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The editorial team is pleased to 
bring you the first open-call 
issue of the Journal of Special 

Education Preparation! Since January 
2022, JOSEP has been receiving man-
uscripts from public submissions. With 
the service of our fabulous editorial 
board, manuscripts have gone through 
an anonymous peer-review process. 
We are happy to present to our readers 
six articles on a variety of important 
topics for special education facul-
ty. Previous issues of JOSEP have 
focused on particular themes, such 
as technology in teacher preparation; 
high-leverage practices; small pro-
grams issues; and diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. For those special issues of 
JOSEP, experts in the field were invit-
ed to contribute articles. In this issue, 
special education faculty and doctoral 
students from a variety of universities 
submitted manuscripts on their topics 
of expertise. Each article in this issue 
fulfills the mission of JOSEP by:  

1. Presenting content that is relevant 
and novel

2. Pertinent to those who prepare 
special education teachers and 
administrators

3. Grounded in current research, and
4. Provides actionable guidance for 

readers (Markelz & Riden,  2022) 

Unfortunately, an International 
Spotlight manuscript was not submit-
ted. We encourage special education 
faculty across the globe to consider 
contributing to our International Spot-
light so that readers can learn about 
country specific special education 
preparation policies and practices.  

In this Issue
The first article by McLaughlin and 

Berlinghoff (2022) provides a six-step 
approach to assist Educator Prepara-
tion Programs (EPPs) in the design 
and assessment of programs aligned to 
the new 2020 Council for Exceptional 
Children’s Practice-Based Standards 
for Preparation of Special Educators 
(K-12). The six-step approach present-
ed in this article is highly valuable for 
preparation programs as they realign 
accreditation assessments to meet 
these new standards. 

The next article by Voulgarides and 
colleagues (2022) discusses racial 
inequities in special education from 
the perspective of a lack of special 
education specific preparation for 
administrative leaders. After provid-
ing comprehensive contextual factors 
contributing to disparities, the authors 
propose three key components that 
should be added to special education 
leadership preparation programs to 
better prepare future administrators to 
achieve the goals of IDEA (2004) and 
reduce racial and dis/Ability dispari-
ties.

Zepp and colleagues (2022) present 
information and resources to help spe-
cial education teacher educators im-
prove preservice teachers’ competence 
for working with disabled students and 
addressing ableism in their classrooms 
by incorporating young adult literature 
into special education teacher prepa-
ration experiences. The authors model 
how special education teacher educa-
tors can critically examine young adult 
texts by providing criteria for evalu-
ating representations of disability and 
a unit plan with three lessons for use 
in an introductory special education 
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course. The lesson plans and a bibliog-
raphy of young adult books featuring 
characters with disabilities is provided 
in the online supplemental materials. 

In the fourth article, Marelle and 
Donehower Paul (2022) provide four 
components that should be considered 
when planning a professional develop-
ment package for teachers regarding 
behavior management. Those four ev-
idence-based components are didactic 
presentation, performance feedback, 
technology, and programming for 
maintenance and generalization. The 
authors then provide examples and 
supportive details of each component 
and how to create an effective profes-
sional development package. 

Lohmann and Boothe (2022) contin-
ue the discussion on classroom man-
agement in their article which exam-
ines asynchronous online formats and 
how to use discussion boards to teach 
classroom management skills. The 
authors present four discussion board 
formats to support teacher candidate 
learning and engagement. Within this 
article, detailed figures and tables are 
provided to support readers in imple-
menting these high-quality activities. 

In the last article, Strimel (2022) 
proposes a socially-just disability re-
sources approach to enhancing access 
and equity for disabled students in 
special education teacher preparation 
programs. The author uses fictional 
vignettes to demonstrate how prepara-
tion programs can apply a socially-just 
disability resources framework to crit-
ically examine all aspects of disability 
resources and align them more closely 
with equity-focused work. In doing 
so, teacher preparation programs can 
reduce disability-related barriers and 

enhance the experiences of disabled 
teacher candidates.

COMING SOON
JOSEP will continue to accept public 

manuscripts for publication consider-
ation. We encourage potential contrib-
utors to read “How and why to write 
for the Journal of Special Education 
Preparation” by Markelz and Riden 
(2022) for guidance on the aims and 
scope of JOSEP prior to submission. 
We are pleased at the growing reader-
ship of JOSEP. To date, articles have 
been downloaded over 7,000 times! 
We will continue to bring our readers 
valuable information that strengthens 
the preparation of teachers domestically 
and internationally. 

