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ABSTRACT

High-quality clinical preparation is essential for developing effective special
educators who can improve outcomes for students with disabilities. This article
traces the evolution of clinical preparation over the past 50 years, from cate-
gorical field-based experiences to contemporary practice-based models that
emphasize deliberate practice, coaching, and authentic application of instruc-
tional skills. We examine key historical milestones, the influence of policy and
workforce demands, and research supporting innovations such as video analysis,
simulation, structured tutoring, and performance feedback. The article concludes
with recommendations for strengthening school-university partnerships and
expanding technology-enabled, practice-based learning opportunities to prepare
and sustain the next generation of special education professionals.
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uals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), it is important to acknowledge

the critical role special educators play in providing students with disabilities
with effective, equitable educational opportunities. Developing a well-prepared,
effective special education teacher workforce does not happen by chance; rather, it
results when teacher candidates are provided opportunities to develop their exper-
tise over time, with multiple opportunities to practice coupled with expert feedback
(Brownell et al., 2019; Ericsson, 2014).

Clinical preparation, or “the application of academic knowledge to practice in
classrooms, schools, and communities where candidates learn to contextualize the
curriculum, learning experiences, and other teaching practices for specific individ-
uals and groups of students” (Hollins & Warner, 2021, p. 2), has long been con-
sidered a cornerstone of effective educator preparation for both students with and
without disabilities (O’Brien et al., 2024). Over time, clinical preparation has been
described by different terms and provided in different formats (e.g., field experienc-
es, practicum placements, student teaching, teacher residencies, apprenticeships).
Aligned with Ericsson’s (2014) and Brownell and colleagues (2010) assertions,
well-designed, high-quality clinical preparation should allow teacher candidates
to apply their developing knowledge in practice over an extended period of time
under the supervision of a mentor or supervisor who provides ongoing feedback.
Although clinical preparation has long been considered important to the develop-
ment of special education teachers, it has changed considerably throughout history.
This article presents (a) the history of special educator preparation and its role in
shaping the characteristics of clinical preparation, (b) contemporary approaches to
improving candidates’ opportunities to practice, including field placements, that
are research-based and have proven effective, (c) implications for enacting these
approaches in practice and continued research about them, and (d) our aspirational
vision for improving teacher candidates’ practice-based learning opportunities as the
field of special education enters its next 50 years.

n s the field of special education celebrates the 50" anniversary of the Individ-
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FIGURE 1: History of Teacher Preparation for Special Education

Mid 1800s to Early 1900s

Rooted in fields of medicine and psychology,
clinical preparation targeted specific disabilities
and largely occurred within residential
institutions.

Mid 1900s to Late 1900s

Colleges and universities prepared teacher
candidates by disability category, or lack there of,
as a reflection of how public schools serve
students according to their identified disability.

Present & Future Innovations

Integration between general and special education
teacher preparation programs gained prominence
following IDEA and are still a common practice
in the field. Future innovation necessitates a shift
from competancy-based to practiced-based
approaches.

Early to Mid 1900s

Still pedagogically oriented toward specific
disability categories, preparation shifted from
Normal Schools and institutional apprenticeships,
to teacher colleges' and universities.

Historical Perspective and
Foundational Milestones

Throughout the history of formal
special education teacher preparation,
clinical preparation of special education
teachers has been considered integral
to developing effective special educa-
tors and undoubtedly affected by: (a)
research on effective assessment and
methods for educating students with
disabilities, (b) changing perspectives on
how services to students with disabili-
ties and teacher preparation should be
provided, (c) trends in general education
teacher preparation, and (d) teacher
shortages. Figure 1 illustrates a timeline
of major eras in the history of special
education teacher preparation, and these
eras are presented in the next sections.

The Early Years and Categorical
Preparation

In the mid 1800s to early 1900s,
students with disabilities were largely
excluded from society and schools.
Teacher preparation occurred primarily
in residential settings, led by prominent
clinicians, such as Itard and Gallaudet
and driven by conceptions of disability
that had their roots in medicine and
psychology (Brownell et al., 2010).
Disabilities were thought to be the
result of specific disorders and required
instructional responses targeting those
disorders. By the mid-1900s, demands

1980s to 2000s

>

Teacher preparation shifted to competancy based
and non-categorical methods focused on
instruction targeting specific academic skills and
behaviors. Integrated teacher preparation efforts

began as public schools shifted toward inclusive

service delivery models.

to ensure quality public education for all
students resulted in teacher preparation
programs moving from Normal Schools,
apprenticeship models of preparation
affiliated with high schools, to teachers’
colleges and universities (Whitford &
Villaume, 2014). By 1952, 122 special
education teacher preparation programs
were being offered at colleges and
universities (Mackie & Dunn, 1954),
reflecting the realization that providing
students with disabilities depended on
having specially trained teachers.

