, from the postcard on May 20, or from the 

second email on June 10.  Access to the survey was closed on June 30, 2008. 
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Table 2 

Survey Responses by Dates and Types of Deployment 

 
Dates 
(2008) 

Deployment 
type 

Number 
sent 

Emails 
opened 

Clicks to 
survey 

Number of 
responses 

 
% 

response 

 
      5/12 

 
Survey launch 
by email 
 

2763 786 277 266 
 

9.6 
 

      5/20 Postcard 
reminder 
 

3000 N/A N/A   N/A N/A 

      6/10 Email reminder 
 

2688 163*   65*  184* 0.6 

 Totals 3000 949 342 493 16.4 

*Note: Responses were as follows by data range: between May 12 and 23, 237 responses; between May 27 
and June 9, 72 responses, and between June 10 and 30, 184 responses. 

 

There is limited research about online surveys, whether email or web-based.  According 

to Sue and Ritter (2007) response rates for web-based surveys are approximately 30%, 

but there are few studies available.  However, Mehrenberg (2009) and Sandford (2009) 

had response rates of 9% and 4.1%, respectively, for their recent research using online 

surveys.  The response rate of 16.4% (16% for usable surveys) for this study’s survey is 

well below the 50% rate that is considered adequate (Sue & Ritter, 2007).  Therefore, the 

survey results should be interpreted with caution. 

 There are reasons, however, to support the credibility of the findings.  The 

respondents represented 32 states and responses were distributed across the continental 

United States and included responses from Alaska and Hawaii, so overall the sample is 

broad even though it is not deep. A sample can also be examined to determine if it is 
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representative of the overall population of beginning special education teachers.  

Comparisons of demographic data are presented in Table 3 using data from the Study of 

Personnel Needs in Special Education (SPeNSE), a national study of characteristics of 

beginning special education teachers (Billingsley, 2002).  When compared to the national 

data, the sample from this study was similar in race/ethnicity, gender, median age, and 

type of teacher preparation program 

Table 3 

Comparability of Demographic Variables from the Present Sample with National Data 

Variable Present Sample SPeNSE Sample  

Percent white 
 

86 86 

Percent female 84 86 
 

Median age 
 

33 27 

Percent with traditional 
teacher preparation program 
 

78 76 

 

 When response rates are very low, response bias can occur if the responses to do 

not reflect the views of the overall sample or population (Creswell, 2005).  Responses 

from those who do complete the survey may be overly negative or overly positive.  To 

check for response bias, a wave analysis was used.  Response rates from the first week of 

survey deployment (n = 266) were compared on a few key items with responses after the 

second email reminder (n = 184).  Early and late responders were compared by the grade 

levels they taught and by their types of teacher preparation programs.  Results show that 

responses from early and late responders were similar with regard to traditional and 
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alternative preparation programs for both elementary and secondary teachers. These 

results are presented in Table 4.  Early and late responders were also compared by grade 

level and their intent to remain in special education teaching. Results were similar except 

that more secondary teachers among the late responders indicated their intent to stay in 

teaching 15 years or more, and there were fewer undecided teachers among late 

responders. These results are presented in Table 5.  Comparisons of early and late 

responders suggest no major differences in samples.  

Table 4 

Comparison of Teacher Preparation Programs for Early and Late Responders 

 n Traditional Alternative Route 
 

   Responses             Percent of 
                           total  responses 

 Responses            Percent of  
                          total responses 

Early 183     

 Elementary   79 65 35.5 14 7.6 

  Secondary 104 74 40.4 30 16.3 

Late   95     

 Elementary   42 37 38.9  5 5.2 

 Secondary   53 41 43.2 12 12.6 
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Table 5 

Comparison of Teachers’ Intent to Remain in Teaching for Early and Late Responders 

 n 10 years or less 15 years or more Undecided 

   Responses Percent 
of total 

responses 

  Responses Percent 
of total 

responses 

  Responses Percent of  
total 

responses 

Early 189       

 Elementary 81 26 13.8 23 12.1 32 16.9 

  Secondary 108 36 19.0 39 20.6 33 17.4 

Late 99       

 Elementary 44 18 18.1 16 16.1 10 10.1 

 Secondary 55 18 18.1 26 26.2 11 11.1 

 

Scoring and Technical Adequacy of the Survey 

 Cronbach’s alpha, which was used to determine the overall reliability of the 

survey, was computed at α = .88. In addition, three subscales were included on this 

overall survey. An Induction Scale was created with 17 items and the alpha reliability 

was given at α = .94. A Mentor Scale was created with 9 items and the alpha reliability 

was given at α = .92. Finally, a Local School Scale was created with 23 items and the 

alpha reliability was given at α = .95.    These scales were used for analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) and t-test comparisons across specific demographic information and the 

results are reported later in the results section of this chapter.   
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Quantitative Data Analysis 

 In order to gain some insight into the working lives of the beginning SETs who 

responded to the survey, information about their school settings and teaching assignments 

will be described.  The wide ranges of their daily subject preparations, teaching settings, 

and disability areas of their students provide important background information about 

their jobs that may have influenced their perspectives. 

Characteristics of School Settings 

 Teachers were asked to report information about the setting of their first teaching 

assignments, including the grades they taught, the special education settings in which 

they taught, the number of subject preparations, and the number of schools and individual 

classrooms in which they taught. About 95% (n = 364) of the teachers reported they 

taught in one school. Teachers’ responses to the grades levels in which they taught were 

grouped into prekindergarten through grade 5 for elementary, and grades 6 through 12 for 

secondary.  There were 380 responses to this item in which 43.4% (n = 165) respondents 

taught elementary grades and 56.6% (n = 215) were secondary level teachers.   

 The beginning special education teachers (SETs) taught in different settings their 

first year of teaching, and the settings varied with elementary and secondary teachers.  

The four most common teaching settings were listed in the survey item, and teachers 

indicated all of the settings in which they taught their first year.  The four settings were 

(a) self-contained, where instruction is provided in a special education classroom, usually 

for students with disabilities(SWDs) who need more than 50% of their academic 

instruction through special education; (b) resource or consultation, where special 
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education teachers provide supplemental instruction in small groups, or provide 

assistance to general education teachers through consultation; (c) co-teaching in general 

education classrooms, where special education and general education teachers work as a 

team to provide instruction in general education classrooms; and (d) co-teaching in 

special education classrooms, where special education teachers work as a team to provide 

instruction in a special education setting.  There were 205 responses for self-contained, 

171 responses for resource or consultation, 129 responses for co-teaching in general 

education, and 23 responses for co-teaching in special education. For elementary 

teachers, the most common teaching setting was resource or consultation (n = 85) 

followed by teaching in a self-contained special education class (n = 70), then co-

teaching in a general education setting (n = 51), and finally, co-teaching in a special 

education setting (n = 10).  For secondary teachers, the most common teaching setting 

was a self-contained special education class (n = 135), followed by teaching in a resource 

or consultation setting (n = 86), then co-teaching in a general education class (n = 78), 

and finally, co-teaching in a special education setting (n = 13). The results are compared 

by numbers of responses instead of percents because of the low numbers of responses in 

some categories. These results are presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Comparison of teaching settings for first-year (n = 165) elementary and 
secondary (n =215) SETs. 
  

 In addition to the settings in which they taught, teachers also were asked how 

many subject preparations they have in one day and responses ranged from 0 to 10.  

There were 380 responses to this item.  Approximately 49% (n = 187) of teachers had 

from 0 to 3 preparations per day, with 42% (n = 158) having 4 to 6 preparations, and 9% 

(n = 35) had 7 to 10 preparations in one day.  The largest number of subject preparations 

for both elementary and secondary teachers was three per day.  Comparisons by numbers 

of responses are presented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Comparison of daily subject preparations for first-year elementary (n = 161) 
and secondary (n = 211) SETs. 
 

 The number of classrooms in which respondents taught in an average day ranged 

from 0 to 10.  Overall, of the 380 respondents, the majority of teachers, 47% (n = 180), 

taught in a single classroom, another 31% (n = 117) taught in two or three classrooms 

most days, 19% (n = 72) taught in four to six classrooms, and 2% (n = 8) taught in seven 

or more classrooms. When responses were compared within the two groups of teachers, 

some differences emerged.  There were responses from 165 elementary teachers and 215 

secondary teachers. In each category, secondary teachers taught in more classrooms, with 

nearly twice as many secondary SETs teaching in four to six classrooms per day than 

elementary teachers. Comparisons are presented in Figure 3 by numbers of responses. 

There were only 8 responses to the category of 7 or more classrooms, representing 2% of 

responses, so this comparison is not presented in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Comparison of numbers of classrooms in which first-year elementary (n = 165) 
and secondary SETs (n = 215) taught in a typical day. 
 
Characteristics of Teaching Assignments 

 Beginning teachers responded to an item that asked about the content and setting 

of their teaching assignments.  More than one response was possible for this item because 

many of the teachers taught more than one subject and taught in a variety of settings.  The 

predominant setting for all instruction was a self-contained setting, where the following 

subjects were taught: (a) math, 40% (n = 191); (b)  English/language arts, 39.6% (n = 

189); (c) reading, 34% (n = 162); (d) life skills, 20.8% (n = 99); (e) social studies, 20.3% 

(n = 97), and (f) science, 20.1% (n = 96). Another important aspect of the teachers’ jobs 

was the disability classifications of the students they taught.  From a list of 14 categories, 

teachers were asked to indicate all the disability areas of the students in their first 

teaching assignment. Students with learning disabilities were the largest group (74%, n = 

353), followed by students with emotional disabilities (63%, n = 298), students with other 

health impairments (48%, n = 231), students with speech/language disorders (47%, n = 
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223), and students with autism (42%, n = 201).  The percentages of disability categories 

taught by respondents are presented in Figure 4.   

 Further examination of the types of disabilities by grade level provided additional 

data about prevalence of students with disabilities in elementary and secondary schools.  

Students with learning and emotional disabilities, as noted above, were the largest 

groups.  In both these categories, there are differences of 15 and 16 percentage points, 

respectively, between numbers of students at the elementary level versus those at the 

secondary level.  These differences are possibly due to identification of more students as 

they move through higher grades and more difficult academic material.  Other categories 

where more students with disabilities were found at the secondary level included visual 

disabilities (64%, n = 34), visual and hearing disabilities (59%, n = 13), other health 

impairment (56%, n = 231), traumatic brain injuries (63%, n = 57), and multiple 

disabilities (60%, n = 106).  The comparison of types of disabilities in elementary and 

secondary schools is presented in Figure 5. 
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Figure 4. Percentages of types of disabilities taught by beginning SETs.  
Note. LD = Learning Disabilities; ED = Emotional Disabilities; MR = Mental Retardation; SevDis = Severe 
Disabilities; DD = Developmental Disabilities; PD = Physical Disabilities; Vis = Visual Disabilities; Hear 
= Hearing Disabilities; VisHear = Visual and Hearing Disabilities; OHI = Other Health Impairment; TBI = 
Traumatic Brain Injury; MultDis = Multiple Disabilities. 
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Figure 5. Comparison of types of disabilities taught by elementary and secondary 
beginning SETs.   
Note: Abbreviations are same as in Figure 4. 
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Survey Data Analysis: Research Question 1 

 The first research question of the study examined the perceptions of beginning 

special education teachers about the effectiveness of teacher induction programs 

implemented in their school districts.  Induction and professional development activities, 

along with mentor support, were examined with regard to their influence on beginning 

SETs’ intent to remain in teaching.   

Induction Programs 

 Three items on the survey were used to determine beginning special education 

teachers’ perceptions about activities which may have been provided as part of their 

induction programs.  The first item listed seven activities or types of assistance that are 

frequently found in induction programs, including district or school orientation programs, 

having a reduced teaching load, and having the opportunity to observe other teachers or 

their mentors. Teachers were asked to give the frequency of their participation, from 

“almost daily” to “never”.  Response choices also included “not available” and “not 

applicable”.  These final two choices were not included in the frequency analysis, but 

totals for these two choices were 3 for professional development, 14 for orientation 

programs, 20 for special education procedure information, 23 for meetings for beginning 

teachers, 25 for observing other teachers, 55 for observing mentors, and 120 for reduced 

teaching load. Also in this same item, teachers were asked to rate the effectiveness of the 

seven activities or types of assistance they may have received as part of their induction 

programs. 
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 The activity with the largest participation was professional development (n = 

322), with 74% (n = 238) of respondents participating several times or more during the 

school year.  On the other end of the spectrum, the activity with the least participation 

was the opportunity for beginning teachers to have a reduced teaching load (n = 183), 

with 90% (n = 183) of teachers reporting they never were given a reduced teaching load.  

Teachers’ participation in the seven induction activities, reported as percents of n 

responses to individuals items, are listed in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Frequency of Induction Activities for Beginning SETS 

 
 
 

n 
Responses 

% 
 

Almost 
Daily 

% 
Several 

Times per 
Week 

% 
Several 

Times per 
Month 

% 
Several 

Times in 
School 
Year 

% 
Once in 
School 
Year 

% 
 
 

Never 

 
Professional 
Development 322 0 1.2 16.5 73.9 6.5 1.9 
 
Orientation Program 309 0.3 0.3 3.6 33 56 6.8 
 
Information about SPED 
Referral & Assessment 305 0.3 2.6 5.9 39.7 28.2 23.3 
 
Meetings for Beginning  
Teachers 302 0 1.3 8.6 51 20.2 18.9 
 
Opportunity to Observe 
Teachers 300     7.3 3.3 3.7 31 17 37.7 
 
Opportunity to Observe 
Mentor 269 4.8 3.3 5.2 18.2 14.5 53.9 
 
Reduced Teaching Load 203 1.5 1.0 0.5 4.9 2.0 90.1 
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 In addition, teachers were asked to rate the effectiveness of seven induction 

activities, such as orientation programs, meetings for beginning teachers, and 

professional development, ranging from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective).  

Professional development activities were rated somewhat effective with a mean of 3.19 

(SD = 0.98).  Other activities were in the neutral range, but four of these activities were 

approaching somewhat effective, such as opportunity to observe teachers. Conversely, 

the activity with the least effectiveness was a reduced teaching load with a mean of 1.59 

(SD = 0.97).  This seems to indicate that teachers felt a reduced teaching load was 

ineffective; however, as described above, only 10% of teachers had a reduced teaching 

load as a beginning teacher, but 191 responded to this item.  This suggests that teachers 

felt that since they were not granted a reduced teaching load, it was not effective.  Also, 

the effectiveness rating for other activities was likely to be affected by the frequency of 

participation.  For example, more than 50% (n = 145) of respondents indicated they never 

had an opportunity to observe their mentors, as reported in Table 6, which could have 

resulted in a mean of 2.39, which is in the neutral range.  The means for effectiveness of 

all seven activities are listed in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Effectiveness of Induction Activities Available to Beginning SETs 

 
 

n  

Responses M  SD 

 
Professional Development 313 3.19 0.98 
 
Opportunity to Observe Teachers 270 2.77 1.40 
 
Information about SPED Referral & 
Assessment 283 2.75 1.23 
 
Meetings for Beginning Teachers 274 2.71 1.18 
 
Orientation Program 303 2.63 1.05 
 
Opportunity to Observe Mentor 234 2.39 1.46 
 
Reduced Teaching Load 191 1.59 0.97 

    

 

  Next in the survey were two items which contained a total of 17 areas of support 

for beginning teachers that may be presented as part of an induction program, or they 

may be provided by mentors or through professional development activities.  Ten of the 

areas related to teaching, such as culturally responsive teaching, and engaging and 

supporting all students’ learning.  The other seven areas related to special education 

procedures or job design, such as transition issues and dealing with stress. Teachers were 

asked to rate the effectiveness of presentations in increasing their skills and knowledge 

for each of the 17 areas, ranging from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective).   For 

each of these 17 statements, numbers of responses ranged from 122 to 247, with means 

ranging from 2.55 to 3.35.  The means for 7 statements were in the somewhat effective 
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range and in a positive direction, while the means for the remaining 10 statements were in 

the neutral range. The topic ranked as most effective was providing accommodations to 

students with disabilities (M = 3.35, SD = 1.07).  The next most effective areas were 

special education procedures for school or district (M = 3.32, SD = 1.02), development 

and implementation of IEPs (M =3.32, SD = 1.08), and engaging and supporting all 

students’ learning (M = 3.22, SD = 1.06).  The topic with the lowest effectiveness was 

dealing with stress (M = 2.55, SD = 1.14). Means and standard deviations of the 

responses for each activity are listed in Table 8.  

Table 8 

Effectiveness of Supports Available to Beginning SETs 

 
 

 n  M (SD) 

%  
of  
N 

 
Providing accommodations to students with disabilities 218 3.35 (1.07) 45.7 
Special education procedures for my school/district 247 3.32 (1.02) 51.8 
Development and implementation of IEPs  237 3.32 (1.08) 49.7 
Engaging and supporting all students’ learning 233 3.22 (1.06) 48.8 
Adapting materials and instruction 211 3.19 (1.06) 44.2 
Behavior management 208 3.05 (1.13) 43.6 
Using formal and informal assessments 214 3.01 (1.12) 44.9 
Reflective practice 190 2.98 (1.06) 39.8 
Culturally responsive teaching 154 2.97 (1.16) 32.3 
Conducting parent-family conferences 167 2.93 (1.05) 35.0 
Working with paraprofessionals 136 2.93 (1.13) 28.5 
Transition issues  137 2.88 (1.07) 28.7 
Curriculum and lesson planning 206 2.86 (1.14) 43.2 
Time management strategies 161 2.86 (1.10) 33.8 
Collaborating with general education teachers 175 2.85 (1.05) 36.7 
Using assistive technology with SWDs 158 2.75 (1.13) 33.1 
Dealing with stress 122 2.55 (1.14) 25.6 
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Induction Programs 

 Five items were used to examine beginning teachers’ perceptions of their mentors.  

In the first item, teachers were asked if they had a mentor their first year of teaching and 

could respond “yes” or “no”.  There were 326 (68%) responses to this item, and 267 

(82%) responded affirmatively, while 59 (12%) responded that they did not have a 

mentor.  If teachers did not have a mentor, they were instructed to skip the next four 

items since the items were specifically about mentors.  Four items were created to 

ascertain information about the frequency of contact with mentors, the format of the 

contact (e.g., email), characteristics of their mentors, and finally, the effectiveness of the 

mentors.   

