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Why This Issue Requires Urgent Attention 

Current debates about scaling back federal oversight of the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) make this an especially critical moment for states to understand the 
implications of special education teacher preparation reforms. IDEA generally requires 
public school special education teachers to hold at least a bachelor’s degree and full state 
special education certification or equivalent state licensure. As it stands now, states may 
not waive these requirements on an emergency, temporary, or provisional basis, and 
teachers in alternative preparation routes must still meet IDEA’s standards within a 
defined period (Office of Special Education Programs, 2022).  

However, many states are confronting significant and persistent teacher shortages, 
particularly in special education, where vacancies remain among the highest nationally 
(Sutcher et al., 2016). 
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• During the 2022-23 school year, 21% of schools reported at least one vacancy in 
special education, and 55% of schools reported it was difficult to fill special 
education teacher positions (Gilmour et al., n.d.) 

• A nationwide survey of schools in 2022 reported that vacancies in special education 
were nearly double that of other subject areas. This survey also found that 65% of 
public schools in the United States reported being understaffed in special 
education. (Bodenhamer, 2023) 

• Data collected in August 2024 by IES found that 72% of public schools with 
vacancies in special education had difficulty filling the position with a fully certified 
teacher for the upcoming school year. (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2025)   

If federal accountability mechanisms through IDEA diminish, states may face 
increased pressure to relax certification and licensure requirements to address 
special education workforce shortages. Without strong guardrails, these shifts could 
accelerate inequities and leave students with disabilities disproportionately served by 
underprepared educators, making it more difficult to uphold the instructional and legal 
protections guaranteed under IDEA. In this context, state-level decisions about 
certification and licensure flexibility and teacher pipeline investments carry heightened 
and long-lasting consequences. 

Overview 

Year after year, nearly all states report to the U.S. Department of Education that they 
are experiencing special education teacher shortages, which challenge schools’ 
ability to meet legal obligations under IDEA to provide a free appropriate public 
education for students with disabilities (Learning Policy Institute, 2025). Special 
education teacher shortages arise from multiple factors: fewer candidates completing 
special-education preparation programs, high attrition among special educators, and 
growth in the number of students receiving special-education services (National Council 
on Teacher Quality, 2025). According to the American Association for Employment in 
Education’s most recent Educator Supply and Demand Survey, colleges, universities, and 
school districts nationwide consistently report considerable shortages across nearly all 11 
special education subfields (American Association for Employment in Education, 2024). 

In July 2024, the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) released a report based on 
site visits to 32 entities (state education agencies, school districts, and special education 
organizations) across four states, where they explored access to resources, including 
trained staff and educators, for students with disabilities (GAO, 2024). All 32 entities said 



3 
 

personnel shortages were a key obstacle to educating students with disabilities. 
Districts reported shortages not just for special education teachers, but also speech-
language pathologists, paraeducators, general/substitute teachers, bus drivers, and other 
related service roles (e.g., OTs, school psychologists). GAO reports stakeholders saying 
too few people are entering the field, with too few students pursuing special education 
preparation, and existing staff moving to general education or leaving education. 
Contributing factors include too few certification/degree programs, licensure 
reciprocity barriers, and the high cost of preparation/student debt relative to 
expected pay. Districts reported these obstacles can result in students not receiving 
services, receiving delayed services, or receiving lower-quality supports (including delays 
in evaluations and make-up services pushed into summer).  

With these chronic shortages, states are looking for ways to fill gaps, often focusing on 
barriers to entry to the field. Federal law, however, sets clear boundaries for how states 
may define and use teacher certification or licensure in special education. Under 
IDEA, special education teachers must hold at least a bachelor’s degree and full state 
special education certification or equivalent state licensure. While states have flexibility to 
determine what full certification entails, IDEA does not permit states to rely on emergency, 
temporary, or provisional licenses to staff special education classrooms. In practice, this 
means states may innovate in how teachers are prepared, but they may not lower 
certification standards below the federal minimum.  

State efforts to address teacher shortages 

In response to teacher shortages, many states are investing in alternative teacher 
preparation routes. Alternative routes offer accelerated, nontraditional pathways for 
individuals with a bachelor’s degree to earn state teaching certification/licensure without 
completing a traditional teacher preparation program (U.S. Department of Education, 
2020). As a result, alternative routes have become a common state policy lever for filling 
special education vacancies and stabilizing the teacher workforce (Peyton et al., 2020). 
While specific approaches vary across states, most alternative routes allow candidates to 
begin teaching under supervision while completing required coursework and training 
through apprenticeship or residency models (see Box 1). Some are abbreviated, fast-entry 
models that place candidates in classrooms while they complete coursework; others, 
such as residencies and registered teacher apprenticeships, are designed to pair paid 
clinical work with structured mentoring, supervised practice, and aligned coursework. 
Because these models differ so substantially, the relevant policy question is not simply 
whether a route is “alternative,” but whether it provides sufficient clinical preparation, 
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mentoring, and oversight to support effective practice and progression to full certification 
(Office of Special Education Programs, 2022; Rosenberg & Sindelar, 2005). 