In 1975, P.L. 94-142, the Education
for All Handicapped Children Act
(EAHCA), which eventually became
IDEA, required the education of students
with disabilities in schools. This resulted
in the need for large numbers of teachers
to serve these students and created the
need for preparation programs to address
competencies introduced in the legisla-
tion (e.g., evaluation, Individual Educa-
tion Program development) in addition
to the development of an instructional
knowledge base. Preparation was largely
categorical in nature, based on (a)
medical and psychological perspectives
on disability persisting from special
education’s beginning, (b) the EAH-
CA’s requirement for schools to identify
students according to specific disability
categories, and (c) federal funding pro-
vided to universities and colleges based
on such categories (Brownell et al.,

2010). Students with disabilities were
often served in classrooms organized

by disability category (e.g., learning
disabilities and emotional and behav-
ioral disorders), and teacher preparation
was designed to support this approach.
Following state interpretations of federal
legislation, and state-level decisions
regarding educator certification, prepara-
tion coursework and clinical preparation
in the form of field experiences focused
on the characteristics of students within
a specific category and methods for
instructing and assessing those students.
Candidates often practiced these meth-
ods in university-based clinics, centers,
and public schools serving students ac-
cording to their identified disability (e.g.,
Connor, 1976; Laster, 2013), being pre-
pared like clinicians who could assess
students’ needs and design interventions
to support them. Demand for cate-
gorically prepared teachers, however,
outstripped the number of categorically
certified teachers available to teach.

Noncategorical Preparation

The need for special education
teachers prompted by the passage of the
EAHCA resulted in dramatic shortages
of categorically certified teachers. These
shortages combined with research on
student interventions and assessments
led public schools and teacher prepa-
ration programs to shift away from
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categorical to noncategorical approach-
es (Brownell et al., 2010). In the late
1960s, continuing into the 1970s, re-
searchers showed that assessing students
on specific academic and behavioral
skills and then intervening in identified
areas could help teachers assess the effi-
cacy of their interventions regardless of
disability type (e.g., Deno et al., 1986).
Further, researchers demonstrated that
many students with disabilities benefit-
ted from direct systematic instruction
(e.g., Bereiter & Engelmann, 1966).

In response to shortages and possibly
research findings that failed to show a
connection between disability type and
instructional support, public schools
began educating students with different
disabilities together, for example, vary-
ing exceptionalities resource rooms that
might serve students with both specific
learning disabilities and mild intellectual
disabilities. This move allowed teachers
with certification in different areas of
disability to teach in those classrooms.
As such, states began shifting licen-
sure requirements from categorical to
noncategorical designations, a change
that persists to this day (Sindelar et al.,
2019). Programs followed suit and be-
gan educating special education teacher
candidates in noncategorical programs
(e.g., mild disabilities, severe disabil-
ities), focusing less on characteristics
of individual disabilities and more on
assessment of academic and behavioral
skills and research-based methods for
intervening in those skills. This per-
spective on research-based assessment
and intervention persists in preparation
program coursework and clinical experi-
ences to this day.

During the period of transition from
categorical to noncategorical approach-
es to teacher preparation, special and
general teacher education scholars also
pushed for preparation programs to
demonstrate their efficacy in preparing
competent teachers and strengthening

Practice-based approaches, based on
HLPs, might also provide more uniform
expectations and learning opportunities for special

education teachers entering through different
preparation routes.

