Research Evidence Against
Dismantling the U.S. Department

of Education: How to
Strengthen Support for
Students with Disabilities

Cara Jackson, Center for Outcomes Based Contracting

Alyn Turner, Research for Action

Danielle Farrie, Education Law Center

EDUCATION ADE JRESEARCH
ELC LAW CENTER AR 4/FORACTION



EDUCATION
LC LAW CENTER

Meet the Team

Cara Jackson Alyn Turner

Center for Outcomes
Based Contracting

Research for Action

INIRODUCTION /" /S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S SSSS SS SSSSSSS SS SSS SS SS SSSSS SS SSSSS SSSS SS /S PAGE2



EDUCATION
ELC LAW CENTER

Meet Our

Guest

Valerie C. Williams
Fmr. Director of OSEP at

Denise Marshall

Pa n e I iStS CEO, COPAA U.S. Education Department

INIRODUCTION /" /S S S/ S S S S S S S S S S SSSSSSSSS SSSSSSSSS SSSSSSS SS SSSSS SS SSSSS SS SS SSSSSSS SS/S PAGES



Our Goal

Provide evidence-based research to inform
and strengthen advocacy efforts against the

dismantling of the Education Department
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Guiding Questions

What role should the federal
government play in the
delivery of educational

opportunity?

How will dismantling the
Education Department
impact the quality and
efficacy of programs that are
supported by federal

funding?

How effective have federal
programs been in delivering
on their intended goals to
improve equity, expand
opportunity, and support
students facing particular

challenges?
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U.S. Education Department and IDEA:

CONTEXT
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Source: NCES Table 204.30. Children 3 to 21 years old served under Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),
Part B, by type of disability: 2009-10 through 2020-21
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POLICY CONTEXT
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Who Oversees IDEA?

¢ -

Office of Special
Education Programs
(OSEP)

Responsible for
ensuring states’

compliance with IDEA

£[A

=

Office for Civil Rights
(OCR)

Prevent and address
disability discrimination
by enforcing laws that
prohibit discrimination
based on disability.

il

Institute for
Education Sciences
(IES)

Evaluates federal
programs and collects
and reports on
education statistics

Works for Congress
and aims to help the
government work

more efficiently
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OSEP monitoring revealed state challenges
to adhering to IDEA in multiple areas

# States
8 10 12 14 16

o
N
IS
o

Dispute Resolution 5

Monitoring and Improvement 4

Fiscal Management 1

Data (State Performance Plan & Report)

Significant Disproportionality

Discipline & Behavior

!
w w
N
—
—

Early Childhood Transition
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The Special Education :
Why Loosening Standards Won'’t Fix the Problem
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Special education vacancies

are nearly double other
subject areas

SpeCiaI Education : . ' - 650/0 of public schools

report being understaffed in

Staffing: A System A\ - . . special education
Under Strain |

21% of schools report
at least one special

This isn’t a minor staffing hiccup education vacancy

— it’s a systematic crisis that has (2022-23)

persisted for decades. 72% of schools with

vacancies struggle to fill
positions with fully
certified teachers

STAFFING "/ /S S S S S S S S S S S S S S SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS PAGE



EDUCATION
LC LAW CENTER

States cannot waive requirements on

Special Education Staffing

Current Law vs.
Potential Policy
S h ifts If federal oversight weakens, states may pursue

“flexibility” to expand teacher pools

emergency/temporary basis

IDEA currently requires: Bachelor’'s degree and The Risk: short-term staffing solutions that

full special education certification compromise long-term student outcomes
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Core Components of Effective Special Education Preparation

Clinical Preparation

Longer, well-
supervised student
teaches
experiences
predict
effectiveness

Effectiveness

Teacher

Quality of cooperating

teachers

Candidates working
with effective
mentors show
stronger
performance

Evidence-based

practices

Systematic phonics,
behavior support,
IEP development,
progress
monitoring
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Coursework/Practice

alignment

Programs that
connect theory to
classroom
application
produce better
outcomes
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Alternative Routes

Potential and
Pitfalls

Common Gaps: Limited supervision, insufficient
evidence-based practice training, minimal clinical

experience.

Teacher Attrition: Alternatively certified special

educators are about the
profession.
Preparation: Many alternative routes Evidence Base: Research is , alternative

key preparation elements identified as

effective.

routes require sustained investment and careful

implementation
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Why Teachers Leave

It's Not About Preparation

Working conditions are the strongest predictor of retention — not preparation pathway.