Changes to IDEA that weaken federal oversight may allow further flexibility for states 
in certification requirements. For state leaders, the current policy question is not 
whether to allow alternative routes, but whether those routes reliably lead to full 
certification within a defined timeframe and ensure that teachers are adequately prepared 
to meet the needs of students with disabilities and comply with federal law. While federal 
law sets boundaries on what counts as acceptable alternative routes for special 
education, loosening oversight may risk states pursuing strategies to waive requirements 
to expand the pool of available teachers.  

State efforts to address shortages in the special 
education (SPED) workforce 

• “Learn while you earn” registered apprenticeships / paid residencies: 
States are funding apprenticeship-style programs where paraprofessionals, 
long-term subs, or career-changers train on the job with mentoring while 
completing coursework toward SPED licensure/certification. Pennsylvania’s 
state strategy explicitly includes SPED-focused apprenticeships and 
paraprofessional-to-SPED pipelines. California boasts success in their “Grow 
Your Own” strategy for filling special education shortages through recruiting 
classified staff who currently serve as paraprofessionals or afterschool 
program staff. 

• Provisional entry licenses tied to preparation: Several states issue time-
limited certificates when a district hires someone who is already enrolled (or 
must enroll) in a state-approved SPED program, usually with 
supervision/mentoring requirements. Examples include Washington’s 
conditional certificate rules for a SPED endorsement and Maryland’s district-
requested conditional license. Some states have built explicit SPED alternative 
licenses for candidates enrolled in an approved alternative-route program (or 
who finished a program but need more time for exams), letting them serve as 
the teacher of record during the pathway. Indiana’s “Alternative Special 
Education License” is a clear example. 

 
 

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/education/newsroom/pennsylvania-sees-boost-in-certified-teachers-as-shapiro-administrations-educator-workforce-strategy-delivers-results
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/education/newsroom/pennsylvania-sees-boost-in-certified-teachers-as-shapiro-administrations-educator-workforce-strategy-delivers-results
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/pl/divteachrecruit.asp
https://www.pesb.wa.gov/the-limited-certificates-update-from-pesb/#SPED
https://www.pesb.wa.gov/the-limited-certificates-update-from-pesb/#SPED
https://www.marylandpublicschools.org/about/Pages/DEE/Certification/conditional-licensure.aspx
https://www.marylandpublicschools.org/about/Pages/DEE/Certification/conditional-licensure.aspx
https://www.in.gov/doe/educators/educator-licensing/alternative-licensure-paths/
https://www.in.gov/doe/educators/educator-licensing/alternative-licensure-paths/
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Importance of Grounding Policy Decisions in Evidence 

As states weigh strategies to address educator shortages and respond to shifting 
federal oversight, grounding policy decisions in rigorous evidence is more critical than 
ever. Research provides some guidance on which preparation models lead to stronger 
instructional practice, higher retention, and better outcomes for students with disabilities. 
When certification flexibilities or teacher preparation program features are implemented 
without attention to the evidence base, states risk adopting short-term solutions that may 
exacerbate inequities and reduce compliance with IDEA requirements. Evidence-informed 

 
• Emergency permits (with required progress toward full certification), used 

cautiously for SPED: States sometimes lean on emergency permits to staff 
hard-to-fill roles, typically requiring enrollment in a prep program and credit 
completion for renewal (Pennsylvania lays out these obligations). These are 
used to fill vacancies temporarily. Federal guidance has warned states they 
can’t simply waive SPED teacher qualification requirements on an 
emergency/temporary basis under IDEA, so states, like Texas, try to structure 
“stopgap” permits around compliant alternate-route preparation rather than 
blanket waivers. 

• Streamlined “add-on” / supplemental SPED endorsements for already-
licensed teachers: To move general educators into SPED faster, states are 
expanding add-on pathways, accelerated coursework, or “supplemental 
endorsement” options; for example, Indiana’s I-SEAL supports already-
licensed teachers adding SPED via funded coursework. 

• Redesigning structures to reduce barriers:  Some states are adjusting the 
structure of SPED credentials—e.g., creating more flexible/standalone SPED 
endorsements. Michigan approved new standards for a standalone 
endorsement, rather than one in a particular content area, starting with 
implementation by prep programs in fall 2026. Others are adjusting 
testing/requirements that are bottlenecks (paired with alternative 
demonstrations of competency). Mississippi’s recent changes included 
shifting/loosening certain reading-test requirements for some SPED candidates 
while introducing an alternative course-based route for meeting reading 
expectations. 

 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/files/OSEP-Memo-22-01-Personnel-Qualifications-under-IDEA-10-04-2022.pdf
https://www.k12dive.com/news/osep-to-states-special-educators-cant-teach-under-emergency-licenses/633374/
https://www.tasb.org/news-insights/teacher-certification-part-3-emergency-permits
https://www.in.gov/doe/educators/special-education-licensure/
https://www.michiganpublic.org/education/2025-05-14/state-board-of-education-approves-new-standards-for-special-education-certification
https://mississippitoday.org/2025/10/28/mde-changes-licensure-requirements-for-prospective-special-education-teachers-and-elementary-school-teachers/
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policymaking enables states to evaluate both the effectiveness and the unintended 
consequences of reforms, ensuring that staffing pressures do not come at the expense of 
students’ legal rights or long-term educational quality. 