field experiences. Researchers interested
in effective teaching and what com-
prised it were conducting observational
studies of classroom teaching. These
studies, often referred to as process
product studies, established relation-
ships among specific teaching behaviors
(e.g., teacher directed, opportunities for
students to respond), student engage-
ment in academic learning, and student
achievement (e.g., Brophy, 1979). Find-
ings from this research combined with
pressure on preparation programs to
demonstrate the efficacy of their gradu-
ates led to the competency-based teacher
education (CBTE) movement (Berdine
et al., 1978). Teacher educators also
recognized that for CBTE to be effective
then quality clinical preparation expe-
riences, characterized by well-trained
mentor teachers, and close supervision
and evaluation of teacher candidates
were paramount (Oseroff et al., 1978).
In general education, public dissat-
isfaction with the quality of public
schooling, caliber of teacher candidates,
and rigor of teacher education programs
led to calls for school and teacher prepa-
ration reform (National Commission
on Excellence in Education, 1983). In
response, colleges and schools of edu-
cation engaged in a variety of reforms,
including the formation of partnerships
with public schools with the intention of
improving teacher preparation, including
clinical preparation, and professional
development opportunities for practic-
ing teachers (Buck et al., 1992). While

pressure mounted to improve traditional
teacher preparation in general and spe-
cial education, shortages of special edu-
cation teachers created tensions between
efforts to improve teacher preparation
(and associated clinical preparation)
and efforts to ensure adequate num-
bers of special education teachers were
available. Many teachers were working
while preparing to be special education
teachers through postbaccalaureate and
alternative route programs; controlling
the quality of their field experiences
would be difficult.

Integrated Teacher Preparation

In the 1980s to 2000s, concerns about
the efficacy of special education pro-
vided in resource and self-contained
classrooms, along with ethical concerns
about educating students with disabili-
ties separately from their non-disabled
peers, spurred a movement to integrate
or mainstream these students in general
education (Will, 1986). Simultaneously,
questions were raised about the prepa-
ration of general and special education
teachers for inclusive education. Schol-
ars argued general education teachers
were not prepared to adapt or modify
instruction to the needs of students with
disabilities and special education teach-
ers’ knowledge of the general education
curriculum was insufficient to support
access to it. By the early to mid 1990s,
teacher educators were rethinking how
they provided preparation to teacher
candidates in general and special edu-



LEKOETAL. | 127

cation, as well as improving efforts to
address the racial and linguistic differ-
ences in students with disabilities. Thus,
calls for collaborative teacher education
programs began to emerge (Brownell et
al., 2010).

A recent study found that there are
272 of these programs across the U.S.
(Gomez-Najarro et al., 2025). Sev-
enty-four percent of these programs
involve little integration of the two dis-
ciplines. That is, there is little or no ev-
idence of collaboration across general
and special education in coursework or
clinical preparation in these programs.
Only 13% of programs address how the
education of students with disabilities
might be influenced by race, language,
and poverty, which seems problematic
given the demographic characteristics
of students with disabilities. Twenty-six
percent of programs have been collabo-
ratively planned and involve more fully
integrated coursework and field expe-
riences; exactly what field experiences
in these programs look like, however,
was not described. More concerning
is that researchers have had difficulty
establishing that dual preparation has
an impact on the effectiveness of their
graduates (see for review, Gilmour &
Lam, 2025).

The effective adoption of collabora-
tive teacher education programs was and
continues to be challenged by different
factors. One, chronic shortages of spe-
cial education teachers make it difficult
to argue for the sort of deliberate, more
intensive preparation that integrated
teacher education programs require.
Two, these programs often lack clear
theories of, and supporting research for,
how collaborative teacher programs
should be structured to prepare general
and special education teachers who have
distinct but complementary knowl-
edge and skill sets. Three, there is little
research supporting the efficacy of this
approach to teacher education.

The Present: Major Advances
and Practice-changing
Innovations

By the 21* Century, the preparation
of special education teachers differed
considerably in program structure and
content. This program diversity is likely
the consequence of: (a) a need to prepare
special education teachers broadly and
expeditiously, to address shortages, for
different age groups, settings, content,
and disability as well as requirements
outlined in the Individuals with Dis-
abilities Education Act (Sindelar et al.,
2019); (b) the lack of consensus about
exactly what special education teachers
should know and be able to do; (c) the
existence of multiple options for becom-
ing a special education teacher; and (d)
an insufficient research base inform-
ing how to effectively prepare special
education teachers likely contributed to
this program diversity. At the same time,
teacher education scholars were voicing
concerns that the well-documented dis-
connect that existed between instruction-
al approaches advocated for in prepara-
tion programs and those implemented
in schools interfered with candidates’
opportunities to practice effectively
(Grossman & McDonald, 2008).