In collaboration with the Teacher 
Education Division (TED) of the 
Council for Exceptional Children 
(CEC), the next special issue of JO-
SEP will explore the special educa-
tion teacher shortage crisis from the 
perspective of preparation programs. 
Dr. Sarah A. Nagro will guest edit 
this special issue with the intention of 
bringing JOSEP readers applicable ex-
amples of how preparation programs 
are attracting and preparing qualified 
and diverse teacher candidates to be 
profession ready upon graduation and 
meet the needs of the field. We antici-
pate this special issue to be published 
in May 2023.

Thank you to our editorial board of 
reviewers and article contributors for 
another successful issue! And thank 
you to our readers! As an open-access 
journal, we encourage everyone to 
download the articles and share widely. 

We hope you enjoy this issue of 
JOSEP!

In collaboration 
with the 

Teacher Education 
Division (TED) of 
the Council for 
Exceptional Children 
(CEC), the next special 
issue of JOSEP will 
explore the special 
education teacher 
shortage crisis from 
the perspective of 
preparation programs.
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ABSTRACT
CEC’s 2020 Practice-Based Standards for Preparation of Special Educators 
(K-12) identify proficiencies considered essential for successful entry into the 
profession. To assist Educator Preparation Programs (EPPs) in the design and 
assessment of programs aligned with these new Standards, the authors introduce 
a six-step approach that is systematic, deliberative, and applicable in diverse 
contexts. The approach includes: (a) understanding the Standards and available 
resources, (b) aligning CEC Standards with CEC’s High Leverage Practices 
(HLPs), InTASC and other applicable standards; (c) mapping the program to 
standards to identify gaps and redundancies; (d) developing course syllabi; (e) 
identifying key program assessments; and (f) implementing and monitoring the 
program. Each step of the process is described, and examples are provided. 

KEYWORDS      
CEC Standards, EPP program assessment, EPP program design, 
high leverage practices

T
he 2020 Practice-Based Standards for Initial Preparation of Special Edu-
cators (K-12) represent more than a periodic updating by the Council for 
Exceptional Children (CEC). Over a seven-year period, three different 
national workgroups formulated the 2020 Standards; two workgroups 

framed the overall approach and one, the Standards Development Workgroup, pro-
duced the final set of Standards (Berlinghoff & McLaughlin, 2022). Throughout 
the process, CEC provided multiple opportunities for input and feedback from the 
professional community. A primary intentional emphasis for 2020 was the focus 
on practice through incorporation of CEC’s High Leverage Practices (HLPs). 
Additionally, the 2020 Standards fulfill guidelines of the Council for Accreditation 
of Educator Preparation (CAEP) and align with Standards of the Interstate Teacher 
Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC). Whether or not Educator Prepara-
tion Programs (EPPs) are pursuing CAEP Accreditation or CEC Program Recog-
nition, they will want to align with the CEC 2020 Standards, since these reflect the 
current best thinking of the profession.

Faced with myriad challenges of recruitment, preparation, and support of special 
educators, EPPs need effective and efficient approaches for revising their existing 
programs and developing new ones. The purpose of this article is to introduce a 
six-step process that is applicable in diverse contexts for design and assessment of 
EPPs aligned with CEC Initial K-12 Standards. This approach to program design 
and assessment is systematic, deliberative, and best accomplished collaboratively 
by EPP faculty. It has evolved over decades of experience, as the authors have 
led program developments  and reviews within their own institutions, served as 
reviewers and visiting team members for many other institutions, and consulted 
with other EPPs preparing for reviews. The process can be used for any program 
models (e.g., baccalaureate, masters, alternative, certificate) and enables EPPs to 

http://openjournals.bsu.edu/JOSEP
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innovate their offerings while ensuring 
their program completers are career 
ready. Although this article focuses spe-
cifically on implementation of the 2020 
CEC Initial K-12 Standards, the overall 
process for program design and assess-
ment could facilitate alignment with 
other professional preparation standards 
relevant to EPPs.

The steps described below should be 
helpful to EPPs as they create action 
plans to guide their program develop-
ment work. Backwards mapping from 
the intended date for launching a new 
or revised program is a good way to 
begin. EPPs that are pursuing national 
accreditation or CEC Program Recog-
nition will need several years of data 
on program completers, and this must 
be built into the process. When devel-
oping action plans and timelines, EPPs 
also must allow for whatever internal 
and external reviews and approvals 
are required prior to offering a new or 
significantly revised program. These re-
views often take longer than anticipated 
and can require multiple submissions 
before approval is granted. Given the 
work involved in program design, the 
approvals needed in order to launch, 
and data on program completers that 
may be required for state approval or 
national accreditation, EPPs are advised 
to start early and plan for multi-year 
efforts.