What does the research evidence say about strong 
teacher preparation, particularly for students with 
disabilities? 

States are on firmest empirical ground when licensing and credentialing policies 
emphasize the quality and structure of clinical experiences and encourage 
coursework that is tightly connected to instructional practice.  

High-quality preparation is essential for training teachers to select and implement 
evidence-based practices with fidelity, a core requirement given the wide variation in 
needs among students with disabilities (Scheeler, et al, 2016; O’Brien et al., 2023; 
Hagaman et al., 2017). But how does the research define “high quality?” 

Research reviewed by Ronfeldt (2021) points to clinical preparation as the most 
consistently supported feature of teacher preparation linked to both teaching 
effectiveness and retention. Large-scale quantitative studies show that candidates who 
complete longer, well-supervised student teaching experiences, work with effective 
cooperating teachers, and experience clear alignment between coursework and 
fieldwork tend to demonstrate stronger early-career performance and are more likely to 
remain in the profession (Boyd et al., 2009; Ronfeldt et al., 2014; Ronfeldt et al., 2018).  

For example, a statewide study finds that special educators whose programs emphasized 
evidence-based literacy practices–such as systematic phonics instruction, explicit 
comprehension strategies, and structured interventions for decoding difficulties–and 
provided high-quality supervised field experiences produced higher reading gains for 
students with high-incidence disabilities when classroom practices were aligned to their 
preparation (Theobald et al., 2022). A smaller study shows that students made measurable 
progress when special education teacher candidates learned to implement and then 
delivered evidence-based reading interventions like repeated reading, explicit vocabulary 
instruction, and multisensory phonics approaches (Heckaman et al., 2018). These findings 
build on earlier evidence showing that teachers with formal preparation in special 
education, including specialized coursework and supervised clinical experience, are more 
effective, particularly in reading (Feng & Sass, 2013). Coursework must explicitly address 
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IEP development and legal compliance, evidence-based practices for students with 
disabilities, assessment and progress monitoring, behavior management, and 
collaboration with general educators and related service providers (Rosenberg et al., 2023; 
Scheeler et al., 2016). 

For state policymakers considering loosening special education credentialing 
requirements to address shortages, this evidence suggests caution: reducing 
expectations for supervised clinical experience and specialized coursework may 
undermine teachers’ ability to implement evidence-based practices with fidelity. 

What do we know about alternative routes to 
certification?  

Rosenberg and colleagues (2023) synthesize research on alternative routes for special 
education teachers and conclude that many alternative routes compress or omit key 
elements of preparation that the broader literature identifies as important for 
effectiveness. This research builds on earlier descriptive work, for example by Rosenberg 
and Sindelar (2005), who reported wide variation in program quality among alternative 
route models, with many programs providing limited coursework, minimal supervision, and 
little attention to evidence based instruction.  

Outcomes of alternative routes to certification are unclear. Rigorous evaluations of 
teacher or student outcomes remain rare (Day, 2022), and comparative studies of 
outcomes across traditional and alternative routes are difficult to interpret because 
schools that can attract traditionally certified teachers may be better professional learning 
environments than those that cannot, thus comparing outcomes across the two could be 
conflating certification route with school context. These studies show that traditionally 
prepared special educators tend to be rated higher on measures of planning, instruction, 
and classroom environment than those who enter through emergency or very short 
alternative routes (e.g., Nougaret et al, 2005), though more rigorous research is needed to 
assess causality.  

Finally, while alternative routes have been effective in addressing immediate staffing 
needs, evidence suggests they are associated with higher teacher attrition compared 
to traditional preparation pathways. Research indicates that special education teachers 
entering through alternative routes are approximately 25 percent more likely to leave the 
profession than their peers who completed traditional teacher preparation programs 
(Podolsky et al., 2016). Studies suggest that a key driver of attrition is inadequate 
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preparation, with many alternatively certified special education teachers reporting 
that their programs did not sufficiently equip them with the skills needed to meet 
classroom demands (Mason-Williams et al., 2020). 

Spotlight on teacher residencies and apprenticeships 

Alternative teacher preparation models are those where candidates are recruited through 
more expedient and/or “learn while you work” pathways. Two popular structures are 
residencies and apprenticeships.  

What is the difference between apprenticeship and residency models? 

• Residency: A clinical, training-first model. Candidates spend an extended period 
co-teaching alongside an expert mentor while completing aligned coursework; they 
may receive a stipend/salary, but they are less often the teacher of record during 
the training year. These programs are typically a year in length and require a BA to 
participate, resulting in licensure or a Master’s degree and license. 

• Apprenticeship: A job-first model. Candidates are paid employees of the district 
from day one (often serving as a paraprofessional), complete a set of structured on-
the-job competencies under the supervision of a mentor serving in a structured 
role, and must earn wages that can increase as they progress. The length of these 
programs vary depending on the degree or license being earned but are at least a 
year in length. Some programs support apprentices in earning a BA, some are 
licensure-only, and others may result in a Master’s.  