It is within this context that scholars
argued for a practice-based approach
to teacher learning that extends well
beyond field experiences. This approach
is premised on the fact that specific
practices can be identified that define
effective teaching; thus, an approach to
preparing teachers can be crafted that
would enable them to acquire these
practices without relying solely on field
experience. Prominent scholars assert
that these effective teaching practices,
or high-leverage practices (HLPs), cut
across different academic disciplines
and age groups and are research-based
(e.g., Grossman & McDonald, 2008;
McLeskey et al., 2019). From their
perspective, these HLPs are important

for defining the professional practice of
teachers and focus efforts to improve it
in preparation. Further, once identified,
HLPs can be dissected and deliberately
taught to novice teachers using a variety
of practice-based activities, such as
video analysis and simulations, across
different content-specific methods
courses. Practice-based opportunities
can then be scaffolded to move from
coursework-based learning experiences
into carefully structured clinical prepara-
tion experiences (e.g., structured tutoring
with individual or small groups of K-12
students), comprising a practice-based
approach to teacher education (Leko

et al., 2024). Moreover, Grossman and
McDonald (2008) believe that imple-
menting such a practice-based approach
to teacher education would help solve
long-standing problems about the
well-documented disconnect between
what is learned in teacher preparation
and school-based clinical experiences.
Practice-based approaches, based on
HLPs, might also provide more uniform
expectations and learning opportunities
for special education teachers entering
through different preparation routes. In-
herent in a practice-based approach is a
shift from didactic and passive learning
within courses and professional develop-
ment to immersive, feedback-rich, and
technology-enhanced experiences that
better prepare and retain special educa-
tion teachers.

Implementing a Practice-Based
Approach to Teacher Preparation

A practice-based approach to special
education teacher preparation depends
on focused learning opportunities that
begin in coursework and extend into
authentic settings (e.g., tutoring, small
group instruction with K-12 students,
student teaching). The focus in prac-
tice-based approaches should be defined
by the critical content and HLPs known
to support positive outcomes for stu-
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TABLE 2: Practice-Based Learning Opportunities for Teacher Preparation

Evidence-Based . Stage Use .
Practice Definition Examples of Supporting Research
Early Mid End
Video Modeling & Use of video models X X X Meline et al., 2023; Nagro & Cornelius,
Analysis to demonstrate 2013
effective instruction and
engage in analysis of own
instruction
Simulation
Microteaching/ Discrete, short, simple X Dunst et al., 2019
instructional practices
Role play
Rehearsal Role play in more complex X X Kang & Windschitl, 2018
scenarios with repeated
instructional cycles
Mixed Reality Simulation with virtual avatar X X Cohen et al., 2020; 2025; Qualls et al.,
students 2024
Can be paired with video
analysis
Performance Specific, positive, corrective, X X X Brock & Carter, 2017; Kraft et al., 2018;
Feedback and immediate feedback Loman et al., 2020
implemented by a peer (non-
evaluative) or teacher educator
(may be evaluative)
Structured Teacher candidates apply X X Al Otaiba et al., 2012; Englert et al., 2020;
Tutoring evidence-based practices Hughes & Braun, 2019
during instruction with a
student

dents with disabilities. For example,
teaching students a decoding strategy
(critical content) using explicit instruc-
tion (HLP) is an instructional skill that
most special education teachers should
be able to implement proficiently in
practice. First, teacher candidates should
learn the main components of the skill
and develop knowledge of what the
skill looks like in practice. This is often
accomplished through modeling of the
HLP (Grossman et al., 2009). Second,
teacher candidates need opportunities
to practice the skill in different contexts
that become increasingly complex.
Finally, teacher candidates must receive
feedback (Brock & Carter, 2017) and

be able to analyze their performance
(Nagro et al., 2017). Next, we describe
practice-based approaches (see Table 1)
and specific characteristics of mentor
teachers that support this serial approach
to teacher learning.

Video Modeling and Analysis. Video
modeling and analysis provides teacher
candidates with opportunities to observe,
analyze, and reflect upon their instruc-
tion, other candidates’ instruction, or that
of expert teachers by watching vid-
eo-recorded lessons. Teacher educators
can use video models to demonstrate
the components of effective instruction
without the need for teacher candidates
to be present in PK-12 classrooms. In

another application, teacher candidates
can be asked to record and analyze
their own instruction in various clinical
placements.

Research on the use of video modeling
and analysis has pointed to its effective-
ness as a practice-based learning oppor-
tunity for teacher candidates (Nagro &
Cornelius, 2013). For example, teacher
candidates who engaged in video analy-
sis had better outcomes than candidates
who did not engage in video analysis
in terms of teacher-student interactions
(Fukkink & Tavecchio, 2010), student
engagement (Moore, 1976), and specific
and general praise (Wright et al., 2012).