STEP 1. BECOME 
FAMILIAR WITH PRACTICE-
BASED STANDARDS AND 
RESOURCES AVAILABLE

The best resource for understanding 
and using the new standards for pro-
gram development is the CEC publica-
tion, Practice-Based Standards for the 
Preparation of Special Educators (Ber-
linghoff & McLaughlin, 2022). Collo-
quially referred to as The Purple Book, 
it presents the Standards and Compo-
nents, with their Supporting Expla-

nations, and Knowledge Bases, along 
with potential performance indicators 
and potential sources of evidence for 
EPPs.  Each Standard and its accom-
panying Components describe what 
candidates are expected to do; then the 
Supporting Explanations describe how 
we might see candidates performing; 
and the Knowledge Bases describe why 
each of the Standards and Components 
are important. The Standards can be 
used in a variety of program designs, 
because they do not dictate any specific 
program model. The seven Standards 
and 23 Components, along with a 
Field Experience and Clinical Practice 
Standard (Berlinghoff & McLaughlin, 
2022), are presented in Figure 1.

The most significant change in the 
2020 Standards from earlier releas-
es is that the current Standards are 
practice-based. The concept “prac-
tice-based” has a two-fold meaning: 
(a) a strong focus on application or 
performance of identified proficiencies, 
and (b) assurance of mastery through 
multiple opportunities for candidates to 
practice those proficiencies throughout 
their EPPs. From other professions 
(e.g., doctors, pilots, electricians), we 
know that practicing what has been 
learned in real world situations is 
crucial to mastery. For first year teach-
ers, the link between coursework and 
practice is critical (Boyd et al., 2009). 
If teacher candidates are to apply what 

they have learned in their coursework 
to their classrooms, they need multiple 
opportunities, with feedback, to do so 
during their preparation programs (Mc-
Leskey et al., 2017).

Benedict et al. (2016) suggest that 
when EPPs are planning practice-based 
opportunities for teacher candidates, 
three guiding principles should be 
considered:
1. Focus: What do all candidates need 

to know and be able to do? How 
are candidates given opportunities 
to practice critical content and 
pedagogy?

2. Duration: What is the length of 
time given for candidates to prac-
tice and master content and peda-
gogy, so they are ready on their first 
day in the classroom?

3. Coherence: How are expectations 
made conspicuous across courses 
and fieldwork? What consideration 
has been given to course alignment, 
sequencing, and scaffolding?

Depending on the setting (e.g., urban 
vs rural) or program type (e.g., tradi-
tional vs accelerated), it might not be 
possible for all candidates to practice 
every targeted skill in a classroom set-
ting; however, other options are avail-
able. These include, but are not limited 
to, microteaching, case studies or vid-
eos (e.g., CEEDAR Resource Library 
(n.d.); Kennedy HLP Video Showcase 
(n.d.), pre-student teaching fieldwork, 
mixed reality simulated classroom 
experiences, or student teaching/practi-
cum (Benedict et al., 2016), Likewise, 
there are a variety of ways candidates 
can meet the Standards, as relevant to 
individual programs, and may include 
using I Do, We Do, You Do during 
instruction; modifying curricula for in-
dividual students and groups; develop-
ing and implementing behavior plans; 
or meeting with co-teachers, parents, 
or paraprofessionals. Products such as 
IEPs, lesson plans, assessment reports, 

The most 
significant 

change in the 2020 
Standards from earlier 
releases is that the 
current Standards are 
practice-based.

https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu/plo-resource-library/
https://vimeo.com/showcase/9336362
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STANDARDS COMPONENTS

STANDARD 1: ENGAGING IN PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 
AND PRACTICE WITHIN ETHICAL GUIDELINES 

Candidates practice within ethical and legal guidelines; engage in ongoing self-
reflection to design and implement professional learning activities; and advocate 
for improved outcomes for individuals with exceptionalities and their families 
while considering their social, cultural, and linguistic diversity.

Component 1.1 Candidates practice within ethical guidelines and legal 
policies and procedures.

Component 1.2 Candidates advocate for improved outcomes for individuals 
with exceptionalities and their families while addressing the unique needs of 
those with diverse social, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds.

Component 1.3 Candidates design and implement professional learning activ-
ities based on ongoing analysis of student learning; self-reflection; profession-
al standards, research, and contemporary practices.