It is important to note that while there are some key differences between residencies and 
apprenticeships, they can also function the same way programmatically. Residencies may 
seek to modify their programs in ways that do not impact program quality to meet 
apprenticeship requirements in order to access workforce funding.   

What is the evidence that teacher residencies or apprenticeship models 
adequately prepare special education teachers? 

Residencies 

The efficacy of teacher residency programs remains mixed, with stark challenges in 
funding and administrative needs that prevent some of the programs from reaching 
their full potential. In the early 2000s, teacher residency programs like the Boston 
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Teacher Residency began, offering prospective teachers the opportunity to bypass the 
traditional certification process at a university and instead spend their training time in a 
classroom with a mentor teacher (Papay et. al., 2012). Most of these programs only require 
a year of mentorship before the prospective teacher can become a teacher of record 
themselves. Many studies agree that teacher residency programs—when they are well-
designed and well-implemented—are an effective way to recruit new teachers and 
increase teacher retention rates for high-turnover schools (Burstein et al., 2023; Mazzye et 
al., 2022). However, there are a plethora of challenges in the implementation of such 
programs, such as overinflated costs and a “prescriptive, compliance-focused regime” 
that does not respond quickly to new research (LiBetti and Trinidad, 2018).  

Major challenges facing teacher residency programs include: cost/budgeting, the 
pressure of the state accountability system, difficulty in identifying appropriate residents 
and matching them with a mentor teacher, and institutional procedures (e.g., determining 
credit weights and faculty workload) (Afacan, 2022). Regular funding and committed 
personnel, amidst a multitude of other factors, are required for teacher residency 
programs to be both successful and sustainable (Afacan, 2022). Federal aid during the 
COVID pandemic helped alleviate the high costs of many teacher residency programs, 
including in Iowa, Nevada, and Oklahoma, where states used ESSER (Elementary and 
Secondary School Emergency Relief) funds to offer tuition assistance, student teaching 
stipends, and/or certification exam fee waivers to participants in teacher preparation 
programs (EdTrust, 2022). Without continued federal aid, teacher residency programs 
could prove too expensive to sustain (Worley & Zerbino, 2023). 

Apprenticeships 

The research base on apprenticeship models for special education teacher 
preparation is limited, making it difficult to draw evidence-based conclusions about 
their effectiveness. Unlike teacher residencies, which have been studied more 
extensively, registered apprenticeship programs are newer and have received minimal 
attention in peer-reviewed research (Regional Educational Laboratory [REL] Northwest, 
2025). As the model first emerged in 2022, the limited number of program graduates has 
made evaluation difficult so far. Emerging evidence suggests that they may offer 
meaningful recruitment advantages, particularly for paraeducators, career changers, and 
other nontraditional candidates who are already embedded in schools and communities 
(Kriha et al., 2025). These pathways may reduce financial barriers to entering teaching, 
create more accessible routes to licensure for working adults, and diversify the special 
education workforce (Camp et al., 2024; Kriha et al., 2025; RTI International, 2024). 
However, there are no studies examining whether students with disabilities taught by 
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apprenticeship-prepared teachers achieve IEP goals, make adequate academic progress, 
or receive appropriate evidence-based interventions.  

If states pursue apprenticeship models, they should ensure that immediate staffing needs 
do not crowd out the components of preparation that research suggests matter most: 
supervised clinical practice, high-quality coursework, trained mentors, and clear pathways 
to full certification (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Pickett et al., 2025; Rosenberg & Sindelar, 
2005). Importantly, states should ensure apprentices do not serve as the teacher of record 
before they are adequately trained. While apprentices may serve as teachers of record in 
some programs, leading organizations including the Pathways Alliance and the U.S. 
Department of Education have discouraged this practice. Placing novice teachers in full-
time special education roles without a strong foundation may compromise their ability to 
implement evidence-based practices with fidelity—a particular concern given that 
students with disabilities require specialized, research-validated instruction (Feng & Sass, 
2013; Theobald et al., 2022). 

Working Conditions: The Critical Driver of Special 
Education Teacher Attrition 

Accelerating teacher preparation through residencies, registered apprenticeships, or other 
alternative routes addresses only one part of the special education staffing challenge: 
getting teachers into classrooms. However, research suggests that addressing the 
shortage requires a dual approach: (1) ensuring teachers receive adequate preparation to 
meet the complex demands of special education, and (2) improving the working conditions 
they will encounter once employed. Policies that prioritize one without the other are 
unlikely to produce sustainable improvements in staffing (Mason-Williams et al., 2020; 
Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). 

The Evidence: Working Conditions Matter More Than Preparation Quality 

Special education teachers face distinctly different, and more demanding, working 
conditions than their general education peers. In addition to classroom instruction, they 
must develop and monitor IEPs, consult with general educators, coordinate supports from 
related service providers, manage extensive compliance paperwork, and communicate 
regularly with families (Bettini et al., 2020; Brunsting et al., 2022). These responsibilities 
require both broader curricular knowledge and deeper pedagogical expertise than general 
education teaching (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Yet despite these additional demands, 
special educators often receive the same compensation as general education teachers 
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and frequently report having less planning time, fewer opportunities to collaborate with 
colleagues, and more overwhelming workloads (Bettini et al., 2017a). 