 In order to determine the frequency of contact with their mentors, the answer 

choices included ranges from daily, to several times a week, to no contact from the 

mentor.  Nearly one-fourth (n = 60) of beginning teachers had daily contact with their 

mentors, while another 56% (n = 143) had contact ranging from once a week to once a 

month.  Another 18% (n = 46) had one to five contacts during the school year, and 2.7% 

(n = 7) reported that their mentors never contacted them.  A total of 256 teachers 

responded to this item.  However, numbers of respondents out of the total sample are low, 

so caution is advised in interpretation of this data.  Numbers of responses and percents for 

frequency of contact are presented in Table 9. 
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Table 9 

Frequency of Beginning SETs’ Contact with Mentors 

 
 

n 

Responses Percent 

 
Daily 60 23.4 
Once a week 34 13.3 
Several times per week 47 18.4 
Several times per month 36 14.0 
Once a month 26 10.2 
Once every two to three months 17 6.6 
Once every four to five months 4 1.6 
Once or twice during school year 25 9.8 
Never 7 2.7 
Total             256             100 
 

  

 In addition to the frequency of contact by their mentor, teachers were asked the 

format of contact from their mentors and asked to indicate all that applied from the 

choices of email, face-to-face, voicemail, or telephone.  Of the 477 teachers who 

responded to the survey, 49.3% of the teachers (n = 235) reported face-to-face contact 

with their mentors, 28.7% (n = 137) responded that email was used for communication, 

13.2% (n = 63) of teachers were by telephone, and 0.3% (n = 14) were contacted by their 

mentors by voicemail.  A cross tabulation was conducted to see if mentor communication 

varied by the setting of the schools.  There was more face-to-face contact and email 

communication in suburban schools, and nearly equal amounts of contact by telephone or 

voicemail for urban, suburban, and rural schools.  The numbers of responses by setting 

and format of communication are presented in Table 10.  
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Table 10 

Crosstabulation of Mentor Communication and School Setting 

 

 

 

n 

Responses 
n 

Urban 
n 

Suburban 
n 

Rural 

 

% of 
 N 

Face to face 235 63 91 81 49.3 

Email 137 32 58 47 28.7 

Telephone 63 22 20 21 13.2 

Voicemail 14 5 4 5 0.30 

Totalsa 449 122 173 154  

a 
Percent of N not totaled because participants could respond to multiple items. 

 The next item examined mentor characteristics. Ten statements were presented 

and respondents answered “yes” or “no” to each statement.  For example, nearly two-

thirds (64.3%) of teachers indicated their mentors were special education teachers, and 

86% of the mentors were in the same school as the beginning teachers.  Only 17.8% of 

teachers had a common planning time with mentors and 37.1% of mentors taught the 

same subjects as the beginning teachers.  More than three-fourths of the beginning 

teachers (78.3%) did not have their mentors as part of their formal evaluation team and 

nearly the same number (78.7%) responded that their mentors were usually available to 

help them.  All 10 statements, number of responses per statement, and percent of total 

responding are presented in Table 11.  
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Table 11 

Beginning SETs’ Descriptions of Mentor Characteristics 

 

 
n 

Responses 

 
n 

Yes 
% of 

Respondents 

    
My mentor treated me as a professional 272 254 93.4 

My mentor worked in my school 271 233 86.0 

My mentor was usually available to help me 272 214 78.7 

My mentor was not part of my formal evaluation team 272 213 78.3 

My mentor recognized my accomplishments 272 201 73.9 

My mentor was a special education teacher 272 175 64.3 

My mentor encouraged me to balance work and home life 271 169 62.4 

My mentor encouraged reflective practice 271 157 57.9 

My mentor and I taught the same subject(s) 272 101 37.1 

My mentor and I had a common planning time 270 48 17.8 

    

 

 For the final item about mentors, beginning teachers rated mentors’ effectiveness 

for nine statements using a scale from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective).  All 

means were above 3.0 in the somewhat effective range. The area of highest effectiveness 

was for mentors who provided emotional support and encouragement (M = 3.88, SD = 

1.17).  The importance of emotional support from mentors has been noted in mentoring 

research (e.g., Gehrke & McCoy, 2007; Giacobbe, 2003; Whitaker, 2000b). Mentors’ 

help with IEPs was identified as the second most effective area (M = 3.64, SD = 1.40).  

The lowest rating was for help with planning lessons (M = 3.05, SD = 1.38).  Responses, 

means, and standard deviations for mentor effectiveness are presented in Table 12.   
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Table 12 

Beginning SETs’ Perceptions of Mentors’ Effectiveness 

 
n M (SD) 

 
My mentor provided emotional support and encouragement 244 3.88 (1.17) 
My mentor helped me write IEPs 176 3.64 (1.40) 
My mentor observed my teaching and provided feedback 184 3.46 (1.39) 
My mentor and I discussed how to collaborate effectively with 
general education teachers 193 3.31 (1.27) 
My mentor provided guidelines for communicating with parents 182 3.27 (1.33) 
My mentor helped me with student behavior 202 3.25 (1.40) 
My mentor helped me with the general education curriculum 192 3.19 (1.33) 
My mentor provided assistance with scheduling 154 3.15 (1.45) 
My mentor helped me plan lessons 170 3.05 (1.38) 
   

 

Influence of Mentoring and Induction on Teacher Retention   

 The item on the survey related to retention asked teachers how long they planned 

to remain in special education teaching.  Seven response choices ranged from “plan to 

leave as soon as possible” to “plan to stay until retirement” and included an option for 

“undecided”.  There were a total of 310 responses (65%) to this item.  For the purposes of 

data analysis, these seven choices for response were collapsed into three levels: (a) 

teachers who plan to stay 10 years or less, (b) teachers who plan to stay 15 years or to 

retirement, and (c) teachers who are undecided.  These levels were used in data analysis 

for comparison of means on the induction, mentoring, and local school scales. 

Frequencies of responses for this item are listed in Table 13. 
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Table 13  

Beginning SETs’ Intent to Remain in Special Education Teaching 

  

n 

Responses 
Percent of 

 N 

 
Stay 10 years or less 103 21.6 
 

Plan to   Stay 15 years or to retirement 115 24.1 
 
Undecided 41 19.3 
   

 

 An initial induction scale was created by combining 17 induction topics and was 

used to examine whether induction activities might have influenced beginning teachers’ 

intent to remain in teaching.  The induction scale data were entered into a one by three 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) where the dependent variable was the induction scale 

which was compared with the three levels of teachers’ intent to stay in teaching. The 

analysis of variance did not reveal a statistically significant difference among the three 

levels of retention for the induction scale, F(2, 46) = 1.39, p = .26.  

 It should be noted that on the survey, the number of individual responses to these 

17 statements ranged from 122 to 247.  However, when the means were compared for the 

induction scale, the total number of responses for intent to remain in teaching was 

reduced to 49. The statistics software used only those means where participants had 

responded to all 17 statements.  Therefore, in order to examine differences with a larger 

sample, a new induction scale was computed using only the statements with 200 or more 

responses for each item.  This induction scale of 8 items yielded a sample of 117 
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responses when comparing means of the three levels of teachers’ intent to remain in 

teaching, and the alpha reliability was given at α = .87.  The analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) test was completed using the revised induction scale.  On this new scale, the 

analysis of variance again did not reveal a statistically significant difference among the 

three levels of retention for the induction scale, F(2,114) = 0.15, p = .86.   

 In order to examine the effects of mentoring on respondents’ intent to remain in 

teaching, a mentor scale was created using the nine items for mentor effectiveness (see 

Table 12) and the alpha reliability was given at α = .95. For this comparison, there was a 

sample size of 88 teachers, with 24 teachers planning to stay 10 years or less (M = 31.42, 

SD = 10.93), 35 teachers planning to stay 15 years or until retirement (M = 26.31, SD = 

11.80), and 29 teachers who were undecided (M = 25.93, SD = 10.81).  The analysis of 

variance test (ANOVA) did not reveal a statistically significant difference among these 

three groups, F(2, 85) = 1.93, p = .15.  

 The analysis of variance tests for the induction scale and for the mentoring scale 

did not reveal statistically significant differences among groups of teachers in their intent 

to remain in special education teaching.  This may be due to several factors. The small 

samples sizes for the revised induction scale (n = 117) and for the mentoring scale (n = 

88) used for the analysis may have affected the outcomes, but also the items may not 

have been sufficiently sensitive to detect differences. 

Supplementary Analysis for Research Question 1 

 For purposes of further analysis, the revised induction scale described above was 

used again for independent samples t-tests comparing means for elementary and 
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secondary teachers, and for teachers who had a traditional teacher preparation program 

with those who had an alternative preparation program. 

 In order to examine differences between elementary and secondary teachers 

regarding induction support, an independent samples t-test was completed with a sample 

size of 112 for the revised induction scale.  There were 52 elementary teachers (M = 

26.38, SD = 6.72) and 70 secondary teachers (M = 25.46, SD = 6.37).  The t-test did not 

indicate a statistically significant difference on the revised induction scale for elementary 

and secondary teachers, t(120) = .777, p = .44. 

 In addition, the revised induction scale was used to examine differences between 

teachers who had a traditional teacher preparation program and those who had an 

alternative preparation program.  A t-test was completed with a sample of 113 teachers, 

including 88 who had a traditional program (M = 25.86, SD = 6.51) and 25 who had an 

alternative program (M = 26.12, SD = 6.33).  There was not a statistically significant 

difference between these two groups of teachers for induction activities based on their 

preparation programs, t(111) = -.175, p = .86. 

 In a similar manner, the mentoring scale that was used in the ANOVA test was 

also used with t-tests to compare means for elementary and secondary teachers and to 

compare the means for types of teacher preparation programs. An independent samples t-

test was completed with a sample of 91 teachers, which included 37 elementary teachers 

(M = 24.57, SD = 11.46) and 54 secondary teachers (M = 29.35, SD = 10.94). The t-test 

revealed a statistically significant difference between the two groups on the mentoring 
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scale, t(89) = -2.01, p = .047, indicating that the effects of mentoring were more 

significant for secondary teachers than for elementary teachers.   

 The effects of mentoring were also compared across the type of teacher 

preparation program using an independent samples t-test.  Sample sizes for this 

comparison were 86 teachers, including 59 teachers who participated in a traditional 

program (M = 28.05, SD = 11.69) and 27 teachers who participated in an alternative 

program (M = 26.81, SD = 10.92).  The t-test did not yield a statistically significant 

difference between these two groups of teachers, t(84) = .464, p = .64.   

Survey Data Analysis: Research Question 2 

 The second research question for this study examined the perceptions of 

beginning special education teachers about the effectiveness of supports at their local 

schools. Teachers’ working conditions, administrative support, and local school cultures 

were examined for their effects on teachers’ intent to remain in teaching. 

Job Design 

 Three items were included in the survey to gather information about beginning 

teachers’ perspectives on various aspects of their jobs, such as student caseload, numbers 

of lesson preparations, resources, and planning time. The first item about job design listed 

14 statements that were modeled after research from Billingsley (2005) and White and 

Mason (2006) about concerns and stressors of beginning teachers.  Teachers were asked 

to gauge the level of their concern as a first-year teacher for each statement.  Levels of 

concern ranged from1 (not at all) to 5 (a great deal). The number of responses for the 14 

items ranged from 354 to 381.  The top concern for beginning teachers was excessive 
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paperwork (M = 3.87, SD = 1.06), followed by inadequate planning time with colleagues 

(M = 3.85, SD = 1.15) and the third highest area of concern was inadequate planning time 

for themselves (M = 3.80, SD = 1.14).  The top three concerns approached the level of 4, 

which indicated “quite a bit” of concern for beginning SETs.   With one exception, the 

means for concerns were above 3.0 which indicated “some” concern.  The area of least 

concern was working with paraprofessionals (M = 2.74, SD =1.32).  Means and standard 

deviations are presented in Table 14 with the number of responses to each item and the 

percent of total responses to the survey (N = 477). The concerns are listed from greatest 

concern to least. 

Table 14 

Concerns of First-Year SETs 

 
 

n  

Responses M  SD 

% of  
N  

 
Excessive paperwork 381 3.87 1.06 79.8 
Inadequate planning time with colleagues 367 3.85 1.15 76.9 
Inadequate planning time for myself 379 3.80 1.14 79.4 
Planning lessons for students with ranges of skills 379 3.60 1.18 79.4 
Role conflict (having more to do than is reasonable) 375 3.42 1.32 78.6 
High caseload of students 371 3.37 1.24 77.8 
Managing students’ behavior 379 3.36 1.13 79.4 
Lack of instructional resources 380 3.32 1.25 79.6 
Role ambiguity (lacking necessary information to do 
your job) 376 3.23 1.26 78.8 
Lack of technological resources 377 3.18 1.33 79.0 
Inadequate leadership support 378 3.17 1.27 79.2 
Feelings of isolation 377 3.10 1.35 79.0 
Collaborating with general education teachers 367 3.07 1.16 76.9 
Working with paraprofessionals 354 2.74 1.32 74.2 
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Further examination of responses to this item provided additional information about the 

extent of beginning teachers’ concerns.  The responses to this survey item represented the 

perceptions of three-fourths of the 477 teachers who responded to the survey. They 

indicated that 13 of the 14 items were at least “some” concern during their first year of 

teaching, and the top three were approaching “quite a bit” of concern.   

 In their research on schools that support beginning teachers, Billingsley, Carlson, 

and Klein (2004) and Gersten et al. (2007) found the inclusion of certain elements at the 

local school level improved the success of the teachers, such as providing a reduced 

caseload for beginning SETs, having adequate resources, and not having extra after-

school responsibilities such as coaching. Using this research, a second item was designed 

to examine aspects of the jobs of beginning teachers, and included six statements, to 

which teachers responded “yes” or “no”.  There were 295 or 296 responses (62% of N) to 

these statements.  According to the research, “yes” was the preferred response to all but 

the last statement.  The research suggests that first-year teachers should not be assigned 

extracurricular duties, but it was difficult to phrase this item to elicit a “yes” response that 

teachers were not assigned extra duties.  It would have made the item too confusing.  

Therefore, it was desirable to have high numbers of “yes” responses to all but the last 

statement, where responses indicated that only 17% of teachers were assigned extra 

duties.  The responses to the six items corresponded with the research with the exception 

of the first statement.  Of the 296 respondents to this item, less than 10% had a reduced 

caseload of students as a first-year special education teacher.  Although it appears to be 

common practice to give beginning special education teachers a caseload that is the same 
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or greater than their more experienced colleagues, the research suggests that a reduced 

caseload contributes to the teachers’ success (e.g., OSERRP, 2007). It was also notable 

that less than 50% of the 296 respondents felt they had been provided adequate resources. 

The “yes” responses and percents of the total responses to the survey (N = 477) are 

presented in Table 15. 

Table 15 

Characteristics of Job Design for First-Year SETs 

  

n 

Responses 

n 

Yes 
Responses 

 
   Percent 
     of  n  

 
Other colleagues treated me as a professional 295 247 83.7 
 
My administrator treated me as a professional 296 244 82.4 
 
I had the same number or fewer preparations as other 
teachers in my department or grade level 296 182 61.5 
 
I was provided with adequate resources such as 
textbooks and well-equipped classrooms 296 133 44.9 
 
I was assigned after-school responsibilities such as 
coaching or sponsoring a club 296 52 17.6 
 
I had a reduced caseload as a beginning teacher 296 28 9.5 
    

 

Job Satisfaction  

 A third item related to job design and working conditions contained 11 statements 

that examined teachers’ job satisfaction.  Some of the 11 statements related to the 

teachers’ views of their working conditions, such as opportunities for advancement.  

Other statements related to teachers’ personal satisfaction, such as rewards found in 
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special education teaching.  Still others related to teachers’ feelings about students, such 

as meeting the needs of their students. Respondents rated their satisfaction on a 5-point 

scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  The number of responses to these 

11 statements ranged from 310 to 313.  Means ranged from 2.50 (SD = 1.19) to 4.13 (SD 

= 0.94).  The lowest mean indicated teachers’ dissatisfaction with their salaries, and the 

highest mean indicated, in a positive direction, the intellectual challenge of their jobs as 

special education teachers. It was encouraging to see responses on the positive side 

indicating teachers feel safe with their students, feel there are rewards in being special 

education teachers and would choose again to be SETs if given another opportunity to 

make a career choice.  Means and standard deviations for the 11 statements are presented 

in Table 16.   

Table 16 

Job Satisfaction of Beginning SETs 

 
 

n  

Responses M  SD 

% of  
N 

My job is intellectually challenging 312 4.13 0.89 65.4 
There are many rewards in being a SET 310 4.12 0.94 65.0 
I feel safe working with my students 313 4.10 0.83 65.6 
If I had it to do over again, I would still choose to be a SET 313 4.06 1.02 65.6 
My performance evaluation was fair 312 4.02 1.00 65.4 
I am satisfied with my position as a SET 313 3.84 1.08 65.6 
I am able to meet the needs of my students 313 3.69 1.00 65.6 
My class sizes are reasonable 313 3.46 1.20 65.6 
I have opportunity for advancement in this job 313 3.12 1.18 65.6 
My students are motivated to learn 313 3.06 1.13 65.6 
I am satisfied with my salary as a teacher 312 2.50 1.20 65.4 
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Administrative Support 

 Research (e.g., Gersten, 2001) indicates that administrative support is a key 

element in the support and success of beginning teachers.  A survey item about 

administrative support was designed with ten statements and contained two parts. This 

item examined teachers’ perceptions of administrative support in areas such as handling 

discipline problems, providing instructional leadership, providing opportunities for 

professional development, and providing a positive school environment for students with 

disabilities.  First, respondents indicated if their administrators provided support in the 

ten areas by indicating “yes”, “no”, or “don’t know”.  Second, respondents were asked to 

evaluate the effectiveness of any administrative support that was provided by using a 5-

point scale ranging from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective).  

 Based on research about the importance of administrative support for beginning 

teachers, the preferred answer to all statements was “yes”.  The highest percent of 

affirmative responses was 84% (n = 210) for administrators who provided opportunities 

for professional development.  The lowest percent of affirmative responses was 29.7% (n 

= 77) for administrators who did not discuss teachers’ instructional practices on a regular 

basis.  Of 252 respondents, approximately 62% (n = 156) indicated their administrators 

provided a school environment that promoted and encouraged success for SWDs.  Table 

17 presents the frequencies and percents of affirmative responses. 