Video modeling and analysis is a
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versatile practice and can be used at the
initial stages of special education teacher
preparation when teacher candidates
need good models of instructional
practices or in conjunction with culmi-
nating clinical placements when teacher
candidates are teaching themselves and
need opportunities to reflect upon their
performance. Several software programs
(e.g., Edthena, COACHED) support
time-stamped annotations whereby the
viewer can pause the video and add a
note or reflection. The most effective
applications of video modeling and
analysis include guided protocols that
scaffold teacher candidates’ analysis
(Nagro et al., 2017) or provide candi-
dates with specific prompts and ques-
tions for reflection.

Simulation. Simulations provide
teacher candidates with the opportunity
to practice teaching in ways that mirror
authentic PK-12 classrooms. Benefits of
simulations are that teacher candidates
can practice in low-stakes, controlled,
supportive environments without any
potential risk to PK-12 students. There
are three common simulations: micro-
teaching, rehearsal, and mixed reality
simulations (MRS). Cohen et al. (2025)
provide helpful definitions that differ-
entiate the three practices. Microteach-
ing or “role-plays” are when a teacher
candidate assumes the role of a teacher
and practices a particular skill often with
peers who are acting in the roles of PK-
12 students. In these instances, discrete,
simple, and short instructional practices
are ideal. Rehearsal is like role-play, but
teacher educators take an active role in
scaffolding the interaction by providing
feedback and prompts for reflection so
that teacher candidates engage in re-
peated cycles of planning, teaching, and
reflecting. Rehearsal is a practice that
supports teacher candidates in practicing
more complex instructional routines and
lessons. Finally, in MRS teacher candi-
dates interact with virtual avatar students

that can be programmed to respond in
specific ways and represent a variety of
student characteristics such as varying
disabilities and English proficiency. A
benefit of MRS is that teacher candidates
can practice a skill under the same con-
ditions multiple times or change aspects
of their instruction to see how students
might react differently. Each of the
simulation strategies can be paired with
video analysis so teacher candidates can
record their instruction for later analysis
and reflection.

In a large meta-analysis, microteach-
ing had positive effects on a variety of
different outcomes for teacher candi-
dates and beginning teachers (Dunst
et al., 2019). Similarly, rehearsal has
been shown to improve science teacher
candidates’ implementation of HLPs
compared to candidates in a comparison
condition (Kang & Windschitl, 2018). In
a literature review of 26 studies on the
simulation strategies, Cohen et al. (2025)
found 23 reported positive outcomes for
teacher candidates, though MRS showed
more promise for increasing candidate
learning than other simulations. Other
studies have also shown the effective-
ness of MRS in improving teacher
candidates’ pedagogy, communication,
and self-efficacy (Qualls et al., 2024),
and it should be noted that MRS is more
effective when combined with perfor-
mance feedback, as discussed in the next
section, than when it is not (Cohen et al.,
2020).

When selecting from among the
different simulation strategies, teacher
educators must often consider time and
resources. Microteaching and rehearsal
are low/no cost and can be implemented
at any time within any course or pro-
fessional development session. MRS,
on the other hand, is high cost as it
requires the purchase of platforms such
as Mursion, as well as an hourly charge
for the time candidates spend interact-
ing with the student avatars. The use of