Research on special education teacher attrition consistently identifies working 
conditions, including role problems, administrative support, resources, and 
workload, as stronger predictors of retention than teacher preparation characteristics 
(Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Mason-Williams et al., 2020). A review of 30 studies from 2002-
2017 found that the majority examined working conditions among special educators who 
left teaching, moved to other positions, or transferred to general education, with demands, 
supports, resources, and compensation emerging as the most salient factors (Billingsley & 
Bettini, 2019). Similarly, analysis of beginning special and general educators across 11 
districts found that beginning special educators reported more overwhelming workloads 
yet had fewer opportunities for collegial interaction and support (Bettini et al., 2017b). 

Teachers who view their school climate positively, receive adequate administrative 
support, have manageable caseloads, and feel integrated into their school community are 
significantly more likely to remain in special education, regardless of how they were 
prepared (Billingsley et al., in press; Cancio et al., 2013). Conversely, even highly qualified, 
well-prepared special educators are more likely to leave when faced with excessive 
paperwork, inadequate resources, role ambiguity, and isolation from colleagues (Brunsting 
et al., 2022). 

Financial Incentives Alone Are Insufficient 

Recent research from Hawaii illustrates both the promise and limitations of policy 
interventions that do not address underlying working conditions. In 2019, Hawaii raised 
special education teachers' salaries by $10,000, with additional bonuses of $3,000-$8,000 
for teachers in historically hard-to-staff schools. The policy successfully reduced special 
education vacancies by encouraging general education teachers to move into special 
education roles and by reducing the flow of special education teachers into general 
education positions (Gilmour et al., 2024; Theobald et al., 2024). However, the financial 
incentives did not significantly reduce overall special education teacher attrition 
rates (Gilmour et al., 2024). These findings suggest that simply paying special education 
teachers more—while helpful for recruitment and lateral movement—is insufficient to 
compensate for more challenging working conditions.  
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Evidenced-Based Policy Considerations for States 

As changes to IDEA that potentially loosen federal accountability and oversight are being 
considered or enacted, states need to stay grounded in the best available evidence to 
ensure students with disabilities have access to well-prepared educators. To balance 
immediate staffing needs with long-term workforce stability while staying grounded in the 
best available evidence, states may consider these recommendations: 

1. Protect core, evidence-based components of effective teacher preparation 

Because the causal evidence remains limited, states should avoid prescriptive statutory 
definitions of a single “best” model and instead require that all routes, including 
alternative ones, meet a set of minimum criteria: sufficient preservice coursework, 
supervised clinical practice, qualified mentor teachers, and clear timelines for achieving 
full certification, paired with ongoing evaluation of graduate outcomes. 

2. Prioritize high-quality clinical placements and cooperating teacher qualifications 

Studies show that clinical placement quality strongly predicts teacher effectiveness. 
States can set guardrails requiring that clinical placements be supervised by experienced, 
effective cooperating teachers, particularly for teacher candidates who will serve students 
with disabilities. 

3. Ensure preparation programs teach and assess evidence-based practices (EBPs) 

Effective instruction for students with disabilities relies fundamentally on teachers' ability 
to implement evidence-based practices (EBPs) with fidelity. States should require all 
preparation programs, especially alternative routes, to provide comprehensive training in 
core domains including: evidence-based literacy instruction (systematic phonics, 
explicit comprehension strategies, structured interventions for decoding difficulties); 
positive behavior support (functional behavior assessment, PBIS, self-monitoring 
strategies, reinforcement systems); inclusive instructional practices (differentiated 
instruction, UDL, co-teaching, accommodations aligned to IEP goals); assessment and 
progress monitoring (curriculum-based measurement, formative assessment, data-
based instructional decisions); and systematic instruction for students with extensive 
support needs (task analysis, response prompting, error correction).  

4. Maintain licensure safeguards for special education to comply with IDEA 
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Evidence shows that candidates entering through emergency or abbreviated pathways 
often receive less supervision, have weaker instructional skills, and are more likely to leave 
the profession (Nougaret et al., 2005; Podolsky et al., 2016; Rosenberg et al., 2023). 
Federal law requires full certification and prohibits states from relying on emergency or 
provisional licensure for special education teachers. If federal oversight and accountability 
weakens, states should avoid policies that place unprepared teachers in special education 
roles and should ensure alternative routes provide a clear, time-bound path to full 
certification aligned with IDEA’s personnel standards. 

5. Consider apprenticeship models as experimental and mandate relevant data 
collection to establish effectiveness.  

States considering apprenticeships must acknowledge that they are implementing an 
untested model with potentially high-stakes consequences for students with disabilities. 
Without rigorous evaluation data on teacher effectiveness, student outcomes, IEP quality, 
or legal compliance, apprenticeships should be considered experimental. At minimum, 
states should mandate data collection on graduate retention, instructional quality using 
validated observation instruments, student achievement and IEP goal attainment, 
implementation fidelity of evidence-based practices, and equity impacts to determine 
whether apprenticeships concentrate underprepared teachers in high-need schools. Until 
this evidence base develops, states should proceed cautiously and ensure apprenticeship 
programs include the intensive support structures and comprehensive preparation 
requirements that research suggests are necessary for teacher effectiveness. 