STANDARD 2: UNDERSTANDING AND ADDRESSING EACH 
INDIVIDUAL’S DEVELOPMENTAL AND LEARNING NEEDS

Candidates use their understanding of human growth and development; 
multiple influences on development; individual differences; diversity, including 
exceptionalities; and families and communities to plan and implement 
inclusive learning environments and experiences that provide individuals with 
exceptionalities high-quality learning experiences reflective of each individu-
al’s strengths and needs.

Component 2.1 Candidates apply understanding of human growth and 
development to create developmentally appropriate and meaningful learning 
experiences that address individualized strengths and needs of students with 
exceptionalities.  

Component 2.2 Candidates use their knowledge and understanding of diverse 
factors that influence development and learning including differences related 
to families, languages, cultures, and communities, and to individual differenc-
es, including exceptionalities, to plan and implement learning experiences and 
environments.

STANDARD 3: DEMONSTRATING SUBJECT MATTER 
CONTENT AND SPECIALIZED CURRICULAR KNOWLEDGE 

Candidates apply their understanding of the academic subject matter content of 
the general curriculum and specialized curricula to inform their programmatic 
and instructional decisions for learners with exceptionalities.

Component 3.1 Candidates apply their understanding of academic subject 
matter content of the general curriculum to inform their programmatic and 
instructional decisions for individuals with exceptionalities.

Component 3.2 Candidates augment the general education curriculum to 
address skills and strategies that students with disabilities need to access the 
core curriculum and function successfully within a variety of contexts and the 
continuum of placement options to assure specially designed instruction is 
developed and implemented to achieve mastery of curricular standards and 
individualized goals and objectives.

STANDARD 4: USING ASSESSMENT TO UNDERSTAND  
THE LEARNER AND THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT FOR 
DATA-BASED DECISION MAKING

Candidates assess students’ learning, behavior, and the classroom environ-
ment in order to evaluate and support classroom and school-based prob-
lem-solving systems of intervention and instruction. Candidates evaluate 
students to determine their strengths and needs, contribute to students’ 
eligibility determination, communicate students’ progress, inform short and 
long-term instructional planning, and make ongoing adjustments to instruction 
using technology as appropriate.

Component 4.1 Candidates collaboratively develop, select, administer, 
analyze, and interpret multiple measures of student learning, behavior, and the 
classroom environment to evaluate and support classroom and school-based 
systems of intervention for students with and without exceptionalities.

Component 4.2 Candidates develop, select, and administer multiple, formal 
and informal, culturally and linguistically appropriate measures and proce-
dures that are valid and reliable, to contribute to eligibility determination for 
special education services.

Component 4.3 Candidates assess, collaboratively analyze, interpret, and 
communicate students’ progress toward measurable outcomes using technol-
ogy as appropriate, to inform both short- and long-term planning, and make 
ongoing adjustments to instruction.

FIGURE 1: CEC 2020 Practice-Based Standards and Components (K-12)
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STANDARD 5: USING EFFECTIVE INSTRUCTION  
TO SUPPORT LEARNING

Candidates use knowledge of individuals’ development, learning needs and 
assessment data to inform decisions about effective instruction. Candidates use 
explicit instructional strategies; employ strategies to promote active engagement 
and increased motivation to individualize instruction to support each individual. 
Candidates use whole group instruction, flexible grouping, small group 
instruction, and individual instruction. Candidates teach individuals to use meta-/
cognitive strategies to support and self-regulate learning.

Component 5.1 Candidates use findings from multiple assessments, including 
student self-assessment, that are responsive to cultural and linguistic diversity 
and specialized as needed, to identify what students know and are able to 
do. They then interpret the assessment data to appropriately plan and guide 
instruction to meet rigorous academic and non-academic content and goals 
for each individual.

Component 5.2 Candidates use effective strategies to promote active student 
engagement, increase student motivation, increase opportunities to respond, 
and enhance self‐regulation of student learning.

Component 5.3 Candidates use explicit, systematic instruction to teach con-
tent, strategies, and skills to make clear what a learner needs to do or think 
about while learning.

Component 5.4 Candidates use flexible grouping to support the use of 
instruction that is adapted to meet the needs of each individual and group.

Component 5.5 Candidates organize and manage focused, intensive small 
group instruction to meet the learning needs of each individual.

Component 5.6 Candidates plan and deliver specialized, individualized 
instruction that is used to meet the learning needs of each individual.