 

 

 



                                                                                                       

 115 

Table 17 

Availability of Administrative Support for Beginning SETs 

  

 

n 

Responses 

 

n 

Yes 
Responses 

% of  n 
Responses 

 
Provided opportunities for professional development 250 210 84.0 
 
Supported me in handling discipline problems 244 189 77.5 
 
Provided constructive feedback on my performance 255 173 67.8 
 
Provided a school environment that promoted and 
encouraged success for students with disabilities 252 156 61.9 
 
Worked together with teachers and other school 
personnel to solve problems 257 154 59.9 
 
Made the expectations of my performance clear 252 146 57.9 
 
Provided overall strong leadership 245 136 55.5 
 
Was knowledgeable in the field of special education 260 127 48.8 
 
Provided instructional leadership 258 108 41.9 
 
Discussed my instructional practices on a regular basis 

 
259 

 
77 

 
29.7 

    

 

 The second part of this item was designed to evaluate the effectiveness of 

administrative support.  Simply providing the support does not mean it is effective, so 

respondents used the 5-point scale to evaluate the effectiveness of support if it was 

provided by their administrators.  A slightly different picture arose from the effectiveness 

scale than the yes/no answers.  On the yes/no responses (see Table 17), 84% (n = 210) of 

respondents had indicated that professional development opportunities were provided, 

and they were rated as somewhat effective (M = 3.34, SD = 1.08).  The second highest 
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affirmative response on the yes/no scale was 77.5% (n = 189) for administrators who 

provided teachers with support for discipline problems; however, the effectiveness in this 

area was only somewhat effective (M = 3.23, SD = 1.05). This suggests that although 

principals were providing help with behavior problems, the assistance was not necessarily 

effective. The same two areas of support were at the bottom of both scales. The two areas 

with lowest affirmative responses were for administrators who provided instructional 

leadership (41.9%, n = 108) and administrators who discussed instructional practices with 

teachers on a daily basis (29.7%, n = 77).  These two areas also remained at the bottom 

of the list for effectiveness, with instructional leadership as somewhat effective (M = 

3.01, SD =1.09) and discussing instructional practice in the neutral range (M = 2.92, SD = 

1.14).  

 Two of the items related to special education.  Providing a positive environment 

for students with disabilities (M = 3.38, SD = 1.15) was rated as somewhat effective but 

was at the top of the list for administrative support. The administrators’ knowledge of 

special education (M = 3.17, SD = 1.26) was also rated as somewhat effective. The 

effectiveness of administrative support is reported in Table 18 with means, standard 

deviations, and percents of responses to survey (N = 477). 
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Table 18 

Beginning SETs’ Perceptions of Effectiveness of Administrative Support 

 
 

n  

Responses M  SD 

% of 
total  N 

 
Provided a school environment that promoted and 
encouraged success for students with disabilities 193 3.38 1.15 40.5 
 
Provided opportunities for professional development 241 3.34 1.08 50.5 
 
Provided constructive feedback on my performance 205 3.33 1.18 43.0 
 
Provided overall strong leadership 197 3.30 1.16 41.3 
 
Made the expectations of my performance clear 186 3.29 1.17 39.0 
 
Supported me in handling discipline problems 238 3.23 1.05 49.9 
 
Was knowledgeable in the field of special education 

 
169 

 
3.17 

 
1.26 35.4 

 
Worked together with teachers and other school 
personnel to solve problems 194 3.15 1.09 40.7 
 
Provided instructional leadership 158 3.01 1.09 33.1 
 
Discussed my instructional practices on a regular basis 133 2.92 1.14 27.9 
     

 

Local School Culture 

 In addition to administrative support, the culture of schools affects the beginning 

teachers’ success, and positive school cultures can contribute to retention of highly 

qualified special education teachers (e.g., Thornton et al., 2007).  Four items were 

designed to examine elements of local school culture and the influence of colleague 

support.  The first item presented 13 statements about the culture in a school, to which 

teachers indicated their level of agreement with a 5-point scale that ranged from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). There were 383 responses (80%) to these 13 



                                                                                                       

 118 

statements.  Ten of the means were above neutral (3.0) in a positive direction, and three 

means were slightly below neutral.  

 The three statements with the strongest levels of agreement all related to student 

learning. The statement with the highest level of agreement was the schools’ high 

expectations for student learning (M = 3.88, SD = 1.00).  The second highest agreement 

was that too much emphasis is placed on results of high stakes testing (M = 3.75, SD = 

1.04), and the third highest agreement was that the school celebrated student learning (M 

= 3.74, SD = 0.93).  

 The three statements with means below neutral are important elements of school 

culture: parental involvement, support for new teachers, and inclusion of students with 

disabilities.  Teachers indicated that there is not strong parental involvement (M = 2.66, 

SD = 1.16) and that schools do not view induction of new teachers as a collective 

responsibility (M = 2.96, SD = 1.15).  Also notable is low agreement for schools having a 

positive view of inclusion of students with disabilities (M = 2.92, SD = 1.14).   Means 

and standard deviations for these statements related to school culture are presented in 

Table 19. 
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Table 19 

Beginning SETs’ Perceptions of Their Local School Cultures 

 
 M  SD 

 
There were high expectations for student learning 3.88 1.00 
 
Too much emphasis was placed on the results of high stakes 
testing 

 
3.75 

 
1.04 

 
The school celebrated student learning 

 
3.74 

 
0.93 

 
There were schoolwide expectations for student behavior 3.65 1.08 
 
School facilities were in good condition 3.62 1.13 
 
Colleagues supported and learned from each other 3.56 1.07 
 
There was a positive school climate 3.43 1.12 
 
Classroom spaces were adequate for activities 3.42 1.18 
 
The school’s staff felt valued and listened to 3.35 1.09 
 
Teachers felt supported by the administrators 3.08 1.20 
 
School staff viewed induction of new teachers as a collective 
responsibility 2.96 1.15 
 
The school had a positive view of inclusion of students with 
disabilities 2.92 1.14 
 
There was strong parental involvement 2.66 1.16 

   

Note. For all items, n = 383. 

 The culture of a school also depends on the levels of support provided by 

colleagues.  The second item for local school culture included four statements to 

determine whether colleagues were supporting beginning teachers.  There were two parts 

to the item.  Respondents first answered “yes” or “no” about receiving the support from 

colleagues, and then they rated the effectiveness of the support with a 5-point scale 
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ranging from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective).  For the first part of the item, the 

number of responses ranged from 266 (56%) to 275 (58%).  The preferred response for 

all statements was “yes” if the beginning teachers were in a supportive school climate.  

Colleague support was provided to nearly two-thirds (63.5%) of the beginning teachers 

for help with general education curriculum and 85% of new teachers felt a part of their 

school communities because of colleague support.  Numbers of responses to each item, 

number of affirmative responses, and percent of the affirmative responses are presented 

in Table 20. 

Table 20 

Beginning SETs’ Perceptions of Colleague Support 

  

 

n 

Responses 

 

n 

Yes 
Responses 

Percent of 
Responses 

 
Other colleagues made me feel a part of the teaching 
community in my school 272 233 85.7 
 
Other colleagues offered teaching materials and 
strategies that I could use in my classroom 

 
275 

 
225 

 
81.8 

 
Other colleagues helped me deal with stresses I 
encountered 270 197 73.0 
 
Other colleagues provided assistance in implementing 
general education curriculum 266 169 63.5 
    

 

If beginning teachers received support from colleagues, they were asked to rate the 

effectiveness of their colleagues’ support.  The number of responses for this part of the 

item ranged from 190 (39%) to 233 (49%).  It should be noted that respondents were 
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asked to rate the effectiveness only if they received the support.  The means for all four 

statements were in the somewhat effective range.  Means and standard deviations are 

presented in Table 21, with n responses calculated as percents of total responses to survey 

(N = 477). 

Table 21 

Effectiveness of Colleague Support for Beginning SETs 

 
 

n  

Responses M  SD 

% of 
Total N 

 
Other colleagues offered teaching materials and 
strategies that I could use in my classroom 

 
226 

 
3.81 

 
0.94 47.4 

 
Other colleagues made me feel part of the teaching 
community in my school 233 3.80 0.92 48.8 
 
Other colleagues helped me deal with stresses I 
encountered 

 
 

206 

 
 

3.63 

 
 

0.96 43.2 
 
Other colleagues provided assistance in implementing 
general education curriculum 190 3.56 0.86 39.8 
     

 

 The source of colleague support for beginning SETs has been the focus of some 

research (e.g., Whitaker, 2000b) which concluded that beginning SETs most often turned 

to other special education teachers for support.  A third item to investigate local school 

supports presented 11 areas where beginning SETs might need support, such as 

completing paperwork, collaborating with general education teachers, learning the 

general education curriculum, or preparing lesson plans. Participants could choose among 

five categories of colleagues to indicate who provided support. The choices of colleagues 

were their mentors, administrators, other special education teachers, general education 



                                                                                                       

 122 

co-teachers, or other school personnel.  Two additional options were included: (a) no help 

given and (b) no help needed.  These options were included because beginning SETs 

might not have been offered help in some areas, or beginning SETs might not have 

needed to seek help from anyone.  Results of supportive colleagues are presented in 

Figures 6 through 10.  Each figure presents responses to the seven choices for the 11 

areas.  Similar areas that might present challenges for beginning SETs have been grouped 

for comparison.  

 Beginning SETs need help in finding their way around new schools and they need 

support and encouragement from school personnel.  Results for these two areas are 

presented in Figure 6. Colleagues who provided the most support for orienting beginning 

SETs to their schools were other special education teachers (n = 219, 45.9%), followed 

by mentors (n = 170, 35.6%). The low number of responses for “no help needed” (n = 22, 

5%) indicated that most teachers needed help in this area.  The second area presented in 

Figure 6 shows colleagues who provided social support and encouragement for beginning 

SETs.  Other special education teachers (n = 224, 47%) provided the most support, 

followed by mentors (n = 170, 35.6%).  Again, the low number of responses for “no help 

needed” (n = 6, 1.3%) suggested that nearly all beginning SETs needed this type of 

support from their colleagues. 
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Figure 6. Colleague support for orienting beginning SETs to their schools and for providing 
social support and encouragement. 
Note. Admin = administrator; SETs = other special education teachers; GenEdTs = general education co-
teachers; Other staff = other school personnel. 

 

 Two challenging areas for beginning SETs that are part of their job design are 

completing required paperwork and writing IEPs.  Other special education teachers 

provided the most support for completing paperwork (n = 200, 42%) and for writing IEPs 

(n = 238, 49.9%).  Low numbers of responses for “no help needed” for paperwork (n = 

16, 3.4%) and for IEPs (n = 28, 6%) indicated most beginning SETs did seek help in 

these two areas. Figure 7 presents the school personnel who provided support in these 

areas. 
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Figure 7. Colleague support for beginning SETs for completing paperwork and writing IEPs. 
Note. Abbreviations the same as in Figure 6. 
 

 Conducting parent conferences and working with paraprofessionals can present 

difficulties for beginning SETs. Figure 8 presents the school personnel who provided 

help to beginning SETs.  For planning and conducting parent conferences, beginning 

SETs were helped most often by other special education teachers (n = 163, 34.2%), 

followed by help from their mentors (n = 105, 22%).  For beginning SETs who worked 

with paraprofessionals, the largest response came from 30% of beginning SETs (n = 143) 

who indicated they received no help, but 22% (n = 105) received help from their mentors. 
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Figure 8. Colleague support for beginning SETs for conducting parent conferences and for 
working with paraprofessionals. 
Note. Abbreviations the same as in Figure 6. 
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 With the current emphasis on students with disabilities accessing the general 

education curriculum, it is essential for beginning SETs to collaborate successfully with 

general education teachers, and beginning SETs must have knowledge of the general 

education curriculum.  Figure 9 presents results of support provided to beginning SETs in 

these two areas related to general education.  It was encouraging to find that the most 

support in collaborating with general education teachers was provided by the general 

education teachers themselves (n = 120, 25.2%).  However, it was disturbing to find that 

100 teachers (21%) responded they received no help in working with general education 

teachers.  The situation was worse with the next area, learning the general education 

curriculum.  More than one-fourth of the beginning SETs (n = 134, 28%) indicated they 

received no help in learning the curriculum for general education classes.  The strongest 

area of support came from the general education teachers (n = 125, 26%).   
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Figure 9. Colleague support for beginning SETs for collaborating with general education teachers 
and for learning the general education curriculum. 
Note. Abbreviations the same as in Figure 6. 
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 The final three areas where beginning SETs might need help were related to their 

teaching: obtaining classroom materials, improving classroom management skills, and 

preparing lesson plans.  These results are presented in Figure 10.  Other special education 

teachers provided the most help with classroom materials (n = 208, 43.6%) and for 

improving classroom management skills (n = 158, 33%).  However, when beginning 

SETs needed help preparing lesson plans, the largest number of responses came from 

teachers who received no help (n = 127, 26.6%), followed by 26% (n = 122) who 

received help from other special education teachers. 
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Figure 10. Colleague support for classroom materials, classroom management, and lesson 
planning. 
Note. Abbreviations the same as in Figure 6. 

 

The results of support in these 11 areas for beginning SETs are summarized and 

presented in Table 22, with percents total responses to the survey (N = 477).  In the seven 

areas with the strongest support, help was provided by other special education teachers.  

These were followed by three areas where the largest response rates came from teachers 
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who received no help with paraprofessionals, no help with learning the general education 

curriculum, and no help with lesson planning.  Finally, when beginning SETs needed 

help collaborating with general education teachers, they received that help most often 

from general education teachers.  It is interesting to note that mentors were never the 

persons identified as providing the most help; yet, in the areas where other special 

educators provided the most help, the mentors were in second position in all seven areas. 

Table 22 

School Personnel Who Provided Support for Beginning SETs 

 
 

Most helpful n 

 
% of N 

 
   

Writing IEPs Other special ed teachers 238 49.9 

Providing support and encouragement Other special ed teachers 224 47.0 

Orienting myself to my school Other special ed teachers 219 45.9 

Obtaining classroom materials Other special ed teachers 208 43.6 

Completing paperwork Other special ed teachers 200 41.9 

Plan/conduct parent conferences Other special ed teachers 163 34.2 

Improving classroom management skills Other special ed teachers 158 33.1 

Working with paraprofessionals No help given 143 30.0 

Learning general ed curriculum No help given 134 28.1 

Preparing lesson plans No help given 127 26.6 

Collaborating with general ed teachers General ed co-teachers 120 25.2 

    

 

 A fourth survey item related to local school culture contained four statements that 

examined the overall effects of support that teachers had received from administrators, 

mentors, induction programs, or other colleagues.  Respondents rated the effectiveness of 
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support on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective). There 

were 307 (64%) responses to one statement and 308 (65%) responses to the other three 

statements.  Each of these statements were possible positive outcomes for support that 

beginning SETs might have received. The responses indicate the teachers found the 

overall support somewhat effective. The means and standard deviations for the effects of 

overall supports for beginning SETs are presented in Table 23. 

Table 23 

Beginning SETs’ Perceptions of Overall Supports 

 
 

n  

Responses M  SD 

 
Improving your teaching skills 308 3.11 1.12 
 
Increasing your confidence as a teacher 308 3.09 1.15 
 
Increasing your effectiveness as a teacher 307 3.09 1.13 
 
Improving your students’ learning 308 3.05 1.12 
    

 

Influence of Local School Supports on Teacher Retention 

 Research question 2 investigated the effects of working conditions, administrative 

support, and local school culture on beginning SETs’ intent to remain in teaching. A local 

school subscale was created with 23 items and the alpha reliability was given at α = .95.  

A one by three analysis of variance (ANOVA) was completed with the local school scale 

as the dependent variable compared with the three groups of teachers’ intent to remain in 

teaching. The ANOVA did not indicate a statistically significant difference among the 

groups, F(2, 55) = .248, p = .78.  When 23 statements from 5 survey items were 
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combined, the resultant sample was severely limited.  For this local school scale, there 

were 18 teachers intending to stay 10 years or less, 23 intending to stay 15 years or to 

retirement, and 17 undecided, with a total sample of 58 respondents. 

 To expand the sample size to gain a clearer picture of the effects of local school 

supports on teacher retention, the local school subscale was revised by separating its 

items into three different subscales.  The means of the13 statements regarding local 

school cultures of beginning teachers presented in Table 19 were used to compute a new 

local school scale, and the means of the 11 statements regarding job satisfaction 

presented in Table 16 were used to create a job satisfaction scale which represented the 

teachers’ working conditions.  Finally, the means of the 10 statements about effectiveness 

of administrative support presented in Table 18 were used to create an administrative 

support scale.   The new local school scale yielded a sample of 310 (65%) with the alpha 

reliability given at α = .88.  The job satisfaction scale yielded a sample of 304 (64%) and 

the alpha reliability was given at α = .76, and the administrative support scale yielded a 

sample size of 58 (12%) and reliability was α = .96.  Sample sizes for each scale and 

teachers’ intent to remain in teaching are presented in Table 24. 
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Table 24 

Sample Sizes for Local School Scale and Job Satisfaction Scale 

 
 

n  

Local School 
Scale 

n  

Job Satisfaction 
Scale 

n 

Administrative 
Support Scale 

 
Stay 10 years or less 103 102 18 
 
Stay 15 years or until retirement 115 111 23 
 
Undecided 92 91 17 
 
Totals 310 304 58 

  

 Separate ANOVA were completed for each of these three new scales, where the 

dependent variables were the subscales and the independent variable was the teachers’ 

intent to remain in teaching: three levels of intent to stay in teaching (stay 10 years or less 

vs. stay 15 years or until retirement vs. undecided) by local school scale, job satisfaction 

scale, and administrative support scale. For the new local school scale, at an alpha level 

of .05, the analysis did not reveal a statistically significant difference among the groups, 

F(2, 307) = 2.81, p = .06. A one by three ANOVA using the administrative support scale 

as the dependent variable was used for comparison with teachers’ intent to stay; however, 

the analysis did not reveal a statistically significant difference among the groups, F(2, 55) 

= .183, p = .83. Finally, a one by three ANOVA used to examine differences of job 

satisfaction among the three groups of teachers regarding their intent to stay in teaching 

revealed a statistically significant difference across the three groups, F(2, 301) = 29.76, p 

< .05.  LSD post-hoc comparisons of the three groups indicated that the group planning to 

stay 15 years or to retirement had significantly higher job satisfaction than both the 
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undecided group and the group staying 10 years or less. Comparisons between the 

undecided group and the group staying 10 years or less were not statistically significant at 

p < .05.  Results of the post-hoc comparisons are presented in Table 25.  Overall, the 

post-hoc comparisons showed a much higher job satisfaction with the group of teachers 

who plan to stay in teaching for 15 years or more.  

Table 25 

LSD Post-Hoc Job Satisfaction by Beginning SETs’ Intent to Stay in Teaching 

 p 

Stay 10 years or less Stay 15 years to retirement .000 
 Undecided .302 
Stay 15 years to retirement Stay 10 years or less .000 
 Undecided .000 
Undecided Stay 10 years or less .302 
 Stay 15 years to retirement .000 

   

 

Supplementary Analysis for Research Question 2 

 For purposes of further analysis, the new local school scale and the new scales for 

job satisfaction and administrative support described above were used for independent 

sample t-tests comparing means for elementary and secondary teachers, and for teachers 

who had a traditional teacher preparation program with those who had an alternative 

preparation program. 