6. Couple certification reforms with equally robust investments in working conditions 

States should consider the following practices to support the special education workforce:  

• Reduced caseloads for novice special educators, particularly those entering 
through abbreviated preparation routes, to allow time for learning on the job while 
managing reasonable workloads; 

• Protected planning time sufficient for IEP development, progress monitoring, and 
coordination with related service providers; 

• Structured collaboration opportunities with experienced special educators and 
general education colleagues to reduce isolation and promote professional 
learning; 

• Adequate training for leadership: Administrative leadership trained in special 
education compliance, instructional practices, and the unique demands of special 
educators' roles. 
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• Adequate instructional resources and materials aligned to evidence-based 
practices; 

• Manageable compliance systems that streamline paperwork without sacrificing 
legal protections for students; 

• Ongoing professional development that builds expertise in evidence-based 
practices, behavior management, and collaboration. 

Conclusion 

As federal oversight of IDEA potentially weakens, states face critical decisions about 
special education teacher preparation and licensure that will shape educational 
opportunities for students with disabilities for years to come. The evidence reviewed in this 
brief points to a clear path forward: states must resist the temptation to view loosening 
certification requirements as a simple solution to workforce shortages. While alternative 
pathways to certification can play a role in addressing immediate staffing needs, research 
consistently demonstrates that the quality of clinical preparation—including supervised 
field experiences, evidence-based coursework, and mentorship from effective cooperating 
teachers—matters significantly for teacher effectiveness and student outcomes. 
Apprenticeship models, despite their growing popularity, lack sufficient empirical evidence 
to justify widespread adoption without robust safeguards and rigorous evaluation.  The 
evidence on registered teacher apprenticeships in special education is still emerging: 
these models appear promising as recruitment strategies, particularly for paraeducators 
and other community-rooted candidates, but they are not yet supported by a robust 
impact literature demonstrating superior effectiveness or student outcomes. States that 
prioritize speed of entry over comprehensive preparation risk placing underprepared 
teachers in special education classrooms, potentially compromising students' legal rights 
to appropriate services and evidence-based instruction. 

Equally important, this evidence review underscores that improving teacher preparation 
alone will not solve the special education staffing crisis. Research overwhelmingly shows 
that working conditions—manageable caseloads, adequate planning time, administrative 
support, collaborative opportunities, and sufficient resources—are stronger predictors of 
retention than preparation pathway. States that invest in faster routes to the classroom 
while neglecting the structural conditions that drive experienced teachers out of the 
profession are simply accelerating turnover rather than building a sustainable workforce. 
Moving forward, state leaders must ground their policy decisions in rigorous evidence, 
maintain meaningful licensure standards that comply with IDEA's personnel requirements, 
treat untested approaches like apprenticeships as experimental with mandatory 
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evaluation, and couple any certification reforms with equally robust investments in the 
working conditions that enable special educators to remain in the profession. For students 
with disabilities, the stakes are too high, and the consequences too lasting to proceed 
otherwise. 

  



16 
 

REFERENCES 

Afacan, K. (2022). Teacher residency as an alternative teacher preparation program: A 
program review. Journal of Teacher Education and Educators, 11(3), 351–372. 

American Association for Employment in Education. (2024). Educator supply & demand 
report: 2023–2024 [Survey report]. American Association for Employment in 
Education. 

Bettini, E., Cumming, M. M., Merrill, K. L., Brunsting, N. C., & Liaupsin, C. J. (2017a). 
Working conditions in self-contained settings for students with emotional 
disturbance. The Journal of Special Education, 51(2), 83–94. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022466916674195 

Bettini, E., Jones, N., Brownell, M., Conroy, M., Park, Y., Leite, W., Crockett, J., & Benedict, 
A. (2017b). Workload manageability among novice special and general educators: 
Relationships with emotional exhaustion and career intentions. Remedial and 
Special Education, 38(4), 246–256. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932517708327 

Billingsley, B., & Bettini, E. (2019). Special education teacher attrition and retention: A 
review of the literature. Review of Educational Research, 89(5), 697–744. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654319862495 

Billingsley, B., Bettini, E., & Jones, N. (in press). Supporting induction through high-leverage 
practices. Remedial and Special Education. 

Bodenhamer, S. (2023). Special educator shortage: Examining teacher burnout and mental 
health. Institute of Education Sciences. https://ies.ed.gov/learn/blog/special-
educator-shortage-examining-teacher-burnout-and-mental-health 

Boyd, D. J., Grossman, P. L., Lankford, H., Loeb, S., & Wyckoff, J. (2009). Teacher 
preparation and student achievement. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 
31(4), 416–440. 