MRS often requires advance scheduling
to ensure the virtual avatars and instruc-
tional scenarios are created and the MRS
platform is available. The three types of
simulations do allow for repeated prac-
tice over time in increasingly complex
ways. Teacher educators might start with
microteaching, then move to rehearsal,
and end with MRS, if it is available at
the educator preparation program.
Performance Feedback. Perfor-
mance feedback is when a teacher
candidate receives feedback on their
instruction, often through various coach-
ing models. The feedback can come
from peers or experts and be provided
in simulated or authentic situations. The
most effective performance feedback is
specific, positive, corrective, and imme-
diate (Cornelius & Nagro, 2014). In peer
coaching, two teacher candidates ob-
serve each other’s teaching and provide
feedback, usually feedback that is not
evaluative (Lu, 2010). For example, a
peer might tally the number of times the
teacher candidate asks open-ended vs
closed-ended questions within a lesson.
The purpose here is to simply provide
data on the number of occurrences a
particular instructional practice occurs;
not whether the teacher candidate’s
instruction is good or bad. It is important
that teacher candidates be adequate-
ly prepared to provide feedback, so
it is positive and supportive. Specific
observation rubrics or checklists can be
helpful tools when implementing peer
coaching. A benefit of peer coaching
is that it is a method for teacher candi-
dates to receive ongoing feedback when
teacher educators might not otherwise
have enough time to conduct individual
observations of every teacher candidate.
Expert-based coaching is often deliv-
ered by a teacher educator, supervisor,
mentor, or cooperating teacher, and their
feedback may include an evaluation of
teacher candidates’ instructional quality.
The coach can observe instruction (a)
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in-person, in real time, (b) remotely, in
real time such as in Bug-in-Ear (BIE)
coaching, or (¢) after instruction has
been completed, usually via video re-
cording. With BIE coaching, the teacher
candidate receives immediate feedback
via a wireless Bluetooth earpiece from
a coach who is observing the classroom
synchronously via a web-based video
platform (e.g., Zoom). Benefits of this
model are that (a) teacher candidates
can make on-the-spot changes to their
practice, (b) the feedback is delivered
discreetly to just the teacher candidate,
and (c) coaches can provide feedback
remotely without having to travel to
clinical preparation sites.

Multiple literature reviews point to
performance feedback and coaching
as an evidence-based approach that
improves teacher candidates’ instruction
and PK-12 students’ achievement (Brock
& Carter, 2017; Kraft et al., 2018).

For peer coaching specifically, stud-

ies indicate teacher candidates can be
taught to provide effective performance
feedback that leads to improvements

in instructional outcomes (e.g., Loman
et al., 2020). Studies of BIE coaching
provide evidence that the approach leads
to increases in teacher candidates’ use
of HLPs (Sinclair et al., 2020). In one
longitudinal study, researchers found
that the positive effects of BIE coaching
were still present one and two years later
(Rock et al., 2014).

Structured Tutoring. Structured
tutoring is a practice-based approach that
enables teacher candidates to practice
providing instruction to an individual
student. Most often, the structured tu-
toring experience is connected to an edu-
cator preparation program course such
that teacher candidates can apply what
they are learning about content and ped-
agogy with a PK-12 student. A benefit
of structured tutoring is that it is a more
authentic practice opportunity given the
ability to work with a student but in a

way that is not too complex or requiring
advanced behavior or classroom man-
agement. Tutoring sessions often center
around a structured curriculum or lesson
that includes built-in scaffolds, prompts,
and explicit directions for implementa-
tion. Structured tutoring can also take
place in a variety of settings from PK-12
schools to after-school programs or
community-based organizations.

Research has shown several benefits
of structured tutoring for teacher candi-
dates and the PK-12 students they tutor.
For example, candidates who completed
structured tutoring experiences had high-
er levels of content knowledge com-
pared to candidates who only completed
coursework without paired tutoring (En-
glert et al., 2020; Spear-Swerling, 2009).
Teacher candidates also increased their
effectiveness in planning instruction that
incorporates evidence-based practices
(Al Otaiba et al., 2012) and responding
to students’ instructional needs (Hughes
& Braun, 2019). Finally, the PK-12
students who were tutored had higher
levels of reading achievement in several
studies (Al Otaiba et al., 2012; Englert et
al., 2020).

The Role of Mentor Teachers and
Effective Schools in Field Experiences.
In general education, research has failed
to demonstrate a relationship between
structural aspects of clinical preparation,
such as hours spent in field placements,
and teacher candidate effectiveness
(NCTQ, 2024). Instead, findings from
a small number of rigorous quantitative
studies suggest that quality of practice
opportunities is more important for
improving candidate learning than hours
spent. Specifically, the individual effec-
tiveness of mentor teachers plays a role
in the effectiveness of teacher candidates
and beginning teachers. Teacher candi-
dates assigned to mentor teachers with
higher observation and student val-
ue-added scores demonstrate more effec-
tive instruction than teacher candidates

assigned to mentor teachers with lower
scores on one or both outcomes (Bas-
tian et al., 2020; Goldhaber et al., 2020;
Ronfeldt et al., 2020). Although the
mechanism that causes candidates with
more effective mentors to demonstrate
stronger instructional skills than those
candidates with less effective mentors
has not been identified, it is likely that
more effective mentors provide more
modeling and feedback. In fact, Ronfeldt
and colleagues found that mentors iden-
tified as more effective reported provid-
ing more coaching than other mentors.
Additionally, three experimental studies
of coaching showed that teacher can-
didates assigned to mentors trained in
coaching, compared to those assigned
to untrained mentors, were rated higher
on observations of instructional skill

or classroom management (Ronfeldt et
al., 2020). Although special education
does not have a similar complement of
research, the research from general edu-
cation is instructive for teacher educators
in special education, particularly when
one considers the strong evidence that
exists for coaching.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
PRACTICE