 To examine differences between elementary and secondary teachers regarding 

perceptions of their local school cultures, a t-test was completed with the sample of 380 

responses (80%), with 165 elementary teachers and 215 secondary teachers. The t-test did 
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not show any statistically significant differences between elementary and secondary 

teachers regarding their perceptions of their local school cultures, t(378) = 1.05, p = .29. 

 A t-test was also completed to compare job satisfaction between elementary and 

secondary teachers.  The sample of 305 teachers (64%) was included in this comparison, 

with 133 elementary teachers and 172 secondary teachers.  The t-test did not reveal any 

significant difference in job satisfaction between elementary and secondary teachers, 

t(303) = .781, p = .44.   

 In addition, a t-test was completed to compare perceived effectiveness of 

administrative support between elementary and secondary teachers.  This comparison 

yielded a sample size of 59 (12%) with 21 elementary teachers and 38 secondary 

teachers.  The t-test did reveal a statistically significant difference in perceptions of 

administrative support, t(57)  = 2.18, p = .03, indicating that elementary teachers found 

their administrative support more effective than secondary teachers. Means and standard 

deviations for these three t-tests are presented in Table 26.  

Table 26 

Subscale Comparisons by Beginning SETs’ Grade Levels 

 n M (SD) t p 

Local school scale   1.05 .29 
   Elementary 165 44.58 (8.84)   
   Secondary 215 43.64 (8.52)   
Job satisfaction scale   .781 .44 
   Elementary 133 40.43 (6.69)   
   Secondary 172 39.83 (6.57)   
Administrative support scale   2.17 .03 
   Elementary 21   37.48  (9.32)   
   Secondary 38   31.24 (11.16)   
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 Using these same three scales of local school culture, job satisfaction, and 

administrative support, independent samples t-tests were used to examine differences 

between teachers who had completed a traditional teacher preparation program and 

teachers who had completed an alternative program.  For the local school t-test, there 

were 299 teachers (63%) in this sample, with 234 teachers from traditional programs and 

65 teachers from alternative programs.  With this t-test, there was no significant 

difference in the perceptions of local school culture with teachers from traditional versus 

alternative preparation programs, t(297) = .596, p = .55.   

 The next t-test compared job satisfaction between teachers from the traditional 

and alternative preparation programs.  There were responses from 293 teachers (61%) in 

this comparison with 230 from traditional programs and 63 from alternative programs.  In 

this sample, the variances of the means did not meet the test of homogeneity of variance 

assumption, so no comparison could be determined.   

 A third independent samples t-test compared perceptions of administrative 

support between teachers who completed traditional programs and those who completed 

alternative ones.  The sample size for this t-test was 55 teachers, including 41 from 

traditional programs, and 14 from alternative programs.  The t-test did not reveal any 

statistically significant differences between the teachers from traditional and alternative 

programs regarding their perceptions of administrative support, t(53) = .029, p = .98.  

Means and standard deviations for these three t-tests are presented in Table 27. 
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Table 27 

Subscale Comparisons by Teacher Preparation Programs 

 n M(SD) t p a 

Local school scale   .596 .55 
  Traditional 234 44.03 (8.71)   
  Alternative 65 43.31 (8.12)   
Job satisfaction scale   NAb NAb 
  Traditional 230 39.68 (6.89)   
  Alternative 63 41.22 (5.89)   
Administrative support scale   .029 .98 
  Traditional 41 33.02 (11.01)   
  Alternative 14 32.93 (10.00)   
     
a 

p < .05 
bVariances of the means did not meet the test of homogeneity of variance assumption, so no comparison 
could be determined.   
 

Responses to Survey Open-Ended Items 

 Section 5 of the survey included three open-ended items to which respondents 

could enter short or lengthy responses.  For all three of these items, the constant 

comparative method of analysis was used (Creswell, 2005).  The texts of responses were 

read without preplanned or preconceived categories or themes.  Coding and analyzing of 

the responses occurred simultaneously to allow patterns to emerge.  Categories of 

concepts and themes developed from the coding and are presented in the following 

analysis with frequency counts to identify the intensity of the themes.  Additionally, in 

order to compare and contrast the responses, they were divided into two groups, those 

from elementary teachers and those from secondary teachers.  

What Teachers Like Best about Teaching Special Education 

  There were 323 responses to the item: “what do you like best about being a 

special education teacher?”  The responses included 179 from elementary teachers and 
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144 from secondary teachers.  As responses to this item were analyzed, three themes 

emerged regarding what respondents like best about being a special education teacher: (a) 

student learning and success, (b) special education teaching, and (c) personal fulfillment.  

Many respondents wrote comments that included one or more of these areas. The 

numbers of responses and percents for each theme are presented in Table 28. 

Table 28 

What Beginning SETs Like Best about Teaching Special Education 

 
 

Elementary teachers Secondary teachers 

 
n % b n % b 

Student learning and success 159 89 125 87 

Special education teaching 107 60 66 46 

    Importance of teaching 30 17 15 10 

    Variety of teaching special ed 21 12 10  7 

Personal fulfillment 61 34 45 31 

Totals    187 a   236 a  

a Totals for three main headings. 
b Percents total more than 100 because teachers could respond in more than one area. 

 

 Student learning and success.  The predominant theme that emerged was a focus 

on students of the beginning SETs, where 89% of elementary teachers (n =159) and 87% 

of secondary teachers (n =125) included comments about working with the students.  

Responses were similar from both groups and comments often focused on the students’ 

accomplishments, such as “watching them work hard to achieve the standards”, “seeing a 

child ‘get it’”, “when my students learn something new”, “see their progress and be able 

to open up new things for them”, “they say ‘Ah Ha’. I know they’ve gotten something 

they’ve been struggling with”, “seeing the little milestones,” “growth in students over the 
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four years I have them on my roster,” “when a student finally feels successful and proud 

of their learning,” and “helping students to reach the point of feeling ‘capable’”.  Many 

respondents simply mentioned that they love working with the students.     

 Special education teaching. The second most common theme included 

comments from 60% of elementary teachers (n = 107) and 46% of secondary teachers (n 

= 66) who specifically mentioned working with students with disabilities or working in 

the unique setting of special education.  Some responses included references to working 

with specific disabilities, such as students with emotional and behavioral disorders or 

autism, while others mentioned more generally working with “special needs students.”  

Many more of the respondents described their enjoyment working in the special 

education setting, such as giving students “individualized attention”, “smaller classroom 

size so I can work one-on-one with some of the children when I need to”, “working with 

students in the life skills class”, and “helping students understand the curriculum 

regardless of their disability.”  Others mentioned getting to know the students better 

because of the smaller class sizes, while some described their enjoyment of the variety 

that comes both from the students and from the teaching.  One teacher wrote that the 

students are “never the same from day to day, which keeps me on my toes.”   Teachers 

mentioned their enjoyment with teaching a variety of subjects.  Still others described their 

enjoyment with co-teaching and others specifically mentioned the supportive staff and 

special education teams in their schools. Teaching in special education could be summed 

up in one teacher’s statement that “every day is a challenge. It is never boring.”   
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 There were differences in this theme of special education teaching.  More 

elementary teachers (17%, n = 30) than secondary teachers (10%, n = 15) described the 

importance of teaching, as well as more elementary teachers (12%, n = 21) than 

secondary teachers (7%, n = 10) mentioned the variety that special education teaching 

presents, both with students and settings. 

 Personal fulfillment.  A third theme emerged from respondents who described 

the personal satisfaction, challenges, and rewards found as special educators.  Similar 

levels of responses came from elementary (34%, n = 61) and secondary teachers (31%, n 

= 45), and included similar ideas in their answers.  Comments from both groups included 

statements such as “the opportunity to make an impact in the lives of students”, “the 

challenge to make a difference with students who have given up on education”, “special 

education is most rewarding versus teaching regular education”, and “being able to help 

the struggling students.”  Many teachers used the word “rewarding” in their responses.  

An elementary teacher wrote that the “expression on a child’s face when he first ‘gets it’ 

is worth more than I’m paid.”  One secondary teacher’s response captured the feelings of 

many: “It is the most rewarding job. You are not only a teacher, but an advocate/mentor 

and a friend to many students.”  

Teachers’ Greatest Concerns  

 A second open-ended survey item asked: “what is your greatest concern as a 

special education teacher?”  There were 324 responses that included 179 from elementary 

teachers and 145 responses from secondary teachers.  Responses covered a wide variety 
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of topics, but could be grouped into the four themes that emerged: (a) student concerns, 

(b) teaching concerns, (c) job design, and (d) school culture. 

 Student concerns.    Secondary teachers (57%, n = 82) expressed greater concern 

than elementary teachers (37%, n = 67) in this area.  Respondents included comments 

that were related to their students, such as their inclusion in general education, meeting 

federal and state requirements, and concerns about their students’ learning.  Elementary 

and secondary teachers had similar numbers of responses regarding general education 

and federal, state and local requirements, but more than twice as many secondary 

teachers as elementary teachers expressed general concerns about their students. 

Comparisons of the responses regarding student concerns are presented in Table 29.   

Table 29 

Beginning SETs’ Concerns about Students 

 
Elementary teachers 

 
Secondary teachers 

 

       n                 % a        n               %  a  

General comments 23 13 50 34 

Federal, state, local requirements 27 15 27 18 

General education/inclusion 17 9 15 10 

Total concerns about students 67  82  

a  
Percents are not totaled because each participant could provide comments on all areas. 

 
 Elementary teachers’ comments about their students in general education included 

concerns about  inappropriate inclusion, general education teachers’ lack of knowledge of 

special education, and special education teachers’ roles as co-teachers.  Examples of 

these comments are: “I don’t think that co-teaching is effective for the special ed. 
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students at the 5th grade level.  They need intense, repetitive instruction to address their 

individual needs” and “We have a huge push for inclusion without thinking of individual 

needs of students”. 

 Secondary teachers’ comments about general education included concerns about 

the “unwillingness of some general education teachers to modify and accommodate these 

students in the classroom” and a concern “that I will be seen as a ‘helper’ and not a 

teacher since there is much controversy about co-teaching.” Both elementary and 

secondary teachers expressed concerns about co-teaching. 

 Teachers at both the elementary and secondary levels were concerned about the 

effects of federal, state, and local requirements on their students with disabilities, 

especially with mandated assessments.  Teachers’ concerns were often expressed in 

general terms such as “high stakes testing and NCLB as it relates to students with 

disabilities” and “student’s requirement to pass state standardized test at their grade level 

not at their ability”.  Teachers were concerned about their perceived inability to 

individualize students’ instruction due to state standards and the lack of proper resources 

being allocated to ensure the progress of students with disabilities. 

 In the area of general concerns about their students, 34% of secondary teachers (n 

= 50) and 13% of elementary teachers (n = 23) included comments. Both groups made 

comments about students’ lack of motivation and poor behavior, as well as expressing 

concerns that the students’ needs were not being met, whether in general or special 

education classes.  Comments from elementary teachers included: “meeting the needs of 

my students” and “the increase in amount of behaviors and their severity”.  Secondary 
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teachers expressed similar concerns: “My greatest concern is not making any progress 

with students in special education” and “the behavior problem is my biggest concern.” 

However, the primary difference in the comments between the two groups was the 

secondary teachers’ concern for their students’ futures.  Secondary teachers wrote more 

comments that focused on postsecondary concerns than elementary teachers, and 

included comments such as: “post secondary outcomes for students with special needs”, 

“the future of my students”, “concern about resources for students after graduation”, and 

“whether or not they will survive in the world.” 

 Teaching concerns. Specific concerns about their teaching were included by 30% 

of elementary teachers (n = 54) and 43% of secondary teachers (n = 63). Two 

subcategories emerged in teaching concerns, and these included any comments teachers 

had regarding their own teaching and concerns about their own stress and safety.  The 

two groups had nearly identical numbers of comments about safety and stress, with 6 

safety concerns and 8 stress concerns from elementary teachers and 5 safety concerns and 

9 concerns about stress from secondary teachers.  Teachers’ concerns about burnout, high 

stress, and safety, were exemplified by two comments: “[I] do not feel that I can do this 

forever. I love it, but it is physically and mentally draining” and “I am worried about 

having gang affiliates in my classroom.” 

 General comments and concerns about teaching were included by 22% of 

elementary teachers (n = 40) and by 34% of secondary teachers (n = 50).  Their 

comments ranged from concerns about classroom setting to class size to meeting the 

variety of needs of their students: “over-emphasis on inclusion to the detriment of my 
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students’ specific learning needs”, “class sizes are too large to be effective”, “teaching 

two subjects at one time”,  and “with such diversity within a classroom, it is hard to 

differentiate enough.”  The primary concerns of both elementary and secondary teachers 

centered around meeting the needs of their students because of lack of time and the 

variety of academic levels of students in their classes. Numbers of comments about 

teaching concerns are presented in Table 30. 

Table 30 

Beginning SETs’ Concerns about Teaching  

 
Elementary teachers 

 
Secondary teachers 

 

       n                 % a        n               %  a  

Stress and safety 54 30 63 43 

General concerns 40 22 50 34 

Total concerns about teaching 94  113  

a  
Percents are not totaled because participants could provide comments on all areas. 

  

 Job design. This category included comments about paperwork, class size, 

planning, and other demands of their jobs.  Comments in this category included 49% 

from elementary teachers (n = 87) and 41% of secondary teachers (n = 59).  Of these, 

20% of elementary teachers (n = 36) and 18% of secondary teachers (n = 26) included 

comments specifically about having too much paperwork: “the paperwork is also very 

overwhelming”, “the crazy amounts of paperwork involved in the job”, and “the 

mountains of pointless paperwork and the lack of time to do it.”  Other job demands were 

related to meetings: “too many meetings, IEPs, invitations, attendance sheets, 
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amendments, prior written notices, functional behavior assessments, behavior plans, 

goals, data, progress reports, and on and on!”  Other concerns included lack of time and 

numbers of students: “time needed to work with students”, “high caseloads”, “not having 

enough prep time to properly co-teach in the inclusion setting”, and “not enough time in 

the day to do my job correctly.”  Difficulties arising from the many demands on special 

education teachers were summed up in this teacher’s comment: “Each year in this 

profession, it has been harder and harder to balance all the tasks and requirements of a 

special educator.” 

 School culture.  Comments in this category were given by approximately 31% of 

elementary teachers (n = 55) and 30% of secondary teachers (n = 44).  Concerns were 

related to school climate, administrative support, resources, teacher salaries, and parents. 

General areas of concern are presented in Table 31. 

Table 31 

Beginning SETs’ Concerns about School Culture 

 
Elementary teachers 

 
Secondary teachers 

 

       n                % a       n              % a 

Support/overall climate 19 11 17 12 

Administrative support 20 11 94 9.6 

Teaching resources 16 9 12 8 

Total concerns about school culture 55  123  

a  
Percents are not totaled because each participant could provide comments on all areas. 
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 The climate of a school results from teachers’ feelings of respect and support.  

Approximately 11% of elementary teachers (n = 19) and 12% of secondary teachers (n = 

17) included similar comments about the support and overall climate of their schools.  

Comments were related to the perceived lack of knowledge by administrators regarding 

special education teachers’ jobs, lack of respect as compared to other teachers, and 

feelings of isolation.  Comments from two secondary teachers illustrate this perception: 

“my greatest concern is that my professional opinions and suggestions are not taken into 

consideration when planning for my high school students’ courses” and “Special 

education teachers in our school feel isolated and are frequently fighting to gain 

recognition for ourselves and our students.”  There were similar comments about lack of 

support and negative school climate from elementary school teachers, such as: “[not] 

feeling included in the school-wide community” and “difficulty with feeling included as a 

professional member of the general teaching staff”.   

 Administrative support was the subject of many teachers’ concerns, including 

11% of comments from elementary teachers (n = 20) and 9.6% of secondary teachers (n 

= 14).  Both groups of teachers made similar comments about lack of administrative 

support or administrators’ lack of knowledge about special education students, teachers, 

and procedures, as demonstrated by comments such as “administration’s lack of 

understanding and support”, “our administration does not seem to appreciate the amount 

of work it requires to be a dedicated special education teacher”, and administration that 

does not have “a good knowledge of special ed. and what it takes a special ed. teacher 

and students to be successful.” 
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 Concerns about teaching resources were described similarly by 9% of elementary 

teachers (n = 16) and 8% of secondary teachers (n = 12) in comments such as: “I’m 

concerned about budget cuts and lack of materials due to such cuts”, “I struggle with not 

having the appropriate resources for students with mental health issues”, and “not enough 

support or resources to effectively teach my students.”  There were comments regarding 

parents from three elementary teachers and four secondary teachers who shared their 

concerns about “working with challenging parents and not having complete support from 

the district” and “lack of parent support at home”.  Two elementary teachers and two 

secondary teachers shared concerns about pay, including “teacher salaries are extremely 

low” and “we need more salary”.  It should be noted that the lower numbers of comments 

about parental support and about salary do not indicate that these were not concerns for 

other teachers; the survey item asked about teachers’ greatest concern, so more responses 

related to administrative support, resources, and school climate.  

Suggestions for Supporting Beginning Special Educators 

 The final open-ended item was: “what suggestions do you have for ways that 

school systems could support beginning special education teachers?”  Overall, there were 

320 responses; 171 were from elementary teachers and 149 from secondary teachers. The 

following three themes emerged from these beginning special educators’ suggestions for 

support: (a) job design, (b) school culture and leadership, and (c) induction and 

mentoring.  It should be noted that for the purposes of this data analysis, there were 

comments included in the theme of job design that might have been included as part of 

induction and mentoring, such as teachers’ caseloads and planning times; however, since 
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caseloads and planning times are usually decided by a local school and not the school 

district, these comments were included in job design instead of induction.  There were 

many comments about professional development and these were included in the theme of 

school culture and leadership in this analysis because, as described above, professional 

development activities often are determined by the local school. 

 Job design.  Comments about job design were included by 44% of elementary 

teachers (n = 75) and 60% of secondary teachers (n = 90). The teachers made suggested 

improvements in job design in four major areas: (a) reduced caseloads of students; (b) 

reduced amounts of paperwork; (c) more time for planning and collaboration; and (d) 

better access to curriculum and teaching materials. Comparisons of comments between 

elementary and secondary teachers are presented in Table 32.   Similar numbers of 

suggestions for caseloads, paperwork, and planning time were made by both elementary 

and secondary teachers.  However, more than twice as many elementary teachers as 

secondary teachers provided suggestions related to curriculum and teaching materials. 