Special educators face:

?
Excessive Larger Less Planning Role
Paperwork Caseloads Time Ambiguity

Evidence implies that faster pipelines accelerate

turnover without fixing systemic problems.
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Protect preparation
quality: Require sufficient
clinical experience,
qualified mentors, and
EBP training in ALL routes

Collect and use data:
Monitor graduate
retention, instructional
quality, student outcomes
by preparation pathway

Treat apprenticeships as
experimental: Mandate
rigorous evaluation before
scaling

/
Six High-

Leverage State

Policy Actions

\_

Prioritize mentor quality:
Ensure clinical
placements with
experienced, effective
cooperating teachers

Maintain IDEA-
compliant licensure
standards: Resist
emergency waivers even
under shortage pressure

Invest in working
conditions: Reduced
caseloads for novices,

protected planning time,
administrative training
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The speed of entry does not equal a sustainable

workforce: lowering standards fills positions
The Path Forward temporarily but accelerates turnover

Evidence Over
Expedience

Dual investment in quality preparation and

supportive working conditions is required

The stakes are students’ legal rights to
Certification flexibility should not be treated as a
appropriate services and evidence-based
simple solution to complex workforce challenges _ _
instruction
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When Federal Oversight Fades:

Protecting in Special Education
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Why this Matters Now

A Policy Crossroads

DISPROPORTIONALITY

Federal proposal removes required reporting of
data (Jan 2026)

Historical pattern: weak oversight = fewer districts The Conc_ern IS_ not that
identified, less corrective action dlspropor[[ona/[ty will
suddenly increase, but that it

Recent OSEP reports show critical failures in Indiana,

Idaho, South Carolina, Kansas will reduce the likelihood that
' L ‘ - state monitoring systems
detect inequities and require
action.”

Stakes are high: accountability infrastructure vs. persistent
inequities going unaddressed
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Black students have
. . . . : 4 double the probability
Racial Disproportionality ' , of identification in

subjective categories

A Pe rS iSte nt y ! | ol . X _(etmlcljtiotnall 3i.stubrF|3_an)ce,
. : e ‘ intellectual disability

SyStem-Ll n ked J p % ;, w vs. White peers

Pattern W

» Racial disproportionality concentrates

Probability of restrictive
placement:

in school-identified categories, not

* 16.2% non-low-income
Black students

medical diagnoses

* 10.3% non-low-income

- Pattern holds across states, income :
White students

levels, and decades of research
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Experimental evidence
shows teachers interpret
behavior and ability
referral & through racial lens

evaluation (Gilliam et al., 2016; Fish,
2017)

Bias in

How Disproportionality
Happens "Two Strikes" study— S ial
teachers endorse pecia
Discioli o .
Three seotine. B i Educatior
I nte rco n n ected second infraction |dentification
Pathways

pipeline

(Okonofua & Eberhardt,
2015)

Disproportionality highest
in categories requiring
subjective judgment vs.
medical diagnosis
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Teacher-student racial matching: Black students
matched to Black teachers less likely to be newly
Racial Disproportionality identified for special ed (Hart & Lindsay, 2024)

Interventions
th at S h OW Double Check coaching: Coached teachers had
P ro m ise lower office discipline referrals for Black students

(Bradshaw et al., 2018)

Equity-focused PBIS: RCT showed reduced Structured prereferral support: Instructional
discipline disparities through reduced exclusion of Consultation Teams reduced relative risk of minority
Black students (Mclntosh et al., 2021) referral/placement (Gravois & Rosenfield, 2006)
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What States Should Do:
Four Strategic Priorities

4 h 4 h
o = C L. . Treat educator diversity as a
Maintain conservative y
o = monitoring thresholds & special education equity
V) — transparent reporting despite strate_gy—strengthen .
- federal retreat recruitment and retention of
Black teachers
1\ J 1\ J
4 h 4 h

Strengthen data Prioritize equity-focused

infrastructure—enable ' N‘ discipline models (PBIS,

t|me!y, dls_aggre_gated Y ) restorative practices) in state
reporting with actionable l,’ guidance and funding

dashboards for districts
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"States have both the opportunity
and the obligation to demonstrate
that equity in special education can
be advanced through policy choices
grounded in research evidence and
a sustained commitment to
gj_entifying and addressing systemic
ias.”

KEY TAKEAWAY
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Thank you

For more information visit edlawcenter.org
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