Brunsting, N. C., Bettini, E., Rock, M., Common, E. A., Royer, D. J., Lane, K. L., Xie, F., Chen, 
A., & Zeng, F. (2022). Working conditions and burnout of special educators of 
students with EBD: Longitudinal outcomes. Teacher Education and Special 
Education, 46(1), 44–64.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022466916674195
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022466916674195
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932517708327
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654319862495
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654319862495
https://ies.ed.gov/learn/blog/special-educator-shortage-examining-teacher-burnout-and-mental-health
https://ies.ed.gov/learn/blog/special-educator-shortage-examining-teacher-burnout-and-mental-health
https://ies.ed.gov/learn/blog/special-educator-shortage-examining-teacher-burnout-and-mental-health
https://doi.org/10.1177/08884064211057922


17 
 

Burstein, N., Sears, S., & Wilcoxen, A. (2023). Examining the effectiveness of a special 
education residency program in increasing the recruitment and retention of 
teachers in urban schools. Teacher Education Quarterly, 50(1), 28–52. 

Camp, A., Zamarro, G., & McGee, J. B. (2024). Untapped potential? Understanding the 
paraeducator-to-teacher pipeline and its potential for diversifying the teacher 
workforce (EdWorkingPaper No. 24-1034). Annenberg Institute at Brown University. 
https://doi.org/10.26300/k2jp-j027 

Cancio, E. J., Albrecht, S. F., & Johns, B. H. (2013). Defining administrative support and its 
relationship to the attrition of teachers of students with emotional and behavioral 
disorders. Education and Treatment of Children, 36(4), 71–94.  

Day, J. (2022). Alternative route programs and special education teacher preparation 
(Doctoral dissertation, George Mason University). 

EdTrust. (2022). How states can use American Rescue Plan funding and federal grants to 
support teacher diversity. 

Feng, L., & Sass, T. R. (2013). What makes special education teachers special? Teacher 
training and achievement of students with disabilities. Economics of Education 
Review, 36, 122–134. 

Gilmour, A. F., Bettini, E., Brunsting, N. C., & Lane, K. L. (2024). Promises and limitations of 
financial incentives to address special education staffing challenges. Brookings 
Institution. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/promises-and-limitations-of-
financial-incentives-to-address-special-education-staffing-challenges/ 

Gilmour, A., Mason-Williams, L., & Bettini, E. (n.d.). How the special education teacher 
shortage affects students with LD, and what to do about it. Learning Disabilities 
Association of America. https://ldaamerica.org/how-the-special-education-
teacher-shortage-affects-students-with-ld-and-what-to-do-about-it/ 

Hagaman, J. L., Casey, K. J., & Reid, R. (2017). Reviewing special education teacher 
preparation field experience placements, activities, and research. Teacher 
Education and Special Education, 40(3), 203–216. 

Heckaman, K. A., Ernest, J. M., & Scheffler, A. J. (2018). Special education teacher 
candidates’ use of evidence-based practices and their impact on student learning. 
SRATE Journal, 27(2), 26–33. 

https://doi.org/10.26300/k2jp-j027
https://doi.org/10.26300/k2jp-j027
https://doi.org/10.26300/k2jp-j027
https://doi.org/10.1353/etc.2013.0035
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/promises-and-limitations-of-financial-incentives-to-address-special-education-staffing-challenges/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/promises-and-limitations-of-financial-incentives-to-address-special-education-staffing-challenges/
https://ldaamerica.org/how-the-special-education-teacher-shortage-affects-students-with-ld-and-what-to-do-about-it/
https://ldaamerica.org/how-the-special-education-teacher-shortage-affects-students-with-ld-and-what-to-do-about-it/
https://ldaamerica.org/how-the-special-education-teacher-shortage-affects-students-with-ld-and-what-to-do-about-it/


18 
 

Kriha, N., Westphal, S., Feinstein, J., & Mote, E. (2025). Registered teacher apprenticeship 
programs: A 50-state scan. EdTrust. 

Learning Policy Institute. (2025, July 15). Teacher shortages by subjects across states [Fact 
sheet]. Learning Policy Institute. 
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/teacher-shortages-subjects-across-
states-factsheet 

LiBetti, A., & Trinidad, J. (2018). Trading coursework for classroom: Realizing the potential 
of teacher residencies. Bellwether Education Partners. 

Mason-Williams, L., Bettini, E., Peyton, D., Harvey, A., Rosenberg, M., & Sindelar, P. T. 
(2020). Rethinking shortages in special education: Making good on the promise of 
an equal opportunity for students with disabilities. Teacher Education and Special 
Education, 43(1), 45–62.  

Mazzye, D. L., Duffy, M. A., & Etopio, E. (2022). Transformative features of teacher 
residency programs: A textual narrative synthesis. School-University Partnerships, 
15(1), 21–33. 

National Council on Teacher Quality. (2025). Special education and English learner teacher 
research summary. National Council on Teacher Quality. 

Nougaret, A. A., Scruggs, T. E., & Mastropieri, M. A. (2005). Does teacher education 
produce better special education teachers? Exceptional Children, 71(3), 217–229.  

O’Brien, K. M., Nagro, S. A., Binkert, G. D., Szocik, K., & Gerry, M. (2023). Field experiences 
in special education teacher preparation: A review of the empirical literature 2013–
2020. Teacher Education and Special Education, 47(1), 5–25. 

Office of Special Education Programs. (2022). Letter to Teshia Jenkins (OSEP Memo 22-01): 
Personnel qualifications under Part B of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act. U.S. Department of Education. 