Table 32 

Beginning SETs’ Suggestions for Improving Job Design 

 
Elementary teachers 

 
Secondary teachers 

        n               % a       n              % a 

Reduced paperwork      23              31                 24              27           

More time for planning and collaboration      21              28         25              27 

Reduced caseload      13              17         19              20     

Access to curriculum and materials      18              24       9              10 

Total suggestions for job design      75     77 
Note. n = 75 for elementary and n = 90 for secondary. 
a  

Percents are not totaled because each participant could provide comments on all areas. 
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   Suggestions for reducing teachers’ caseloads of students were included with 

suggestions for reducing the number of teaching preparations required of beginning 

teachers.  Comments from elementary teachers about reducing caseloads were nearly 

identical to comments from secondary teachers, and usually were worded as simply as 

“smaller caseloads” or “reduce number of students per teacher”.  Suggestions about 

limiting the number of subject preparations for new teachers were similar between the 

two groups of teachers, and this comment from a secondary teacher was quite revealing: 

“During my first year, I had 5 vastly different preps. I could have been MUCH [emphasis 

retained] more effective had I only had one or two.  At many schools, being a veteren 

[sic] is rewarded by getting less preps.”   

 Elementary and secondary teachers had similar comments regarding reduction of 

paperwork demands.  In this area of job design, 31% of the suggestions from elementary 

teachers (n = 23) and 27% of the suggestions from secondary teachers (n = 24) related to 

paperwork. Suggested improvements in paperwork included comments about IEPs, such 

as “more instruction on writing IEPs” and the suggestion that “a veteran teacher should 

always attend a new teacher[‘s] first couple IEP meetings…for improvement/feedback.”  

While most suggestions regarding paperwork centered on reducing the amount, other 

suggestions included more training for and monitoring of required paperwork.  

 Both elementary and secondary teachers voiced concerns about their lack of time 

to plan and their lack of time to collaborate with other teachers.  They expressed the need 

for time to plan with their mentors, other special education teachers, general education 

teachers, and grade level teams.  A secondary teacher explained the reasons for lack of 
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planning time:  “My planning time during the school days consist[s] of IEP meeting, 

Eligibility meetings, teacher conferences, parent conferences.  I rarely plan lessons during 

my planning periods”.  Teachers’ suggestions for improvement included providing more 

time for planning as well as providing common planning times with mentors or other 

teachers. 

 A fourth area related to teachers’ job demands included suggestions for improved 

access to teaching materials, curriculum, and resources (see Table 31).  Of the 75 

comments from elementary teachers in the area of job design, nearly 25% (n = 18) were 

related to curriculum, materials, and resources.  Approximately 10% of secondary 

teachers’ comments (n = 9) related to curriculum and resources, but the comments were 

nearly identical to those made by elementary teachers. Teachers suggested that school 

systems should “supply them [special education teachers] with the curriculum that is 

given to the general education teachers” and “provide them with enough materials to 

cover all the different ranges of abilities they will deal with”.  One elementary teacher’s 

comment encapsulated the special educators’ concerns: “Provide a classroom, resources, 

materials, supplies etc. to be able to do their job.”   

 School culture and leadership.  Suggestions for support in the areas of school 

culture and leadership were related to professional development and training, 

administrative support, school climate, and the roles of special education teachers. 

Approximately 39% of elementary teachers (n = 67) and 44% of secondary teachers (n = 

66) provided suggestions related to school culture or leadership.   Suggestions in the area 

of school culture and leadership are summarized in Table 33. 
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Table 33 

Beginning SETs’ Suggestions for Improving School Culture and Leadership 

 

Elementary teachers 

 
Secondary teachers 

 

       n                % a       n              % a 

Support for special educators 34 51 23 35 

Professional development 36 54 19 30 

School administration 11 16 14 21 

Total suggestions  81  56  

a   Percents are not totaled because each participant could provide comments on all areas. 
 

 

 Of the 67 comments from elementary teachers on these topics, 54% (n = 36) 

included suggestions for professional development or training that beginning special 

educators felt was necessary. Approximately 30% (n = 19) of the secondary teachers 

included suggestions for professional development or training.  These comments from 

both groups of teachers tended to be very specific and included suggestions for 

professional development that was honest, concrete, hands-on, and effective.  Topics for 

professional development included behavior management, writing IEPs, co-teaching, 

processes and procedures for special education, and assessments.  Additionally, these 

teachers suggested that schools should have professional development specifically related 

to special education, not just generic topics for all teachers. 

 Respondents also included suggestions for school administrators.  Eleven of the 

67 comments (16%) from elementary teachers and 14 of the 66 comments (21%) from 

secondary teachers in the area of school culture and leadership specifically mentioned 

administrators.  An elementary teacher had a specific suggestion for administrators: 
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“administrators should also provide constructive criticism to beginning teachers so that 

they may improve in their profession”.   This teacher explained further that she did not 

have any feedback regarding her teaching and acknowledged that “I doubt that I do my 

job so perfectly that there is nothing I can improve upon.  I would have benefited greatly 

from any input given to me.”  A secondary teacher echoed the same sentiments: “there 

also needs to be follow-up by administration after observations (positive or constructive 

feedback)”.  Teachers also suggested that administrators should know about the demands 

and unique requirements of special education teachers, as exemplified by this comment 

from an elementary teacher: “Administrators need to have full understanding and 

knowledge of Special Education”.    

 Within the areas of school culture and leadership, teachers also provided 

suggestions for understanding their roles as special education teachers and for ensuring 

that new special educators feel supported and included at their individual schools (see 

Table 32).  Thirty-four of the 67 suggestions from elementary teachers and 23 of the 66 

comments from secondary teachers related to teachers’ roles and the support within their 

schools, and both groups provided similar ideas.  Many suggestions related to having 

administrators give clear role expectations and job procedures, as well as recognizing the 

unique nature of teaching special education, as expressed by one respondent: “realize we 

do not fit the traditional mold and give us the time we need to do our jobs right.”  There 

were also suggestions about the overall school climate as it related to special education 

teachers and students, such as: “foster a sense of inclusion throughout the school”, “make 

them [SETs] feel as though they are an important part of the school community”, and 
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finally, “make greater effort to take steps to help special education teachers feel valued 

and recognized, and to ensure that the entire body of staff extends this recognition and 

respect.” 

 Induction and mentoring.  Specific suggestions regarding induction programs 

and mentoring were included by 53% of the 171 responses from elementary teachers (n = 

90) and 32% of the 149 responses from secondary teachers (n = 47).  Responses from 

elementary and secondary teachers about induction and mentoring were similar.  

Comments related to induction suggested that beginning teachers should have 

opportunities to observe veteran teachers, as well as time to meet with and learn from 

veterans.  Other teachers suggested having opportunities to meet with other beginning 

teachers and to have “support groups made up of new teachers with experienced teacher 

leaders”.  Several teachers suggested having orientations to their schools as well as to 

their districts. 

 Of the 90 suggestions from elementary teachers related to induction and 

mentoring, 64 comments (71%) pertained specifically to mentors.  Similarly, 35 of the 47 

suggestions (64%) from secondary teachers were related to mentors.  Some teachers 

suggested that just having a mentor would be an improvement, but other suggestions 

including having a mentor who was a special educator, having a mentor in the same 

building, and having a mentor who taught the same subject.  Other suggestions were for 

improved mentoring programs and for opportunities to shadow a mentor. An elementary 

teacher summed up suggested requirements for mentors: “put them [beginning SETs] 
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with a STRONG mentor teacher who can help them balance all aspects of special 

education, first year of teaching and home.”  

Responses to Telephone Interviews 

 The final item on the survey asked for volunteers to participate in a brief 

telephone interview as a follow-up to the survey, and space was provided to volunteers to 

provide telephone contact information.  There were 209 responses to the request for the 

interviews.  As the focus of this study was on secondary teachers, the list of volunteers 

was reduced to the 64 teachers who taught middle or high school.  Information gleaned 

from survey responses of these teachers revealed that these 64 teachers represented 17 

states, they taught in urban, rural, and suburban school districts, and they came from 

traditional and alternative teacher preparation programs.  In addition, survey responses 

revealed that these teachers’ intent to remain in teaching ranged from leaving right away 

to staying to retirement.  Therefore, initial contacts were chosen to represent a variety of 

states, sizes of school districts, teacher preparation programs, and intent to remain in 

teaching. Teachers who answered their phones were always willing to participate in the 

interviews, but most did not answer their phones.  Whenever possible, voicemail 

messages were left identifying the researcher and giving an approximate date and time 

for a second call.  From these attempts, 17 telephone interviews were conducted.   

 The teachers were from 11 different states across the United States, including 

Alaska, Connecticut, Georgia, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Maine, Pennsylvania, 

Washington, and Wisconsin. Fourteen participants were female.  These participants are 

referred to as Teacher A, Teacher B, and so on, through Teacher Q. Individual states 
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were not identified in this analysis because some states had only one participant and that 

participant could then identify himself or herself. Responses to the six interview items are 

presented first, followed by analysis within cases.  

Helpfulness of Induction Programs 

 The first interview item asked participants to explain how their induction 

programs helped them as first year teachers.  Seven of the teachers described having 

comprehensive induction programs, eight were basic or informal induction programs, and 

two participants had no induction program.  Teacher H, who had a comprehensive 

induction program, described her induction program as “very helpful with all kinds of 

information.”  She felt it “gave her a heads-up” on some things.  Teacher O had a 

comprehensive induction program that included induction activities before the school 

year started, a “Mentor Week” where they got to know their mentors.  Teacher O also had 

a district level person who helped her with her first five IEPs and student re-evaluations. 

Teacher K said the training for the online IEP program was the most beneficial of her 

induction activities. Teacher D, who had a comprehensive induction program, had no 

training in writing IEPs.  On the other end of the spectrum, Teacher P worked in a very 

small district and 9 of 11 staff members were new during her first year of teaching. She 

was the only special education teacher, so there was no one in her building to be her 

mentor. The district special education supervisor was her unofficial mentor.   

 Thirteen of the teachers had mentors, nine of whom were special education 

teachers and 10 of the mentors were in the same building as their mentee.  All four of the 

teachers without mentors sought out their own mentors.  Teacher A had a mentor who 



                                                                                                       

 153 

was a former special education teacher who gave her practical advice, but Teacher A had 

to go seek out this mentor when she needed assistance.  Comments about mentors ranged 

from “very helpful” to “not very helpful.”  Teacher H said that as a first year teacher she 

felt overwhelmed and her mentor gave her someone to go to when she needed emotional 

support. 

Helpfulness of Teacher Preparation Program 

 The second interview item asked participants to describe their teacher preparation 

programs and tell how it helped them during their first year of teaching.  Eleven of the 

teachers had a traditional teacher education program at the graduate or undergraduate 

level. Six teachers had an alternate route for teacher preparation, including one who 

participated in an online program, one who participated in a state-run program, and 

several who participated in university programs.  When asked which parts of their 

programs were most helpful as classroom teachers, five mentioned the extensive field 

work in their programs.  Teacher C commented that the field work helped in dealing with 

students and with parents.  Seven of the teachers said their classes in Applied Behavior 

Analysis (ABA) or their classroom management classes were very helpful.  Teacher Q 

said her ABA class was “worth its weight in gold” because it was the most applicable 

class when she started teaching.  Other classes mentioned as helpful were special 

education law, reading, assessment, classroom modifications and accommodations, 

curriculum and instruction, and teaching mathematics.  Teacher C commented that one 

thing missing from her induction program was a session for “Everything They Didn’t 

Teach in the Teacher Prep Program” such as how to contact parents, keeping records, and 
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keeping paperwork organized.  Teachers also described what they felt was missing from 

their teacher education program, which included how to write IEPs, how to write lesson 

objectives, and how to work with paraprofessionals (support personnel). 

How Schools Welcomed New Teachers 

 For the third item, teachers were asked to describe how their school welcomed 

new teachers.  Eleven of the teachers described their schools as welcoming, but some 

added comments that the overall atmosphere was “very positive” or that it was a “warm, 

friendly school”.  On the negative end of the spectrum, Teacher J commented that it 

seemed like her principal “didn’t remember what new teachers need” and that no one told 

her what to do for open house (back to school night).  Teacher E said her school was 

“very welcoming” and not intimidating, but she was “just kind of thrown in” to fend for 

herself.  When asked about activities that were provided for new teachers, Teacher H 

described a district orientation meeting for all new teachers, a tour of her school, monthly 

get-togethers, and that a district “induction person” was based at her school and gave her 

help.  Teacher N said that the first day of school she was allowed to choose her resource 

classroom and that the principal brought lunch and ate with the teachers.  The principal 

talked about curriculum and the school mission and organization.  Teacher N continued 

by saying that it was “refreshing” to come to this school because “they appreciated her 

efforts”.   
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Where Teachers Sought Help 

 The fourth interview item asked teachers to tell which staff members they asked 

for help, and in what ways staff members helped them during their first year of teaching.  

The first person mentioned by eleven teachers was their mentor, either an assigned one or 

an unofficial mentor.  The second place they sought help was from other teachers.  Nine 

of the beginning SETs said they got help from other special education teachers and four 

teachers said they asked general education teachers for help.  Teacher B said he went to 

other special education teachers because his mentor helped “as best she could” but was 

not enough help.  Teacher H described the special education teachers on her middle 

school team as “really awesome” and willing share information.  She taught students with 

emotional disabilities and she felt she had “strong support”.  Teacher L, who had no 

assigned mentor, described the help from her office mate, another special education 

teacher, who was excellent and eventually the two of them were “feeding things off each 

other.”  Teacher N said she would go to anyone in the school.  For example, if she needed 

help with classroom management, she went to a teacher who had no classroom 

management issues and asked what that teacher would do in her situation.  Teacher J had 

no planning period her first year and she described how another special education 

teacher, who was “marvelous”, took one of her classes so she could have a planning 

period.  All of the 17 participants mentioned at least one person in their schools who 

provided help their first year of teaching. 
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Collaboration with General Education Teachers 

 In the fifth item, teachers were asked what kind of experiences they had 

collaborating with general education teachers their first year of teaching.  Overall, eight 

teachers described their experiences as positive, five teachers experienced some positive 

and some negative, and only two teachers described their experiences as negative.  Two 

teachers said there were some initial difficulties working with general education teachers 

in team teaching situations.  However, their comments were that the general education 

teachers “now consider co-teaching as another part of the job” and “let’s teach all day 

together.”  Teacher P said the general education teachers were very supportive of 

accommodations and provided “very good accommodations” for special education 

students in their classes.   

 Teachers experiencing some positive and some negative included Teacher N who 

said the general education teachers were very good about allowing special education 

students extra time on assignments.  However, she also said that now if the special 

education students were in an inclusion class, the general education teachers assumed the 

students with disabilities (SWDs) would “have support every hour” but Teacher N 

sometimes was in class with her own students.  Teacher F said the amount of 

collaboration depended on the teacher; some were really open and willing to 

accommodate the SWDs, while “some who had taught 30 years” were not open to new or 

different ideas.  Also, the attitude of some general education teachers was that the SWDs 

were “your kids” and not their responsibility.  Teacher D had two very different co-

teaching experiences. With one general education teacher, Teacher D was “truly allowed 
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to co-teach”, but the other general education co-teacher treated her “like a glorified para 

[paraprofessional]– making copies, etc.”  Teacher D said this situation was better by the 

end of the year. 

 Two teachers described their collaboration with general education teachers as 

negative.  Teacher H taught students with emotional disabilities and these students were 

not well-liked in her school, so she had to be an advocate for her students. She had been a 

paraprofessional before becoming a teacher, which she felt gave her an advantage in 

knowing how to approach the teachers.  There was “collaboration in general” but it was 

not really collaboration.  Teacher A had the worst experiences of the 17 teachers 

interviewed.  She said the collaboration was “horrible” and there was “complete 

resistance and refusals” to accommodating SWDs because of “the mentality that special 

education students in general education were ‘your kids’”.  Teacher A continued by 

saying that “it comes down to the age of the teachers” and that younger teachers were 

more willing to share ideas. 

Experiences as a First Year Special Education Teacher  

 The final item of the interview asked teachers to describe their overall experience 

as a first year special education teacher.  There was the whole range of experiences from 

“horrible” to “really positive”.  The most negative experience was described by Teacher 

M who said of her first year that she “wouldn’t want to relive it for a million dollars”.  

She had no support and “no knowledge of what I was doing”.  Teacher M quit after her 

first year, but went back to teaching in another district because she was not making 

enough money at her other jobs.  She was hired by a great principal and plans teaching as 
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a long-term career.  Teacher Q described being “confused” and “scared to death because I 

couldn’t keep up”.  She wasn’t sure she would survive her first year but said “I’ll be a 

teacher forever because I made it through the first year”.  Teacher Q is now the 

department chair at her school.  Teacher B described the first year as “fly by the seat of 

your pants”.  He said it was hectic and confusing.  Much of the difficulty for him was 

managing the paperwork with the teaching.  Teacher D used the term “trial by fire” to 

describe her first year experience.  She worked at an urban school in a low income area 

and said she saw “intense things she never thought she would see or experience”.  She 

also had a long commute to work.  Teacher D left that school after her first year and she 

said she “felt guilty because the kids were so needy” but that she couldn’t stay.  Teacher 

E and Teacher F both described very difficult situations working with paraprofessionals 

who had been at their schools for a long time.   

 Some of the more positive comments included those from Teacher A who said her 

first year was difficult “but about what I expected.”  Other comments about the first year 

included: “stressful but made it through”; that it “wasn’t bad” but it was all so new and 

there was so much to learn; “I was thrown into the real world which was overwhelming”; 

and “great, but I worked hard.”   

 The most positive experiences included those of Teacher K who said she enjoyed 

her first year and worked with a supportive staff.  She said “the kids themselves were 

enjoyable”.  Teacher O characterized his experience as very positive because he was in a 

good school where teachers would share.  Teacher H said her first year was “really 

positive” because she felt supported by her school and her district.  Teacher P said she 
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had the “least stressful experience of any teacher” in her school and that there was “an 

atmosphere of mutual respect with no hierarchy”.  She was given permission to explore 

and try new things.  She talked to other teachers and “there was lots of sharing and 

collaboration”.   

Factors Influencing Induction and Mentoring 

 Research from Smith and Ingersoll (2004) demonstrated that teachers with more 

comprehensive programs were more likely to remain in teaching and the value of support 

from mentors was demonstrated by White and Mason (2006).  Of the 17 teachers who 

were interviewed, the experiences of 11 converged with the current research.  Seven of 

these 11 teachers had positive first year experiences.  They had either basic or 

comprehensive induction programs and were more likely to have found it helpful.  They 

also had mentors.  One teacher, Teacher I, had a first year experience that could be 

described as partly negative and partly positive.  This converged with the research 

because he did not have a mentor in his building, which might have created an overall 

positive experience. Three of the 11 teachers had negative experiences and also 

converged with research because they were missing at least one component that could 

have contributed to a positive first year.  Teacher B had a negative experience and did not 

view his induction program as helpful.  Teacher F had a mentor who was not a special 

education teacher and was not helpful, and she also had an induction program she 

described as “informal”, not comprehensive.  Teacher M, who had the most negative 

experience, had neither an induction program nor a mentor. 
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 Six of the teachers’ experiences were divergent from research about successful 

induction mentoring.  Teacher C and Teacher L both had positive experiences despite 

having no mentors. Teacher P had a positive experience with having either a mentor or an 

induction program.  The other three teachers had negative experiences when all the 

elements were in place that should have contributed to a positive experience. Teacher Q 

had a basic induction program she viewed as helpful and she had a mentor who was a 

special education teacher in her building.  She wasn’t sure “she would survive her first 

year.” Teacher E also had a special education teacher as her mentor and had a 

comprehensive induction program she viewed as helpful, but had an “extremely stressful” 

first year. Finally, Teacher D had a comprehensive induction program and a special 

education teacher as her mentor, but described her first year as a “trial by fire”. 