Research indicates practice-based
learning opportunities should be careful-
ly scaffolded, allowing teacher candi-
dates to have multiple opportunities to
practice over time, moving from simple
to more complex contexts (Leko et
al., 2024). Researchers present models
founded upon the notion of approxi-
mations of teaching wherein practice
begins in tightly controlled settings (e.g.,
coursework) then moves to less con-
trolled, but more authentic clinical teach-
ing experiences such as tutoring, struc-
tured field and practicum experiences,
and finally student teaching (Brownell
etal., 2019; Cohen et al., 2025; Gross-
man et al., 2009; Leko et al., 2024).
This approach also applies to teacher
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candidates completing other models of
educator preparation programs such as
residencies and apprenticeships. In these
instances, teacher candidates might learn
to implement HLPs and critical content
through practice opportunities provid-
ed in preparation coursework or dis-
trict-provided professional development
and then continue to practice those skills
in increasingly complex environments
(e.g., tutoring situations, as behavior
support teachers, as paraprofessionals, as
teacher of record while working under
the supervision of a mentor). In each of
these settings, teacher educators, peers,
or mentor teachers would provide per-
formance feedback.

Enacting such a scaffolded approach
requires teacher educators to work
collaboratively to identify the HLPs and
critical content (e.g., teaching decoding
using explicit instruction) that are most
important to practice throughout the
preparation program. Without program
cohesion, there is the risk that candi-
dates will practice skills in siloed ways.
Further, relying on culminating student
teaching experiences to be the sole
opportunity for practice will not lead to
the profession-ready graduates our field
needs.

For teacher candidates, it is important
that they understand that proficiency
develops through repeated practice with
feedback. Becoming a skilled practi-
tioner will not occur in one course or
one field experience. It also will not oc-
cur without being open to performance
feedback and continual self-reflection.
Success incorporating a practice-based
approach to teacher education is also
contingent upon strong educator prepa-
ration program/school district partner-
ships. Such partnerships would include
a shared vision and language for special
educator preparation so there is align-
ment across the two organizations. The
adoption of HLPs and the universally
available resources designed to support

'

As a field, teacher educators and school
districts need a consensus about what
defines effective special education teaching, as
this is fundamental to defining what makes special

education teaching a profession and to designing
educative efforts keyed to the most important
competencies.

their implementation (see CEEDAR
Center: https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu)
is one way to strengthen such align-
ment. Educator preparation programs
and school districts can also rely on the
use of Institute for Education Sciences
Practice Guides (https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/
wwc/practiceguides) and Toolkits pro-
duced by the Regional Education Labs
(https://ies.ed.gov/regional-education-
al-laboratories-toolkits) to identify crit-
ical content and develop practice-based
opportunities that integrate critical
content and HLPs.

FORWARD-LOOKING
RECOMMENDATIONS
TO INSPIRE THE NEXT
50 YEARS

As the field of special education
teacher preparation looks to the next 50
years in terms of clinical preparation,
there is much to warrant inspiration,
hope, and most importantly, innovation.
At the core, we believe the field will be
best served by holding steadfast to the
tenets known to result in expertise: scaf-
folded opportunities to practice with am-
ple access to performance feedback. We
recommend the identification of critical
content and the implementation of HLPs
be a continued shared priority across ed-
ucator preparation programs and school
districts as that will provide necessary
focus in our field. As a field, teacher

educators and school districts need a
consensus about what defines effective
special education teaching, as this is
fundamental to defining what makes
special education teaching a profession
and to designing educative efforts keyed
to the most important competencies.
Too often, what special educators should
know and be able to do can seem expan-
sive and without clear definition. This
scenario undermines the ability to create
uniformity in expectations for effective
teaching and programmatically coherent
educational experiences for teachers.
One example of a strong educator
preparation/LEA partnership is between
Little Lake City School District and
California State University Long Beach
(CSULB). In this partnership, teacher
candidates complete a dual elementary
and special education credential during
a 2-year clinically based program at
CSULB. Little Lake City School District
provided clinical experiences and men-
tor teachers for the candidates and was
committed to hiring them upon gradua-
tion. CSULB faculty and district leaders
agreed upon key competencies and in-
structional high-leverage practices teach-
er candidates would need to learn to be
successful in the district. The emphasis
was on academic instruction and inter-
ventions within a Muti-Tiered System of
Support (MTSS) framework which was
being implemented in the district. The