STANDARD 6: SUPPORTING SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL,  
AND BEHAVIORAL GROWTH

Candidates create and contribute to safe, respectful, and productive learning 
environments for individuals with exceptionalities through the use of effective 
routines and procedures and use a range of preventive and responsive 
practices to support social, emotional and educational wellbeing. They follow 
ethical and legal guidelines and work collaboratively with families and other 
professionals to conduct behavioral assessments for intervention and program 
development.

Component 6.1 Candidates use effective routines and procedures to create 
safe, caring, respectful, and productive learning environments for individuals 
with exceptionalities.

Component 6.2 Candidates use a range of preventive and responsive prac-
tices documented as effective to support individuals’ social, emotional, and 
educational well-being.

Component 6.3 Candidates systematically use data from a variety of sources 
to identify the purpose or function served by problem behavior to plan, 
implement, and evaluate behavioral interventions and social skills programs, 
including generalization to other environments.

or behavior intervention plans might be 
the means by which candidates are giv-
en multiple opportunities to apply what 
they have learned and receive feedback.

STEP 2. COMPLETE 
CROSSWALKS TO ALIGN 
RELEVANT STANDARDS

The explicit alignment of the 2020 
CEC Standards for Practice-Based 
Preparation of Special Educators K-12 

with CEC’s HLPs and InTASC Stan-
dards greatly facilitates program design 
and assessment efforts. Figure 2 details 
these alignments to provide a useful 
tool for program development.

In addition to benchmarking against 
InTASC Standards, HLPs, and CEC 
Standards, EPPs typically must meet 
standards, comply with regulations, and 
submit to program reviews at multiple 
levels. These may include, for exam-

ple, requirements for programs within 
an academic department, college, 
and university. Beyond these internal 
expectations, EPPs must also comply 
with regulations from state governing 
boards, including those responsible for 
approval of teacher education programs 
and licensure of professional educators. 
National accreditation and recogni-
tion by national specialty associations 
(SPAs) are  required in many states; in 
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STANDARD 7: COLLABORATING WITH TEAM MEMBERS

Candidates apply team processes and communication strategies to collabo-
rate in a culturally responsive manner with families, paraprofessionals, and 
other professionals within the school, other educational settings, and the com-
munity to lead meetings, plan programs, and access services for individuals 
with exceptionalities and their families. 

Component 7.1 Candidates utilize communication, group facilitation, and 
problem-solving strategies in a culturally responsive manner to lead effective 
meetings and share expertise and knowledge to build team capacity and 
jointly address students’ instructional and behavioral needs.

Component 7.2 Candidates communicate, coordinate, and collaborate with 
families and other professionals within the educational setting to assess, plan, 
and implement effective programs and services that promote progress toward 
measurable outcomes for individuals with and without exceptionalities and 
their families.

Component 7.3 Candidates communicate, coordinate, and collaborate with 
professionals and agencies within the community to identify and access ser-
vices, resources, and supports to meet the identified needs of individuals with 
exceptionalities and their families.

Component 7.4 Candidates understand their role of working with paraprofes-
sionals to implement efficiently and effectively necessary components of the 
IEP.

FIELD EXPERIENCE AND CLINICAL PRACTICE  
STANDARD FOR K-12

Special education candidates progress through a series of developmentally 
sequenced field and clinical experiences for the full range of ages, types, and 
levels of abilities, and collaborative opportunities that are appropriate to the 
license or roles for which they are preparing. These field and clinical experi-
ences are supervised by qualified professionals.

(Berlinghoff & McLaughlin, 2022, pp 7-9)

FIGURE 1: CEC 2020 Practice-Based Standards and Components (K-12)

others it is optional. In some instances, 
the standards and program performance 
expectations of these various groups 
have been intentionally aligned, making 
it far easier for teacher educators to de-
sign and assess their EPPs in ways that 
position them for successful reviews. 
Unfortunately, this is not often the case. 
EPPs are then left on their own to ana-
lyze multiple sets of standards, when-
ever possible aligning them, in order to 
ensure that their program completers 
demonstrate mastery of all required 
competencies.

The matrix presented in Figure 3 
serves as a tool to help EPPs visualize 
alignment of specific course objectives 
and assessments across multiple sets 

of standards. The first two columns of 
the matrix can be populated from Fig-
ure 2 above. Because the 2020 CEC 
Standards intentionally incorporated 
the CEC HLPs, it is not necessary for 
programs to show separate alignment 
with the HLPs. Appropriate state 
standards for program approval and/or 
teacher licensure should be added and, 
to the extent possible, aligned with the 
national standards. Additional columns 
may be added for any other standards 
that apply (e.g., college/school/ depart-
mental performance expectations). In 
the next step, EPP faculty proceed to 
map their specific course objectives 
and assessments to the applicable 
standards.