Papay, J. P., West, M. R., Fullerton, J. B., & Kane, T. J. (2012). Does an urban teacher 
residency increase student achievement? Early evidence from Boston. Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 34(4), 413–434. 

Pickett, K., Malone, J., & Adamson, R. (2025). Collaboration in Registered Teacher 
Apprenticeship: Strengthening Systems to Support a Sustainable Special Education 
Workforce. Journal of Special Education Preparation, 5(2), 6-16. 

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/teacher-shortages-subjects-across-states-factsheet
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/teacher-shortages-subjects-across-states-factsheet
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/teacher-shortages-subjects-across-states-factsheet


19 
 

Podolsky, A., Kini, T., Bishop, J., & Darling-Hammond, L. (2016). Solving the teacher 
shortage: How to attract and retain excellent educators. Learning Policy Institute. 

Regional Educational Laboratory Northwest. (2025). Characteristics of teacher 
apprenticeship programs and outcomes of teacher residency programs. Institute of 
Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. 

Ronfeldt, M. (2021). Links among teacher preparation, retention, and teaching 
effectiveness. National Academy of Education Committee on Evaluating and 
Improving Teacher Preparation Programs. National Academy of Education. 

Ronfeldt, M., Brockman, S. L., & Campbell, S. L. (2018). Does cooperating teachers' 
instructional effectiveness improve preservice teachers' future performance? 
Educational Researcher, 47(7), 405-418. 

Ronfeldt, M., Schwartz, N., & Jacob, B. (2014). Does preservice preparation matter? 
Teachers College Record, 116(10), 1–46. 

Rosenberg, M. S., Nagro, S. A., Day, A., Mason-Williams, L., & Sindelar, P. T. (2023). 
Alternative route programs for preparing special education teachers. In P. T. 
Sindelar, M. T. Brownell, & E. McCray (Eds.), Handbook of research on special 
education teacher preparation (pp. 251–266). Routledge. 

Rosenberg, M. S., & Sindelar, P. T. (2005). The proliferation of alternative routes to 
certification in special education: A critical review of the literature. Journal of 
Special Education, 39(2), 117–127. 

RTI International. (2024). Registered apprenticeship industry intermediaries. 

Scheeler, M. C., Budin, S., & Markelz, A. (2016). The role of teacher preparation in 
promoting evidence-based practice in schools. Learning Disabilities: A 
Contemporary Journal, 14(2), 171–187. 

Sutcher, L., Darling-Hammond, L., & Carver-Thomas, D. (2016). A coming crisis in 
teaching? Teacher supply, demand, and shortages. Learning Policy Institute. 

Theobald, R. J., Goldhaber, D. D., Holden, K. L., & Stein, M. L. (2022). Special education 
teacher preparation, literacy instructional alignment, and reading achievement for 
students with high-incidence disabilities. Exceptional Children, 88(4), 381–400. 



20 
 

Theobald, R., Goldhaber, D., Gratz, T., & Holden, K. L. (2024). The impact of differentiated 
pay on special education teacher recruitment and retention. Educational Evaluation 
and Policy Analysis, 46(2), 324–345.  

U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. (2025). The federal response to teacher shortage impacts 
on students with disabilities. https://www.usccr.gov/files/2025-09/teacher-
shortage-report-final.pdf 

U.S. Department of Education. (2020). Teacher shortage areas. 
https://tsa.ed.gov/#/reports 

U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2024). Special education: Education needs 
school- and district-level data to fully assess resources available to students with 
disabilities (GAO-24-106264). 

Worley, L., & Zerbino, N. (2023). Teacher residencies offer compelling solution to staffing 
shortages, although at a large investment. Brookings Institution. 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737231220057
https://www.usccr.gov/files/2025-09/teacher-shortage-report-final.pdf
https://www.usccr.gov/files/2025-09/teacher-shortage-report-final.pdf
https://www.usccr.gov/files/2025-09/teacher-shortage-report-final.pdf
https://tsa.ed.gov/#/reports
https://tsa.ed.gov/#/reports
https://tsa.ed.gov/#/reports

	Why This Issue Requires Urgent Attention
	Overview
	State efforts to address teacher shortages
	State efforts to address shortages in the special education (SPED) workforce
	Importance of Grounding Policy Decisions in Evidence
	What does the research evidence say about strong teacher preparation, particularly for students with disabilities?
	What do we know about alternative routes to certification?
	Spotlight on teacher residencies and apprenticeships
	What is the difference between apprenticeship and residency models?
	What is the evidence that teacher residencies or apprenticeship models adequately prepare special education teachers?
	Residencies
	Apprenticeships


	Working Conditions: The Critical Driver of Special Education Teacher Attrition
	The Evidence: Working Conditions Matter More Than Preparation Quality
	Financial Incentives Alone Are Insufficient

	Evidenced-Based Policy Considerations for States
	1. Protect core, evidence-based components of effective teacher preparation
	2. Prioritize high-quality clinical placements and cooperating teacher qualifications
	3. Ensure preparation programs teach and assess evidence-based practices (EBPs)
	4. Maintain licensure safeguards for special education to comply with IDEA
	6. Couple certification reforms with equally robust investments in working conditions

	Conclusion
	References