Self-advocacy  

 During the course of the interviews, 9 of the 17 teachers included information 

about advocating for themselves in some way during their first year.  There was no 

specific item about self-advocacy, but the analysis revealed that many of the teachers 

made statements that demonstrated their self-advocacy.  Of these nine, seven had positive 

first year experiences.  This included all three of the teachers mentioned above as having 

positive experiences without having all the suggested components that contribute to a 

positive first year.  Four of the six teachers who described negative first year experiences 

did not include any information that could be characterized as self-advocacy.  This does 

not mean they did not advocate for themselves, only that they did not mention it during 
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the interviews. The themes revealed through the telephone interviews are presented in 

Table 34. 

Table 34 

Summary of Themes Revealed Through Telephone Interviews 

Induction and mentoring  

• Comprehensive induction programs seemed to be effective 

• Support from mentors varied from positive to negative 
Teacher preparation programs  

• Extensive field work in teacher preparation programs was very helpful 

• Most helpful classes in teacher preparation programs were ABA and classroom 
management 

• Beginning SETs want more practical advice  
Where teachers sought help 

• Other special education teachers 

• General education teachers 
How schools welcomed new teachers 

• Both positive and negative experiences 

• Some administrators seemed to have little knowledge of special educators’ roles 
Collaboration with general education teachers 

• Both positive and negative experiences 

• Most general education teachers are welcoming to SWDs 

• Some beginning SETs see younger teachers as more willing to collaborate 
Overall experiences as first year SETs 

• Most had some negative experiences 

• Many positive reasons to stay (e.g., students, teachers’ sharing, mutual respect) 
Self-advocacy 

• More than half of interviewees advocated for themselves in some way 

• Self-advocacy seemed to lead to a more positive first year experience 

• Strong self-advocacy may overcome lack of other supports  
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Synthesis of Quantitative and Qualitative Data 

 This chapter reflected the perceptions of beginning special education teachers 

from 32 states across the country regarding induction and mentoring activities and 

assistance, as well as their perceptions of their schools’ culture during their first year of 

teaching using a mixed method research design.  The combination of quantitative and 

qualitative methods provided thicker, richer data than either method could have alone.  In 

this section, the data will be examined to look for areas of convergence or divergence.   

 The first research item investigated teachers’ perceptions of the induction and 

mentoring activities in which they may have participated as a first-year teacher.  

Quantitative data relating to induction came from survey items about induction activities 

and their effectiveness, while qualitative data about induction came from answers to 

open-ended survey items as well as responses during telephone interviews. Comparisons 

and synthesis of quantitative and qualitative findings for research question 1 are 

presented in Table 35 and those for research question 2 are presented in Table 36. 
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Table 35 

Comparison and Synthesis of Findings for Research Question 1 

Research 
Question 1 

Quantitative Findings Qualitative Findings Similar or Different 

Importance of 
comprehensive 
induction 

• Some induction activities 
helpful  
• Much variation in 
frequency and effectiveness 
of activities 

•Comprehensive induction 
seemed to lead to the most 
positive first-year 
experiences 

 •Stronger qualitative  
endorsement of 
comprehensive 
induction 
 
 

Professional 
development 
activities 
 
 

•Many participated in some 
type of professional 
development 
•Some professional 
development activities were 
worthwhile 
 

•Professional development 
activities worthwhile if 
related to special education 
and are practical 

 •Similar findings 

Mentors 
 
 

•Most had mentors who 
taught in their schools 
•Most felt mentors were 
available to help them 
•Many beginning SETs 
taught different subjects than 
their mentors 
•Few new teachers had 
common planning time with 
mentors 
 

•Most had mentors 
•Most felt mentors were 
helpful 
•Suggestions for mentors 
to be special ed teachers 
who teach same subjects 
and in same schools as 
beginning SETs 
•Suggestions to observe 
mentors and other teachers 

 •Similar findings 

Mentor support 
 
 

•Emotional support and 
encouragement 
•Mentor support somewhat 
effective 
•Mentor support more 
effective for secondary 
teachers 

•Emotional support and 
encouragement 
•Beginning SETs stressed 
importance of helpful 
mentor who is available 

 •Similar findings 
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 Research on induction (e.g., Breaux & Wong, 2003; Olson, 2007; Smith & 

Ingersoll, 2004) demonstrated the effectiveness of comprehensive induction programs. 

Stronger evidence of the importance of comprehensive induction came from the 

qualitative findings. Quantitative data relating to induction came from survey items about 

induction activities and their effectiveness, while qualitative data came from responses to 

open-ended survey items as well as responses during telephone interviews.  Survey data 

suggested that some induction activities were helpful, such as professional development.  

However, there was much variation in the induction supports that were offered, as well as 

the frequency and effectiveness of those supports.  Responses from participants in the 

telephone interviews indicated that comprehensive induction programs lead to the most 

positive first-year experiences for SETs. 

 Strong professional development can provide positive support for beginning 

SETs, and their perceptions of professional development were similar across quantitative 

and qualitative findings. The quantitative data on induction suggested that professional 

development activities were considered worthwhile, and responses to an open-ended item 

were in agreement with a caveat. Teachers wanted the professional development to be 

related to special education and they wanted it to deliver practical, useful information.  

Quantitative data from the survey did not rate the effectiveness of induction activities 

very highly, and some comments in qualitative data support this.  Responses to open-

ended items suggested more opportunities to observe mentors and other teachers, and 

responses to telephone interviews showed a wide range of activities in their induction 

programs.  All of the participants in the telephone interviews had some type of induction 
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program, but the success of their first year of teaching often depended on the 

comprehensiveness of that induction.  Beginning SETs indicated that combined support 

from colleagues, mentors, or administrative staff was somewhat effective. Responses 

from telephone interviews were in agreement that support from other special education 

teachers or department chairs was very helpful. 

 Beginning SETs perceptions of mentors were similar for the quantitative and 

qualitative results. Quantitative data about mentors confirmed that more than 80% of new 

teachers had a mentor and more than two-thirds had contact with their mentors at least 

several times per month.  Mentors were special education teachers for 64% of survey 

respondents, 86% of the mentors worked in the same school, but only 37% of mentors 

taught the same subject as the beginning teachers.  Additionally, only 17% had a common 

planning time with their mentors. Emotional support and encouragement was the area 

rated as most effective for mentor support, and the effects of mentoring were more 

significant for secondary teachers than elementary teachers.  Qualitative data about 

mentors came from suggestions in open-ended items and from telephone interviews and 

supported the quantitative data.  Survey respondents suggested that mentors should 

always be special education teachers, should teach in the same school as their mentees, 

and should have common planning times with their mentees.  Telephone participants 

talked about the helpfulness of their mentors and about the emotional support they 

provided. 
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Table 36 

Comparison and Synthesis of Findings for Research Question 2 

Research 
Question 2 

Quantitative Findings Qualitative Findings Similar or Different 

Job design – 
nonteaching 
responsibilities 

•Too much paperwork 
•Caseloads too high 
•Not enough planning time 

•Suggested reduced 
paperwork, caseloads 
•Add more planning time 

•Similar 

Job design – 
teaching 
responsibilities 

•Half of teachers had 4 or 
more subject preps 
•Most taught in 1 classroom, 
1 school 
•More secondary SETs in 
self-contained setting 
•No reduced teaching load 
•Concern about teaching 
resources 
 

•Not time to meet the needs 
of students with diverse 
skills, abilities 
•Need reduced teaching load 
•Better access to curriculum 
materials 
 

•Similar, but 
stronger concerns 
through qualitative 
responses on survey  

Collaboration 
with general 
education 
teachers 

•Some concerns 
•Helped SETs with gen ed 
curriculum 
 

•Some gen ed Ts won’t make 
modifications for SWDs 
•Positive and negative 
experiences 
 

•Similar; positive 
and negative  

Job satisfaction •Salary too low 
•Many rewards in special ed 
teaching 
•Higher job satisfaction may 
help with SET retention 

•Salary too low 
•Opportunity to make a 
difference in students’ lives 
•Satisfaction of seeing 
students make progress 
 

•Similar; low 
salaries but many 
rewards in being a 
SET 

Administrative 
support 

•Provided support, but not 
always effective  
•Provided professional 
development 
•More effective for  
elementary teachers 
 

•No adequate understanding 
of SETs roles and SWDs 
•Positive and negative 
experiences 
 

•Similar, but 
stronger negatives in 
qualitative 

Schools’ 
attitudes 
toward new 
teachers 

•Induction of new SETs not 
viewed as all-staff 
responsibility 
•Colleagues shared teaching 
materials 
 

•Feelings of isolation 
•Positive and negative 
experiences 

•Similar; more 
positive in 
qualitative 

Overall local 
school culture 

•Helped deal with stress 
•Support from other SETs 
•Positive school culture for 
some SETs  

•Positive and negative views 
•Positive school culture 
contributed to success 

•Similar; highlighted 
importance of 
positive school 
culture 
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 Research question 2 investigated supports through local school culture, including 

job design, job satisfaction, administrative support, and the positive or negative nature of 

the local school culture.  Both quantitative and qualitative data showed the concerns of 

beginning SETs related to their jobs.  Areas of concern were excessive paperwork, high 

caseloads of students, lack of planning time, and emphasis on federal and state 

regulations, including high stakes testing.  Through the qualitative data, more concerns 

were expressed about collaborating with general education teachers, as well as concerns 

about inclusion of students with disabilities in general education classes.   

 Concerns about teaching were similar between quantitative and qualitative data 

regarding student motivation, with respondents expressing concern about their students’ 

lack of motivation.   The issue of feeling safe with students was different between survey 

responses that indicating teachers felt safe with students and open-ended responses that 

mentioned gangs and other safety and security issues.  

 When examining job satisfaction, beginning teachers agreed in both quantitative 

and qualitative responses that they are not satisfied with their salaries as teachers.  

Another area of agreement was in a positive direction.  Survey responses indicated 

teachers felt there were many rewards as special education teachers and that they would 

choose this career over again if given the opportunity.  Qualitative responses supported 

this positive view of teaching special education with comments related to personal 

fulfillment, intellectual challenges, and the enjoyment of seeing their students succeed.  

Quantitative data suggested that teachers who are most satisfied with their jobs plan to 

stay longer in teaching special education. 
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 In the quantitative data, beginning SETs indicated that administrators provide 

support in areas such as professional development and handling discipline problems.  

However, this data also suggested that administrative support was not necessarily 

effective. Elementary teachers viewed their administrative support as more effective than 

secondary teachers. Comments about administrators from the qualitative data were more 

negative than positive.  Beginning teachers wanted their administrators to know about 

special education and to understand their roles as special educators.   

 Finally, the importance of the local school culture was demonstrated through both 

quantitative and qualitative data.  A negative view of beginning teachers at the local 

school level was found in quantitative data as well as qualitative data in open-ended 

responses.  Beginning teachers did not feel they were respected and supported by general 

education teachers, and they also expressed feelings of isolation in the school community.  

Respondents suggested that schools foster a sense of inclusion in schools, both for special 

educators and for students with disabilities.  However, the quantitative data did provide 

some positive views of local school culture.  For example, colleague support was 

provided to beginning SETs and was effective in a positive direction.  Also, the 

quantitative data suggested that a positive school culture may have an effect on beginning 

SETs’ decision to remain in teaching.   

 The success and retention of beginning teachers at the elementary and secondary 

levels depend on a myriad of factors.  School districts and administrators do not have 

control over many of these factors such as the quality of a teacher’s preparation program, 

or the skills and knowledge a new teacher brings to the classroom.  However, the quality 
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of induction and mentoring, and the creation of a positive school climate are domains 

within the control of local districts and administrators.  This research study confirms the 

importance of these three areas and provides direct implications for school districts and 

administrators who may not realize the impact they have on the success of their new 

teachers and ultimately on the success of their students. 
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5. Discussion 

 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the perspectives of beginning special 

education teachers regarding supports they received during their first year of teaching.  

Specifically, the study examined support through induction programs and mentoring, as 

well as support at the teachers’ local schools.  The effects of these supports on teachers’ 

attitudes toward retention were examined.   

 Major findings included: (a) the majority of respondents participated in induction 

programs that they perceived as effective, (b) the majority of respondents had special 

education mentors, (c) mentoring was perceived as more effective by secondary teachers, 

(d) mentoring and induction were not found to affect teachers’ intent to remain in 

teaching, (e) beginning special education teachers have jobs that are very complex, (f) 

administrative support was perceived as more effective by elementary teachers, (g) 

colleague support came most often from other special education teachers or mentors, (h) 

respondents reported equivocal views of collaborating with general education teachers, 

(i) local school cultures were viewed generally as positive, but sometimes perceived as 

less inclusive for special education teachers and students, and (j) teachers who planned to 

stay in teaching at least 15 years were more satisfied with their jobs.  First a brief 

overview is presented followed by the major findings by research question. The chapter 
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concludes with limitations of this study, implications for practice, and implications for 

future research. 

Overview 

 A decade of research has shown that teachers make the most difference in student 

achievement (Berry & Hirsch, 2005), and yet for the more than six million students with 

disabilities in the American schools, the attrition rate for their teachers is alarming (Boe 

et al., 2007). Billingsley (2005) found that over one-half of special education teachers 

leave the profession or transfer to general education within the first four years of their 

careers.   

 Beginning special education teachers face a myriad of challenges that contribute 

to difficult first years, which can influence their decisions to leave teaching (Kozleski et 

al., 2000).  Various stakeholders are searching for ways to support these teachers not only 

to increase retention, but also to increase their effectiveness as teachers and thereby 

improve opportunities for student success (Darling-Hammond, 2003).  Among the 

support systems available to beginning teachers are induction programs, mentoring, and 

local school supports (Billingsley et al., 2004). 

 The focus of this research was to determine the perspectives of early career 

special education teachers regarding induction, mentoring, and local school supports by 

extending the recent research conducted by the Oregon Special Education Recruitment 

and Retention Project (OSERRP, 2007).  Findings are presented with the questions that 

guided this investigation, along with additional findings related to the research questions.  



                                                                                                       

 172 

Through this mixed method study, quantitative and qualitative data were gathered from 

477 early career special educators in 32 states across the United States.   

Research Question 1 

 The first research question examined beginning special education teachers’ 

perspectives about the induction programs implemented in their school districts regarding 

(a) professional development and induction activities, (b) mentor support, and (c) 

influence on their intent to remain in teaching.   

Professional Development and Induction Activities   

 This study found that the majority respondents participated in induction programs 

that they perceived as effective during their initial years of teaching special education.  

Activities included professional development, mentoring, orientation programs, meetings 

for beginning teachers, and information about special education procedures. The 

frequency of these activities varied widely, the majority occurring from several times a 

month to once during the school year.  Beginning special education teachers (SETs) 

found some, but not all induction programs helpful, and the most comprehensive 

programs seemed to lead to the most positive first-year experiences.   

 Current research on induction programs for beginning teachers indicates that 

effective induction programs can help teachers feel successful in providing services to 

students with disabilities (SWDs) and teachers are more likely to stay (Billingsley, 2005; 

Whitaker, 2000b).  Smith and Ingersoll (2004) reported the least teacher attrition among 

those who had participated in a comprehensive induction program.  Elements of this 

comprehensive program included mentoring, colleague support, planning with 
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colleagues, seminars for beginning teachers, reduced lesson preparations, an external 

network of teachers, and assignment of a teacher’s aide.  Additional components of 

effective induction were opportunities to observe mentors and other teachers (Roemer, 

2006), clarifying roles and responsibilities (OSERRP, 2007), a reduced teaching load, 

and district-wide orientation programs (Algozzine et al., 2007).  Roemer (2006) 

investigated the relationship between frequency of induction activities, their perceived 

effectiveness, and their effect on retention.  Roemer found that the frequency and 

effectiveness varied, but activities that were rated highly effective included being 

assigned a mentor, informal evaluations by mentors, and opportunities for cooperative 

planning.  However, as the frequency of activities increased, the effectiveness decreased 

(Roemer, 2006). 

 In this research study, three-fourths of beginning SETs participated in 

professional development, orientation programs, information about special education 

referrals and assessment, and meetings for beginning teachers, and only 10% of this 

sample had a reduced teaching load. Teachers also rated the effectiveness of these 

induction activities and most were rated as somewhat effective, with professional 

development viewed as the most effective. These findings were similar to Smith and 

Ingersoll (2004) who reported at least two-thirds participated in meetings for beginning 

teachers, even though few teachers had reduced teaching loads. 

 Participants in this study were rated other professional development topics, 

including behavior management, parent conferences, lesson planning, dealing with stress, 

transitions issues, culturally responsive teaching, and working with paraprofessionals as 
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somewhat effective.  It was surprising that these activities were not rated more highly 

since they were related to the beginning SETs’ local schools and teaching assignments. 

Algozzine et al. (2007) noted that teachers viewed activities which focused on teaching 

more favorably than global topics such as district orientation programs. 

 Data from the telephone interviews contributed to findings about induction 

programs.  Less than half of the interviewed teachers had comprehensive induction 

programs. The most helpful induction components were assistance with IEPs, online IEP 

training, and induction activities before school started. Even these comprehensive 

programs varied in their content, and some beginning SETs had no training in writing 

IEPs. Suggestions for improving induction came from responses to an open-ended item 

on the survey.  Respondents suggested that new teachers have opportunities to observe 

veteran teachers and meet with other beginning teachers, two critical elements of 

induction identified by Hirsch (2006).   

 Overall, the majority of beginning SETs found their induction programs effective.  

Many activities and supports, such as professional development, were available to the 

teachers, but simply providing the activities did not make them effective.  Ingersoll and 

Smith (2004) emphasized the importance of comprehensive induction programs, and 

Breaux and Wong (2003) defined effective induction programs as “structured, sustained, 

[and] intensive” (p. 139).  

 Findings from this study represent 32 states and many different school districts, so 

wide variations among programs could be expected. Billingsley et al. (2009) in their 

review of teacher induction in special education recommended a program that is 
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systematically designed and addresses the concerns of beginning SETs (p.7).  This study 

did not address the comprehensiveness of the induction programs of individual 

participants. 