STEP 3.  MAP THE 
PROGRAM TO IDENTIFY 
GAPS AND REDUNDANCIES

The matrix introduced in Figure 
3 is useful as a graphic organizer to 
help EPPs focus on the many relevant 
standards that must be addressed. Once 
these standards have been analyzed and 
aligned, EPPs must then ensure ade-
quate coverage through coursework and 
clinical experiences and also identify 
specific ways that candidate perfor-
mance is assessed. 

This step often begins by having 
individuals or groups responsible for 
specific courses or clinical experi-
ences contribute to relevant sections 
of a shared document. For existing 
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FIGURE 2: InTASC, HLP, CEC Standards Alignment

InTASC Model Core  
Teaching Standards

High Leverage Practices
Initial K-12 Special Education 

Preparation Standards  
(primary alignment)

THE LEARNER AND LEARNING

#1: Learner Development. The teacher under-
stands how learners grow and develop, recog-
nizing that patterns of learning and development 
vary individually within and across the cognitive, 
linguistic, social, emotional, and physical areas, 
and designs and implements developmentally 
appropriate and challenging learning experienc-
es.

#2: Learning Differences. The teacher uses un-
derstanding of individual differences and diverse 
cultures and communities to ensure inclusive 
learning environments that enable each learner 
to meet high standards.

#3: Learning Environments. The teacher works 
with others to create environments that support 
individual and collaborative learning, and that 
encourage positive social interaction, active 
engagement in learning, and self-motivation.

SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL/BEHAVIORAL 
PRACTICES

Effective special education teachers establish 
a consistent, organized, and respectful learning 
environment to support student success. To do this, 
they employ several practices that are critical in 
promoting student social and emotional well-being. 

HLP 7:  Establish a consistent, organized, and 
respectful learning environment.

HLP 8:  Provide positive and constructive feedback 
to guide students’ learning and behavior.

HLP 9:  Teach social behaviors.

STANDARD 2: UNDERSTANDING  
AND ADDRESSING EACH  
INDIVIDUAL’S DEVELOPMENTAL  
AND LEARNING NEEDS 

Candidates use their understanding of human 
growth and development; multiple influences on de-
velopment; individual differences; diversity, including 
exceptionalities; and families and communities to 
plan and implement inclusive learning environ-
ments and experiences that provide individuals with 
exceptionalities high-quality learning experiences 
reflective of each individual’s strengths and needs. 

STANDARD 6: SUPPORTING  
SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL, AND 
BEHAVIORAL GROWTH

Candidates create and contribute to safe, respectful, 
and productive learning environments for individuals 
with exceptionalities through the use of effective rou-
tines and procedures and use a range of preventive 
and responsive practices to support social, emotional 
and educational wellbeing. They follow ethical and 
legal guidelines and work collaboratively with families 
and other professionals to conduct behavioral assess-
ments for intervention and program development.

CONTENT

#4: Content Knowledge. The teacher under-
stands the central concepts, tools of inquiry, and 
structures of the discipline(s) he or she teaches 
and creates learning experiences that make the 
discipline accessible and meaningful for learners 
to assure mastery of the content.

#5: Application of Content. The teacher 
understands how to connect concepts and use 
differing perspectives to engage learners in 
critical thinking, creativity, and collaborative 
problem solving related to authentic local and 
global issues.

INSTRUCTION

Effective special education teachers are well versed 
in general education curricula and other contextually 
relevant curricula, and use appropriate standards, 
learning progressions, and evidence-based practices 
in conjunction with specific IEP goals and bench-
marks to prioritize long- and short-term learning 
goals and to plan instruction.

HLP 11:  Identify and prioritize long- and short-term 
learning goals.

HLP 12:  Systematically design instruction toward a 
specific learning goal.

HLP 13:  Adapt curriculum tasks and materials for 
specific learning goals.

HLP 16:  Use explicit instruction.

STANDARD 3: DEMONSTRATING 
SUBJECT MATTER  
CONTENT AND SPECIALIZED  
CURRICULAR KNOWLEDGE

Candidates apply their understanding of the 
academic subject matter content of the general 
curriculum and specialized curricula to inform their 
programmatic and instructional decisions for learn-
ers with exceptionalities.
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INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICE

#6: Assessment. The teacher understands and 
uses multiple methods of assessment to engage 
learners in their own growth, to monitor learner 
progress, and to guide the teacher’s and learn-
er’s decision making.