https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu
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CSULB teacher candidates took a series
of literacy courses on tiered instruction
that included aligned field experiences
within the school district. Candidates
implemented the focal HLPs starting
within their coursework and then pro-
gressed to more authentic practice with
students within the district. Faculty and
district mentor teachers had common
systems of evaluation so that candidates
were provided with ample performance
feedback. The established partnership
with a shared vision and goals resulted
in stronger teacher candidate-mentor
teacher relationships with the added ben-
efit that mentor teachers were learning
about best practices and HLPs when
they hosted CSULB teacher candidates.
For more comprehensive descriptions of
this partnership see Richards-Tutor et al.
(2021) and Brownell et al. (2019).

The example of the CSULB/Little
Lake City School District exemplifies
many of the research supported educa-
tor preparation approaches identified in
the literature (i.e., scaffolded learning,
performance feedback), but continued
research on practice-based approaches
is needed to develop a true science of
teacher learning. It is only within the
last decade that researchers in general
and special education have begun to
amass enough studies to guide teacher
educators’ decisions about what prac-
tice-based approaches can be included
in preparation programs and how they
might be structured. Yet, there is still
much to learn about how practice-based
approaches can be leveraged to devel-
op more complex teaching practice for
students with disabilities.

Approaches to practice-based
preparation will also evolve based on
technological advances and adoption of
new models of special educator prepa-
ration that include iterations of job-em-
bedded preparation. Common examples
include teacher residencies and regis-
tered teacher apprenticeship programs

(RTAPs). Residencies and RTAPs share
similar features of preparation, differing
mostly in how they are funded, with a
key feature being that teacher candi-
dates are employed by a school district
and receive a salary while they are
completing teacher preparation expe-
riences (Holdheide et al., 2023; Kim-
mel et al., 2024). This means teacher
candidates in residencies and RTAPs do
not need to leave the workforce in order
to pursue their licensure which opens
the door to the teaching profession to

a wider array of individuals, especially
those who cannot afford to stop work-
ing and become a full-time student

in an educator preparation program.
Another benefit is that these teacher
candidates receive preparation that is
tailored to the LEA contexts in which
they are already working.

Artificial Intelligence (Al) and further
developments of simulation platforms
like Mursion when used ethically and
responsibly, will undoubtedly play a
pivotal role in further expanding the
world of possibilities for practice-based
approaches. We recommend a careful
look at what Al can offer in terms of
student support. Are there instructional
and administrative tasks that could be
delegated to Al such that special educa-
tors’ time and effort is preserved for the
most critical task: providing specialized
instruction to students with disabilities?
Could Al-based language processing
models provide some level of perfor-
mance feedback to novice special edu-
cators and support coaches and mentors
in providing teachers with more timely
feedback? Furthermore, in terms of
clinical preparation, simulations might
provide practice opportunities for
special education teacher candidates to
serve a broader array of students based
on their race, ethnicity, language, dis-
ability label, etc. so teacher candidates
are afforded a world of preparation
opportunities that move beyond what is

available within their own local clinical
preparation sites.

We recommend continued efforts to
disband silos between educator prepara-
tion programs and local school districts
as well as increased communication be-
tween districts and state education agen-
cies to inform state initiatives aligned
with high -quality clinical preparation.
Such efforts will require greater flexibil-
ity and novel responses to bureaucratic
processes that currently make the cre-
ation of nimble partnerships and models
difficult within higher education-based
preparation programs. Further, leaders in
teacher preparation programs and school
districts will need to prioritize resources
and time for the collaborative efforts re-
quired to develop consensus about those
HLPs and critical content that should
be the focus of practice-based opportu-
nities and to construct and implement
practice-based opportunities similar to
the partnership between CSULB and
Little Lake City School District. As the
field improves and expands upon prac-
tice-based clinical preparation, we have
no doubt students with disabilities and
their families will be well-served now
and for the next 50 years.
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