Mentoring  

 The majority of respondents in this study had mentors. Two-thirds of those who 

responded to this item indicated they had mentors who were special education teachers.  

The majority of mentors worked in the same school, treated beginning SETs as 

professionals, and were usually available to help them. However, only one-third of the 

beginning SETs and their mentors taught the same subjects and less than one fourth of 

beginning SETs had planning time with their mentors. 

 Findings from this study replicated research on the characteristics of effective 

mentors. Previous research on mentors found that the most effective mentors for 

beginning special education teachers were other special education teachers who taught 

the same subject and worked in the same building as their mentees (e.g., Saphier et al., 

2007; Whitaker, 2000b).  According to Ingersoll and Smith (2004), having a mentor in 

the same field can reduce the risk of a teacher leaving by almost a third. Also, Smith and 

Ingersoll identified common planning time as a component of comprehensive induction 

programs that helped retain beginning teachers.     

 In this current study, more than three-fourths of teachers responded they had 

mentors during their first year of teaching.  This result was much higher than the 

OSERRP (2007) survey which found that slightly more than half of Oregon’s new special 
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education teachers had a mentor, and Billingsley (2005) who reported that 60% of special 

education teachers had participated in a mentoring program. 

 Participants in this study also rated the effectiveness of support from their mentors 

in areas such as providing emotional support, helping with IEPs, observing their teaching, 

helping with student behavior, and planning lessons.  Mentors were rated as somewhat 

effective in all areas, with the strongest effectiveness for providing emotional support and 

encouragement, and the weakest for helping with lesson plans. These findings were 

similar to research from Giacobbe (2003) who reported the highest rating for mentor 

helpfulness was support and encouragement, and Whitaker (2000b) who found that 

emotional support was perceived as the most frequent and most effective support from 

mentors.  

 The effectiveness of mentors depends on the frequency of contact with beginning 

teachers. In the current study, more than half of the beginning SETs had contact with 

their mentors at least once a week. Whitaker (2000b) found positive correlations between 

frequency of mentor contact and perceived overall effectiveness of mentoring, and noted 

that contact of at least once a week seemed to improve the perceived effectiveness of the 

mentor.   

 Participants in this study reported that the primary methods of contact were face-

to-face and email, with voice mail and phone being less widely used.  There was more 

face-to-face contact in suburban schools than in urban or rural, but nearly the same 

amount of contact by telephone or voicemail for the three settings.  
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 Information about mentors also came from telephone interviews.  Three-fourths 

of interviewees had mentors, and of these, half had mentors who were special education 

teachers who worked in the same building.  In addition to information from interviewees, 

there were comments from one fourth of all participants in response to the open-ended 

survey item about how school districts could support new special education teachers.  

These suggestions included: mentors should be special education teachers, be in the same 

building, and teach the same subject; improvement of mentoring programs; and 

opportunities to shadow a mentor. These suggestions parallel mentoring research 

regarding effective mentoring programs and matching mentors with beginning teachers 

(Ingersoll and Smith, 2004; Saphier et al., 2007; and Whitaker, 2000b). 

 Results from the current study replicated research findings (e.g., Billingsley, 

2005) that most beginning SETs have mentors who are special education teachers and 

who work in their schools.  However, this current study also found that most beginning 

SETs did not have mentors who taught the same subject, nor did they have planning time 

with their mentors, both of which are recommended by mentor research (e.g., Saphier et 

al., 2007; Whitaker, 2000b).  School districts and administrators need to match mentors 

and beginning teachers whenever possible; however, small school systems or schools 

with few special education teachers may have difficulty finding sufficient experienced 

SETs to act as mentors for new teachers. 

Influence of Induction and Mentoring on Teacher Retention  

 Induction and mentoring were not found to have an effect on teachers’ intent to 

remain in teaching.  Analysis for the current study did not reveal any statistically 
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significant differences between teachers’ intent to remain in special education teaching 

and induction or mentoring. There also were no differences obtained for induction 

between teachers who completed traditional versus alternative preparation programs, nor 

for elementary versus secondary teachers.  Also, examination of the differences for 

mentoring between teachers with traditional versus alternative teacher preparation 

programs showed no statistically significant differences.  However, there was a 

statistically significant difference between elementary and secondary teachers for 

mentoring, indicating that secondary SETs found mentoring more effective. It may be 

easier to match mentors and beginning SETs by subject areas at the secondary levels than 

by grade levels in elementary schools. In addition, secondary teachers are more apt to 

have fixed planning times so it may be easier to coordinate mentor and mentee planning 

times. 

 Findings from this study did not coincide with earlier research (e.g., Griffin et al., 

2003; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004) which reported positive effects of induction and 

mentoring on teacher retention, but it did parallel results from recent research (Glazerman 

et al., 2008) that reported teacher induction had no effect on retention. Griffin et al. 

(2003) identified mentoring as a feature of effective induction programs, and Smith and 

Ingersoll (2004) reported that nearly half of teachers with no induction program were 

likely to leave their schools after the first year.  Conversely, in a random assignment 

study of a comprehensive induction program, Glazerman et al. (2008) found no impact on 

teacher retention after one year.   
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 The suggestions from participants in this current study to improve mentoring and 

induction correspond with recent research from Billingsley et al. (2009) and White and 

Mason (2006) on induction and mentoring for SETs: (a) provide opportunities to observe 

mentors and other SETs, (b) recruit and train qualified mentors, and (c) provide 

meaningful professional development opportunities that meet the needs of beginning 

SETs in their particular school settings. 

Research Question 2 

 The second research question examined the perspectives of beginning special 

education teachers about the effectiveness of supports at their local school regarding (a) 

working conditions, (b) administrative support, (c) local school culture, and (d) their 

effects on teachers’ intent to remain in teaching.  Perspectives were gathered from both 

elementary and secondary teachers to provide a more comprehensive view of supports at 

the local school level. 

Job Design 

 Findings from the current study highlight the complexities of the jobs of 

beginning SETs. They taught in a variety of settings, had large numbers of subject 

preparations, and taught students from a wide range of disability areas. Respondents 

identified concerns about high caseloads of students, paperwork demands, and planning 

time. 

 Teachers in this study identified the settings in which they taught.  Nearly half of 

the elementary teachers taught equally in three settings: (a) resource or consultation, (b) 

co-teaching in special education classes, and (c) co-teaching in general education classes.  
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At the secondary level, two-thirds of beginning SETs taught in self-contained settings, 

and nearly as many co-taught in general education classes. These findings replicated 

some results from Conderman and Katsiyannis (2002) who reported that nearly half of 

secondary SETs were co-teaching in general education. However, Conderman and 

Katsiyannis also found that half of secondary SETs spent time consulting with general 

educators. Current findings also conflicted with results from Washburn-Moses (2005) 

where less than one fourth of secondary SETs identified their primary teaching activity as 

co-teaching.  With the current emphasis from No Child Left Behind and IDEA on 

accessing the general education curriculum, it is somewhat surprising that secondary 

SETs in the current study were teaching in nearly as many co-taught general education 

classrooms as in self-contained settings. The increase in self-contained classes at the 

secondary level may be due to the increased emphasis on teaching content required to 

pass high stakes tests.  This may be true especially at the high school level where students 

need to pass high stakes tests to earn standard diplomas. 

 Another part of teachers’ job design is the number of different subjects they teach 

daily.  In the current study, half of all teachers had 0 to 3 preparations daily, almost half 

had 4 to 6 preparations, and a small number reported 7 or more.  More secondary teachers 

than elementary teachers had 3 or fewer daily preparations.  Of 380 respondents, about 

half taught in one classroom per day, but more than 40% of both elementary and 

secondary teachers taught in at least three classrooms in a typical day.  Beginning SETs 

in this study taught more academic content courses in self-contained, with math and 

language arts as the primary content. These findings replicated research from Washburn-
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Moses (2005), who reported in a study of high school SETs that more content courses 

were taught than noncontent, such as life skills, and that high school SETs had an average 

teaching load of three content areas per day, while some teachers taught more than one 

content area simultaneously.  These large numbers of subject preparations may be due to 

content courses taught in self-contained classes where schools may not have the staff or 

numbers of students to offer separate classes for each level of every content area (e.g., 

English 9, 10, 11, and 12).  

 In this study, beginning SETs taught students who had a wide range of 

disabilities. For example, students with learning disabilities or emotional disabilities were 

the largest groups, followed by students with other health impairments, speech/language 

disorders, and autism. This current study did not ask teachers to identify how many 

disability areas they were teaching. Billingsley (2005) stressed that teaching assignments 

and settings are especially important considerations when designing support for new 

SETs. Based on the findings from the current study, school districts and local schools 

need to be aware of the work contexts of beginning SETs, and modify them if necessary 

while also providing necessary supports. 

 Beginning special education teachers have a number of concerns related to their 

jobs (e.g., Billingsley et al., 2004; Carlson et al., 2002; Conderman & Katsiyannis, 2002).  

In the present study, teachers rated their concern with 14 job-related areas suggested from 

current research.  Teachers rated all areas as “some” concern with the exception of 

working with paraprofessionals, which was slightly less of a concern.  Areas of greatest 

concern were excessive paperwork, inadequate planning time with colleagues and for 
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themselves, lesson planning, role conflict, high caseloads of students, and managing 

students’ behavior.  According to research, difficulties in these areas contributed to high 

attrition rates among special education teachers (e.g., Boyer & Gillespie, 2000; Griffin et 

al., 2003; Mastropieri, 2001). 

 Specific concerns about teaching were included in responses to an open-ended 

item on the survey.  Teachers expressed concern about their safety, high stress levels, and 

burnout.  They also were concerned about large class sizes and difficulties in meeting the 

variety of needs of their students.  Concerns about job design were too much paperwork, 

too many meetings, and high caseloads of students. Teachers in the current study 

provided numerous recommendations to improve their jobs.  They suggested reducing 

teachers’ caseloads of students, reducing the subject preparations, reducing paperwork 

demands, and improving training for required paperwork.  Both elementary and 

secondary teachers had concerns about lack of time to plan and collaborate with other 

teachers and wanted time to plan with mentors, grade level teams, and general education 

teachers.  More elementary teachers than secondary teachers also included suggestions 

for improved access to teaching materials, curriculum, and resources.  In particular, 

teachers suggested that special educators should have access to the same curriculum 

resources as general education teachers. All of these concerns related to job design 

replicated research by Kozleski et al. (2000) who identified obstacles for beginning 

special educators, such as high caseloads of students, heavy paperwork obligations, and 

lack of time for planning.   
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Job Satisfaction   

 This study found that teachers who planned to stay in teaching at least 15 years 

were more satisfied with their jobs. In addition, the majority of respondents felt their jobs 

were intellectually challenging, their performance evaluations were fair, there were many 

rewards in being a special education teacher, and they would select careers in special 

education if given the opportunity to choose again. Teachers were least satisfied with 

their salaries. 

 Results from this study replicated findings from previous research on job 

satisfaction and retention. Singh and Billingsley (1996) reported that the strongest 

influence on teachers’ intent to stay in teaching was job satisfaction. White and Mason 

(2006) found that beginning SETs overall were very satisfied with their choice to teach 

special education and three-fourths planned to return to their same school the next year. 

Similarly, Boyer (2002) determined that three-fourths of SETs would choose the 

profession again if given the chance and two-thirds expected to remain in teaching until 

retirement. 

 However, the results from this current study differed from the positive retention 

numbers cited above. Only one fourth of beginning SETs indicated they planned to stay 

in teaching 15 years or more. This result may be due to a variety of factors that emerged 

from the survey, such as marginally effective induction programs and the numerous 

concerns about job design. 

 

 



                                                                                                       

 184 

Administrative Support 

 Beginning SETs in this study acknowledged that their administrators provided 

various kinds of support; however, this support was viewed as only somewhat effective. 

More than three-fourths of teachers felt their administrators provided opportunities for 

professional development, supported them in handling discipline problems, and treated 

them as professionals. More than two-thirds felt their administrators provided 

constructive feedback on their performance and they felt that feedback was somewhat 

effective. Less than half indicated their administrators were knowledgeable in special 

education or provided instructional leadership.  

 Concerns about administrative support were reported in the qualitative data.   

From the survey, there were 34 comments specifically related to administrative support 

and all were negative.  Teachers expressed concern about administrators’ lack of 

knowledge about special education students, teachers, and procedures.  Respondents also 

provided many specific suggestions for improving school leadership.  They 

acknowledged that professional development for beginning SETs was necessary and 

suggested the training should be practical, hands-on sessions related to their jobs, such as 

behavior management, writing IEPs, co-teaching, and special education procedures.  

Beginning SETs wanted their administrators to have a thorough knowledge and 

understanding of special education and also wanted constructive criticism after 

administrators’ observed their teaching. 

 Findings from this current study regarding administrative support were mixed.  

Some beginning SETs felt their principals provided various kinds of support, but others 
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expressed concern about administrators’ lack of knowledge about special education 

teachers and procedures. In addition, administrators were perceived as more effective by 

elementary teachers than secondary teachers. The importance of the administrators’ roles 

is emphasized in research that reported inadequate administrative support interfered with  

beginning SETs ability to succeed (Kozleski et al., 2000) and affected their job 

satisfaction (Gersten et al., 2001).  Conversely, in a study of experienced SETs, Otto and 

Arnold (2005) found two-thirds viewed their administrators as supportive.  A possible 

explanation for the different perspectives from the research may be that administrators 

were aware of the needs of experienced SETs, but perhaps they were not aware of the 

specific needs of beginning SETs. The teachers in this current study expressed the same 

concern. 

Colleague Support and Local School Culture 

 Teachers in this study received support from their colleagues.  More than three-

fourths of beginning SETs indicated their colleagues made them feel part of the school 

community, offered teaching materials and strategies, and helped them deal with stresses 

they encountered.  About two thirds of teachers reported their colleagues provided 

assistance in implementing general education curriculum.   

 When beginning SETs were asked who provided support in their local schools, 

the responses from quantitative and qualitative data differed slightly.  From the survey 

items, the overwhelming response was that help came most often from other special 

education teachers. Mentors were the second most common source of help.  Other SETs 

helped their novice colleagues most often with support and encouragement, orienting to 
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their schools, completing paperwork, writing IEPs, parent conferences, classroom 

materials, and classroom management. General education teachers were cited as the 

primary sources of support when beginning SETs were collaborating with their general 

education colleagues and they also provided support with general education curriculum. 

In three key areas, beginning SETs indicated they did not receive enough support from 

school personnel.  These areas were working with paraprofessionals, learning the general 

education curriculum, and preparing lesson plans. Respondents to the telephone 

interviews, however, reported their mentors were the most helpful sources, followed by 

other special education teachers and general education teachers.  Reasons for seeking 

help in addition to mentors included unavailability of mentors and mentors who did not 

teach the same subjects or types of students. The findings from this study are supported 

by research that in some cases found other special education teachers as the most 

common source of support for beginning SETs (e.g., Gehrke & McCoy, 2007; Whitaker, 

2000b), while in other research, mentors were the most common source of support 

(White & Mason, 2006).  The primary issue is not the source of the support, but its 

availability and effectiveness, which seemed to influence the avenue of support for the 

beginning SETs.  They looked to the experience and expertise of mentors or other SETs, 

depending on the help they needed. 

 Collaboration with general education teachers. Beginning SETs in this study 

indicated they had some concern about collaborating with general education teachers, 

although it was not one of their top concerns. Even though beginning SETs felt they did 

not receive enough support in learning the general education curriculum, nonetheless, 
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general education teachers provided more support than other school personnel, including 

other SETs and mentors.   

 The 17 respondents to the telephone interviews reported a variety of positive and 

negative experiences while collaborating with general education teachers.  Eight of the 

interviewees described positive experiences, five teachers experienced both positive and 

negative, and two teachers described their experiences as negative. Some general 

education teachers were described as open and willing to accommodate the SWDs in 

their classes and considered co-teaching as part of their jobs.  Other general education 

teachers would not allow beginning SETs to co-teach and they viewed SWDs solely as 

the responsibility of the SETs.   

 Teachers’ responses to the open-ended survey items were negative regarding 

collaboration with general education teachers.  They were concerned about general 

education teachers’ lack of knowledge of special education and about inappropriate 

inclusion for SWDs in general education classes. Both elementary and secondary teachers 

expressed concerns about co-teaching. Survey respondents provided recommendations 

for improving collaboration with general education teachers:  making SETs feel included 

in the local school community and providing adequate time to plan and collaborate. 

Billingsley et al. (2009) also recommended a school culture that includes SETs and 

promotes collaboration.   

 Results from this study replicated findings from Griffin et al. (2008) who reported 

both positive and negative relationships between SETs and general education teachers.  

However, in a study of Oregon’s beginning SETs (OSERRP, 2007) most of the teachers 
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reported good relationships with general educators. The varied experiences of teachers in 

this study may be due to a number of factors, some of which can be controlled by local 

schools and some which cannot.  Local schools set the tone for collaboration and 

inclusion and also make teaching assignments, but sometimes general education teachers 

are not open to co-teaching or inclusion of SWDs.  Sometimes the personalities of the 

SETs and general education teachers are not a good match for co-teaching.  The 

inexperience of beginning SETs may also make collaboration with veteran teachers more 

difficult due to their lack of content knowledge. 

 Local school support.  In the current study, the overall view of teachers’ local 

school cultures was mostly positive. There were high expectations for student learning, 

and there were schoolwide expectations for student behavior.  Teachers indicated, 

though, that there was too much emphasis on results of high stakes tests.  Concerns about 

school culture were expressed by the teachers who described feelings of isolation and 

lack of respect as SETs. Among the respondents to telephone interviews, 11 of the 17 

reported a positive atmosphere and characterized their schools as welcoming to new 

teachers. Participants in this study provided suggestions for improving the overall school 

climate for beginning SETs, including fostering a sense of inclusion throughout the 

school and making SETs feel an important part of the school community.  SETs wanted 

to feel valued, recognized, and respected by the entire school staff. These current findings 

about school culture emphasized its impact on the daily lives of beginning SETs.  They 

described how the positive or negative atmosphere in a school affected their collegial 

relationships, their sense of inclusion in their schools, and their working conditions. 
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 Findings about the importance of a positive school culture replicated the findings 

of Kosleski et al. (2000) who reported that noncollegial school cultures interfered with 

SETs’ ability to succeed.  Similarly, Brownell et al. (2005) emphasized the importance of 

a healthy school culture that is collegial and stimulating.  Griffin et al. (2008) determined 

that beginning SETs had poorer relationships with general education teachers if they felt 

their school climate was a significant problem. In addition, Sparks (2005) and Griffin et 

al. (2003) noted that effective induction for beginning teachers depends on a supportive 

school culture.  