#7: Planning for Instruction. The teacher 
plans instruction that supports every student 
in meeting rigorous learning goals by drawing 
upon knowledge of content areas, curriculum, 
cross-disciplinary skills, and pedagogy, as well 
as knowledge of learners and the community 
context.

#8: Instructional Strategies. The teacher 
understands and uses a variety of instructional 
strategies to encourage learners to develop deep 
understanding of content areas and their con-
nections, and to build skills to apply knowledge 
in meaningful ways.

ASSESSMENT

Assessment plays a foundational role in special 
education. Students with disabilities are complex 
learners who have unique needs that exist alongside 
their strengths. Effective special education teachers 
have to fully understand those strengths and needs. 
Thus, these teachers are knowledgeable regarding 
assessment and are skilled in using and interpreting 
data. 

HLP 4:  Use multiple sources of information to devel-
op a comprehensive understanding of a 
student’s strengths and needs.

HLP 5:  Interpret and communicate assessment in-
formation with stakeholders to collabora-
tively design and implement educational 
programs.

HLP 6:  Use student assessment data, analyze 
instructional practices, and make neces-
sary adjustments that improve student 
outcomes. 

HLP 19:  Use assistive and instructional technolo-
gies.

INSTRUCTION

Teaching students with disabilities is a strate-
gic, flexible, and recursive process as effective 
special education teachers use content knowledge, 
pedagogical knowledge (including evidence-based 
practice), and data on student learning to design, 
deliver, and evaluate the effectiveness of instruction. 
This process begins with well-designed instruction

HLP 11:  Identify and prioritize long- and short-term 
learning goals.

HLP 12:  Systematically design instruction toward a 
specific learning goal.

HLP 13:  Adapt curriculum tasks and materials for 
specific learning goals.

HLP 14:  Teach cognitive and metacognitive strat-
egies to support learning and indepen-
dence.

HLP 15:  Provide scaffolded supports.

HLP 16:  Use explicit instruction.

STANDARD 4: USING ASSESSMENT TO 
UNDERSTAND THE LEARNER AND THE 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT FOR DATA-
BASED DECISION MAKING

Candidates assess students’ learning, behavior, 
and the classroom environment in order to evaluate 
and support classroom and school-based prob-
lem-solving systems of intervention and instruction. 
Candidates evaluate students to determine their 
strengths and needs, contribute to students’ eligibil-
ity determination, communicate students’ progress, 
inform short and long-term instructional planning, 
and make ongoing adjustments to instruction using 
technology as appropriate. 

STANDARD 5: USING EFFECTIVE 
INSTRUCTION TO SUPPORT LEARNING

Candidates use knowledge of individuals’ develop-
ment, learning needs and assessment data to inform 
decisions about effective instruction. Candidates use 
explicit instructional strategies; employ strategies 
to promote active engagement and increased mo-
tivation to individualize instruction to support each 
individual. Candidates use whole group instruction, 
flexible grouping, small group instruction, and 
individual instruction. Candidates teach individuals 
to use meta-/cognitive strategies to support and 
self-regulate learning.

FIGURE 2: InTASC, HLP, CEC Standards Alignment
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PROFESSIONAL RESPONSIBILITY

#9: Professional Learning and Ethical Prac-
tice. The teacher engages in ongoing profes-
sional learning and uses evidence to continu-
ally evaluate his/her practice, particularly the 
effects of his/her choices and actions on others 
(learners, families, other professionals, and the 
community), and adapts practice to meet the 
needs of each learner.

#10: Leadership and Collaboration. The 
teacher seeks appropriate leadership roles and 
opportunities to take responsibility for student 
learning, to collaborate with learners, families, 
colleagues, other school professionals, and 
community members to ensure learner growth, 
and to advance the profession.

COLLABORATION

Effective special education teachers collaborate with 
a wide range of professionals, families and caregiv-
ers to assure that educational programs and related 
services are effectively designed and implemented 
to meet the needs of each student with a disability. 

HLP 1:  Collaborate with professionals to increase 
student success.

HLP 2:  Organize and facilitate effective meetings 
with professionals and families.

HLP 3:  Collaborate with families to support student 
learning and secure needed services.

HLP 4:  Use multiple sources of information to devel-
op a comprehensive understanding of a 
student’s strengths and needs.