Influence of Local School Culture on Teacher Retention 

 In this study, job satisfaction of beginning SETs affected their intent to remain in 

teaching.  Teachers planning to stay in special education teaching 15 years or more 

showed a higher job satisfaction than teachers who did not plan to stay that long in 

teaching or who were undecided about remaining in teaching.  No other significant 

differences were found between elementary and secondary teachers or between teachers 

who participated in traditional or alternative teacher preparation programs with regard to 

their intent to remain in teaching.  Gersten et al. (2001) noted that SETs were more likely 

to stay in their current schools if they had support from administrators, were satisfied 

with their current positions, and were satisfied with professional development 

opportunities.  

 Findings from this study suggested that between the groups of teachers from 

various grade levels and preparation programs, their experiences were similar with regard 

to job design, colleague and administrative support, collaboration with general education 
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teachers, and local school culture. For the most part, they experienced similar frustrations 

with student caseloads and paperwork, with challenges in collaborating with general 

education teachers, and with the cultures of their local schools. 

Additional Findings 

 The primary focus of this study was induction, mentoring and local school 

supports for beginning SETs.  However, several additional findings were also revealed 

through analysis of quantitative and qualitative data, including the role of self-advocacy 

in teachers’ success, what teachers like about teaching special education, and specific 

data related to secondary SETs. 

Self-advocacy  

 The telephone interviews revealed an additional finding.  Of the 17 interviewees, 

9 described their own efforts to find information or assistance when it was not being 

provided.  Two of the teachers sought out their own mentors and one teacher described 

her efforts to be effective with a co-teacher who really did not want to collaborate.  

Another teacher took the initiative to find teaching materials and also sought help from 

general education teachers who taught the same subject.  Seven of these teachers who 

advocated for themselves had overall positive experiences their first year of teaching, in 

some cases without having support in other areas.  The importance of self-advocacy was 

noted by White and Mason (2006) who reported that beginning SETs who asked for and 

received help were satisfied with the quality of their mentors’ assistance even when their 

mentors were not SETs, did not teach in the same school, or did not teach the same 

subjects.  Similarly, in their study of effects of induction on retention, Glazerman et al. 
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(2008) suggested that the teachers who were the most assertive and effective may have 

received the most support.  Findings from the current study as well as from research 

suggest that the innate personal qualities of teachers, such as self-advocacy, may play a 

role in their success.  

What Teachers Like Best about Teaching Special Education 

 Teachers in this study created a lengthy list of what they liked best about teaching 

special education.  Of the 477 participants in this study, 323 provided comments on this 

item. Three themes emerged among all their comments: (a) student learning and success, 

(b) challenges of teaching special education, and (c) personal fulfillment.  Teachers 

described their satisfaction with their students’ accomplishments and they explained their 

enjoyment of various challenges found in teaching special education.  Perhaps the most 

heartfelt comments came from teachers who revealed their personal satisfaction from 

teaching special education.   

Beginning SETs at the Secondary Level 

 Findings in this study revealed that elementary and secondary teachers had similar 

experiences with induction, mentoring, and local school support; however, differences 

that emerged between the two grade levels will be described in this section.  For the 215 

secondary teachers in this study, the most common teaching setting was a self-contained 

special education class, and they taught in more classrooms during a typical day than 

elementary teachers. Mentoring seemed to be more effective for secondary teachers. 

 Secondary SETs expressed concerns about their students’ futures, such as 

available resources after graduation.  They wanted more appropriate curriculum materials 
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for their older students, and they were concerned about their preparation to teach 

secondary level content.  Although most secondary teachers had planning periods during 

the school day, they reported that these periods were used for IEP meetings, eligibility 

meetings, teacher conferences, and parent conferences. 

Summary 

 This study examined the effects of various supports for beginning special 

education teachers. Support from mentors was found to be more effective for secondary 

teachers than elementary.  Job satisfaction, a component of local school culture, was the 

only factor connected to teacher retention.  The teachers who planned to stay in special 

education teaching the longest were more satisfied with their jobs. 

 Teachers from elementary and secondary levels found their induction programs 

and mentoring to be somewhat effective, although there was great variability in these 

programs.  Their experiences with administrative support and their local school cultures 

were mixed. Teachers described the need to collaborate with other SETs, general 

education teachers, administrators, and paraprofessionals.  

 The source of greatest concern for both groups of teachers came from their job 

designs. Teaching demands alone were great: the variety of subjects, the variety of 

settings, and the variety of types of disabilities and skill levels among their students.  

These demands were coupled with heavy student caseloads, excessive paperwork, limited 

access to resources, and inadequate planning time. 

 It was somewhat surprising that in the face of all these negative experiences and 

difficult challenges that most beginning SETs found their jobs rewarding.  However, only 
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one fourth of teachers in this study responded they planned to stay in teaching 15 years or 

more.  Therefore, district and local school officials must create a supportive school 

culture that will mitigate the difficulties that beginning SETs face if they expect to retain 

quality teachers. 

Limitations 

Survey Research 

 There are a number of limitations that could have resulted from the survey 

research.  The survey for the current study required respondents to recall their first year 

of teaching, so their ability to recall the past may have been limited.  Survey items were 

designed carefully but still may have been misinterpreted by respondents.  The sample for 

the survey was provided by a marketing firm, and there was no direct observation or 

verification of respondents’ status as beginning special education teachers.  In addition, 

since surveys are self-reporting, responses do not necessarily provide accurate 

descriptions of what respondents feel or do.  With survey research, it is possible that 

participants with extreme interests or opinions were the ones who responded. 

Generalizability 

 There were small sample sizes for the survey and for follow-up interviews. Even 

though 477 surveys were returned, a response rate of 16% was lower than expected but in 

some ways not surprising.  The “sender” of the email cover letter identified the researcher 

by name and also as a doctoral candidate at George Mason University, but the researcher 

was unknown to the recipients.  The only other enticement for recipients to open the 

email was the subject line which read: “An opportunity to help beginning special 
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education teachers.”    The low response rate made it difficult to generalize any 

conclusions beyond the survey recipients to the population as a whole. However, the 

demographic data mirrored national data samples from SPeNSE (Billingsley, 2002) and 

Mehrenberg (2009). There are also limitations for generalizability of follow-up telephone 

interviews.  In addition to the small number of participants, interviewees were survey 

respondents who volunteered for the telephone interviews, so they may not be 

representative of the sample. They may have volunteered because of extreme views or 

opinions they wished to share.  

Bias 

 Another limitation of this study was potential bias on the part of the researcher 

who was a full-time special education teacher with 32 years experience.  Because the 

researcher wanted to shed light on the difficult first years of teaching, every effort was 

made to be objective and not let personal experiences or perspectives affect the analysis 

of the qualitative data. 

Validity 

 Possible questions of validity could arise with the survey in this study because it 

was created by the researcher.  All of the items were based on an extensive review of 

current research on attrition, induction and mentoring, and local school culture, but it was 

possible that the wording of the items could have been misinterpreted.  Also, survey 

responses were self-reported and depended on the respondents’ memories of previous 

events.   
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 With qualitative research, the concept of validity is not to arrive at some 

“objective truth” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 106) but rather to examine ways in which a 

researcher might arrive at wrong conclusions.  Rich data from survey items and telephone 

interviews were used to provide additional, or perhaps alternative, theories based on the 

quantitative data. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

 This research provided a detailed examination of the perceptions of 477 early 

career special education teachers in 35 states regarding three key factors in their 

professional lives: induction, mentoring, and the culture at their local schools.   

 Even though results from this current study did not reveal a connection between 

induction, mentoring and teacher retention, respondents rated their mentors as somewhat 

effective in providing support and encouragement, and in dealing with a variety of issues 

such as behavior management, working with paraprofessionals, and dealing with stress. 

Implications for school districts to create quality induction programs can be found in the 

2002 annual “Quality Counts” issue of Education Week which reported that 9 of the 

top10 states with the most improved teacher quality required and financed new teacher 

induction (Breaux & Wong, 2003).    

 Implications for administrators include improvement of job design for beginning 

special education teachers who enumerated concerns about high caseloads of students, 

too much paperwork, high numbers of subject preparations, lack of adequate resources, 

lack of planning time, and difficulties collaborating with general education teachers.  

Administrators need to provide time for special education teachers to work 
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collaboratively with each other and with general education teachers. Additionally, 

administrators are responsible for creating a positive school culture for all students and 

teachers.  Special education teachers in this study described school settings that did not 

promote inclusion of students with disabilities and school cultures that were not 

welcoming to special education teachers or beginning teachers.  

  Thornton et al. (2007) concluded that shortages of highly qualified special 

education teachers will continue unless changes are made to cultures of individual 

schools, including proactive principal leadership, establishing supports through 

mentoring and staff development, and developing a culture that supports special 

education.  The most encouraging implications of findings from the current study are that 

many of the supports are within the control of school districts and within the local 

schools themselves.  Some of these supports require financial commitments from school 

districts, such as implementing a comprehensive induction program.  However, with 

creative planning at the local school level, supports for working conditions, job design, 

and local school culture can be implemented without additional financial resources.  

Implications for Future Research 

 This study provided perspectives of early career special educators and extended 

current research by presenting a nationwide picture of existing practices in induction and 

mentoring, as well as impacts of local school culture. There were variations in the 

effectiveness and frequency of induction programs.  Replication and extension of this 

research could investigate induction programs tailored specifically for beginning SETs 

who are not fully licensed or programs tailored specifically for elementary or secondary 
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SETs. Teachers in this study expressed the need for professional development that is 

designed for special educators, so future research could examine professional 

development programs that are most effective for supporting beginning SETs and 

contributing to student achievement. 

 Complaints about high student caseloads and paperwork demands for beginning 

SETs continue to be heard from this study as well as previous research.  Since difficulties 

in these areas for beginning SETs continue to be documented, future research could 

investigate the effectiveness of adjustments made by individual schools in student 

caseloads, teaching loads, and paperwork demands in order to support beginning SETS. 

 Some beginning SETs found schools that were not supportive environments for 

students with disabilities and not supportive of the special education teachers.  Future 

research could focus on identifying the ways in which individual schools create a positive 

school culture that promotes inclusion of students with disabilities and inclusion of 

special education teachers as members of the schoolwide learning community. 
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Appendix A 
 

Informed Consent for Survey 
 
 
 

Informed Consent for Survey 
Retaining Beginning Special Education Teachers at the Secondary Level: 

Effects of Induction, Mentoring, and Local School Culture 
 
RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
This research is being conducted to study various supports that are available to help ensure the 
success of beginning special education teachers at the middle and high school levels. If you agree 
to participate, you will be asked to take approximately 20 minutes of your valuable time to 
complete this computer-based survey. 
 
RISKS 
There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research. 
 
BENEFITS 
There are no benefits to you as a participant other than to further research regarding supports that 
can be provided to beginning special educators. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
All data gathered from this computer-based survey will be kept confidential. For coded 
identifiable data (1) your name will not be included on the surveys or other collected data; (2) a 
code will be placed on the survey and other collected data; (3) through the use of an identification 
key, the researcher will be able to link your survey to your identity; and (4) only the researcher 
will have access to the identification key. 
 
While it is understood that no computer transmission can be perfectly secure, reasonable efforts 
will be made to protect the confidentiality of your transmissions. To further protect your 
responses, it is recommended that participants close the internet browser used to open this survey 
after completing the survey. 
 
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for any 
reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no penalty or 
loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you or any other party 
for participating in the research. 
 

CONTACT 
This research is being conducted by Nancy J. Morrison, a doctoral candidate from the Special 
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Education program in the College of Education and Human Development at George Mason 
University. This research study is being supervised by Margo A. Mastropieri, Ph.D. at George 
Mason University. Ms. Morrison may be reached at 703-250-0043 and Dr. Mastropieri may be 
reached at 703-993-4136 for questions or to report a research-related problem. You may contact 
the George Mason University Office of Research Subject Protections at 703-993-4121 if you 
have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in the research. This research 
has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures governing your 
participation in this research. 
 

CONSENT 
I have read this form and agree to participate in this study. We recommend that you print a copy 
of this page to keep a copy of this informed consent for your records. If you want to document 
your informed consent, please print a copy of this form, sign it and mail it to: 
 
Nancy J. Morrison 
10010 Wood Sorrels Lane 
Burke, VA 22015 
 
 
___ I consent to participate in this research. 
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Appendix B 
 

Survey 
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Appendix C 
 

Initial Email to Survey Respondents 
 

 
 
 
Dear Colleague, 
 
Your help as a fellow special education teacher is needed! 
 
I am a high school special education teacher and also a doctoral candidate at George 
Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia.  There is a nationwide shortage of special 
education teachers, so I am asking for your help in completing a survey about the various 
ways that new teachers can be supported.  You have been selected because you have less 
than five years experience as a special education teacher, and I hope you will take this 
opportunity to share your unique insights into the challenges and rewards we faced as 
first-year special education teachers. 
 
This survey is being conducted for a doctoral dissertation, and all of your answers will be 
kept confidential.  I am providing a link to the web-based survey which should take about 
20 minutes to complete:  
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=SYyXJYzk78q_2b_2fRZlX4Fiiw_3d_3d 
 
Thank you in advance for your willingness to help with this research. At the end of the 
survey, there is information about how you can win a $20 gift card from Amazon.com to 
thank you for responding to the survey.  Please complete the survey by June 1, 2008. 
 
If you have questions or comments regarding this research study, please feel free to 
contact me. 
 
Sincerely, 
Nancy Morrison 
nmorris2@gmu.edu 
703-250-0043 
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Appendix D 
 

Postcard Reminder to Survey Respondents 
 
 
 

Dear Special Education Colleague, 
 
 My name is Nancy Morrison.  I am a special education teacher and a doctoral student at George Mason 
University in Fairfax, Virginia.  About a week ago, I sent you a request to complete a survey titled, “Supporting 
Beginning Special Education Teachers.”  This sur- 
vey is being conducted for a doctoral dissertation to investigate the various ways that 
 special education teachers are supported during their first year of teaching. 
   
If you did not receive the first email message or have not yet responded to the survey, I would truly appreciate it 
if you would take a few minutes of your time to complete the online survey by going to:  
 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=SYyXJYzk78q_2b_2fRZlX4Fiiw_3d_3d 
    
If you have any questions or comments about this research, please feel free to contact me 
by phone 703-250-0043 or email: nmorris2@gmu.edu . 

 
By participating, you will be entered into a drawing to win a $20 gift card to Amazon.com.  Please complete the survey 
by June 15, 2008.  Thank you for your help with this research. 
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Appendix E 
 

Final Email Reminder to Survey Respondents 
 
 
 

Dear Special Education Colleague, 
 
My name is Nancy Morrison. I am a special education teacher and a doctoral student at George 
Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia. About a week ago, I sent you a request to complete a 
survey titled, “Supporting Beginning Special Education Teachers.” This survey is being 
conducted for a doctoral dissertation to investigate the various ways that special education 
teachers are supported during their first year of teaching. 
If you did not receive the first email message or have not yet responded to the survey, I would 
truly appreciate it if you would take a few minutes of your time to complete the online survey by 
going to  
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=SYyXJYzk78q_2b_2fRZlX4Fiiw_3d_3d 
If you have any questions or comments about this research, please feel free to contact me by 
phone 703-250-0043 or email: nmorris2@gmu.edu . 
By participating, you will be entered into a drawing to win a $20 gift card to Amazon.com. Please 
complete the survey by June 20. Thank you for your help with this research. 

Nancy Morrison 
10010 Wood Sorrels Ln 
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Appendix F 
 

Informed Consent for Follow-Up Telephone Interviews 
 
 
 

Informed Consent for Telephone Interviews 

Retaining Beginning Special Education Teachers at the Secondary Level: 
Effects of Induction, Mentoring, and Local School Culture 

 
NOTE:  this form will be read aloud to the interview participants at the beginning 

of the telephone interview 

 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

This research is being conducted to study various supports that are available to help 
ensure the success of beginning special education teachers.  If you agree to participate, 
you will be asked to participate in a telephone interview that should last approximately 15 
minutes.   
 
RISKS 

There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research. 
 
BENEFITS 

There are no benefits to you as a participant other than to further research in ways to 
support beginning special education teachers. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 

The data in this study will be confidential.  Names and other identifiers will not be used, 
and codes will be placed on the data obtained from the interview responses.  Through the 
use of an identification key, the researcher will be able to link your interview responses to 
your identity, and only the researcher will have access to the identification key. 
 
PARTICIPATION 

Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 
any reason.  If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  There are no costs to your 
or any other party. 
 
CONTACT 

This research is being conducted by Nancy J. Morrison, a doctoral candidate from the 
Special Education program in the College of Education and Human Development at 
George Mason University.  This research study is being supervised by Margo A. 
Mastropieri, Ph.D. at George Mason University.  Ms. Morrison may be reached at 703-
250-0043 and Dr. Mastropieri may be reached at 703-993-4136 for questions or to report 
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a research-related problem.  You may contact the George Mason University Office of 
Research Subject Protections at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments 
regarding your rights as a participant in this research. 
 
CONSENT 

This form has been read aloud to me and I agree to participate in this study.   
 
_______________________            __________________  
Name              Date of verbal consent 
 
Version date:  2-05-08 
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Appendix G 
 

Interview Protocol for Follow-Up Telephone Interviews 

 
 

Telephone Interview Protocol 
 
1. How did your induction program help you as a first year teacher?  Tell me some 

ways it was helpful, or give me some examples about situations in which you 

were able to apply information from the induction program or from your mentor. 

2. Tell me how your teacher preparation program helped you as a beginning teacher 

(e.g., with behavior management issues.)  Can you think of a situation where 

information from one of your courses or from your fieldwork was particularly 

helpful your first year? 

3. Tell me how your school welcomed new teachers.  For example, did you have an 

orientation program, a tour of the school, or receive information about the key 

people to contact if you needed help?   

4. When you needed help during your first year of teaching, which staff member(s) 

did you ask for help? (e.g., mentor, administrator, other special education 

teachers.)  In what ways did staff members provide help your first year? 

5. What kind of experiences did you have collaborating with general education 

teachers? 

6. Overall, how would you describe your experience as a first-year special education 

teacher? 
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Appendix H 

Frequency of Participants by State 

 

 
Region 

 
% of Respondents 

 
States 

 
Frequency 

 

Northeast 27.1   
  CT 52 
  MA 1 
  ME 16 
  NH 1 
  NJ 6 
  NY 4 
  PA 4 

South 26.8   
  AL 2 
  AR 7 
  FL 31 
  GA 23 
  OK 2 
  TN 2 
  TX 24 
  VA 16 

Midwest 28.1   
  IA 26 
  IL 5 
  IN 35 
  KS 5 
  MI 4 
  MN 3 
  NE 2 
  OH 3 
  WI 6 

West 18.1   
  AK 1 
  AZ 1 
  CA 2 
  CO 1 
  HI 16 
  OR 7 
  UT 1 
  WA 1 
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