STANDARD 1: ENGAGING IN 
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING AND 
PRACTICE WITHIN ETHICAL 
GUIDELINES

Candidates practice within ethical and legal 
guidelines; advocate for improved outcomes for indi-
viduals with exceptionalities and their families while 
considering their social, cultural, and linguistic diver-
sity; and engage in ongoing self-reflection to design 
and implement professional learning activities.
Standard 7: Collaborating with Team Members
Candidates apply team processes and commu-
nication strategies to collaborate in a culturally 
responsive manner with families, paraprofessionals, 
and other professionals within the school, other 
educational settings, and the community to lead 
meetings, plan programs, and access services for 
individuals with exceptionalities and their families.

programs, faculty should note what is 
currently being done and allow the pro-
cess to inform program improvements. 
When faculty are designing brand new 
programs or intending major redesign 
of existing ones, they may start from 
scratch laying out where content should 
be covered and how student perfor-
mance should be assessed. Documents 
can be created online using collabora-
tive writing software, such as Google 
Docs, Drop Box, or Microsoft Teams. 
If faculty prefer to work face-to-face, 
it helps to have plenty of whiteboard 
space or large sticky notes.

Although collecting this initial input 
is essential, it is seldom sufficient. 
Meaningful program development 
requires a great deal of analysis, dialog, 
and collaborative decision making. 
Detailed mapping enables teacher 
educators to identify important gaps in 
the program, i.e., competencies that are 
not yet adequately addressed. It also 
is likely to reveal redundancies across 
courses and assessments. Some degree 
of redundancy may be intentional to 
build competencies sequentially. For 

example, the topic, IEP development, 
might be included in several different 
courses. An introductory course in spe-
cial education may require knowledge 
of the IEP process and components; an 
assessment course may have candidates 
gather and synthesize data on present 
levels of performance; and methods 
courses may have them develop goals, 
objectives, and accommodations for 
the student’s educational program. A 
course on collaboration may focus on 
interactions with the student, family, 
and other professionals before, during, 
and after the IEP meeting.  Under-
standing how each course addresses a 
specific facet of a complex competency 
like IEP development enables faculty to 
build upon prior knowledge and skills 
in an efficient and effective manner. 
Given the number of competencies to 
be mastered, EPPs must be structured 
with great attention to detail to avoid 
unnecessary redundancy, such as rep-
etition of course topics, assignments, 
or assessments at the same level of 
complexity.

Figure 4 provides an example of 

a completed map related to a single 
Component for Standard 7: Collaborat-
ing with Families, Paraprofessionals, 
and Other Professionals. In this case 
example, the EPP is William & Mary 
master’s degree program for initial 
licensure in Special Education, K-12 
General Curriculum, in the Common-
wealth of Virginia. 

With this amount of information, a 
portrait layout with vertical text is more 
practical than the horizontal matrix or 
landscape format introduced above.

STEP 4.  DEVELOP  
COURSE SYLLABI

Once EPP faculty have determined 
where essential topics will be addressed 
and how candidate proficiencies will 
be assessed, it is time to develop or 
update syllabi for all of the courses in 
the program. A course syllabus serves 
a number of purposes. The Center for 
Teaching Innovation at Cornell Univer-
sity (n.d.) explains four main functions 
of a good syllabus: (a) a communica-
tion tool to convey important informa-
tion about the course to students; (b) a 
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FIGURE 3: Sample Matrix

INTASC 
STANDARDS

CEC  
STANDARDS

STATE S 
TANDARDS

SCHOOL/COLLEGE/ 
DEPARTMENTAL 
COMPETENCIES

PROGRAM 
COMPETENCIES

ADDITIONAL AS 
NEEDED

cognitive map placing the course in the 
broader academic context while spec-
ifying its intended learning outcomes; 
(c) a guide to expectations between 
the instructor and students with refer-
ences to relevant policies; (d) a plan of 
action with a timeline for class sessions 
and assignments. Syllabi also have 
served as important documentation for 
accreditation and program approval 
reviews, since they provide the most 
detailed descriptions of the curriculum 
offered to candidates. Many states still 
require submission of course syllabi for 
program approval; however, the focus 
for national accreditation and program 
recognition has shifted in recent de-
cades from reviewing inputs like syllabi 
to assessing candidate performance 
as an outcome. None-the-less, syllabi 
remain a critical component of program 
design, unpacking broad EPP goals into 
manageable units for instruction and 
assessment.

Initial development of course syllabi 
may be done by individual faculty or 
small teams of faculty responsible for 
design and delivery of specific courses. 
Whether updating existing syllabi or 
creating them for new courses, faculty 
must be mindful of the current em-
phasis on practice-based learning and 
assessment described above that may 
require reconceptualizing assignments, 
use of class time, and expectations for 
clinical experiences. In acknowledging 
both the challenges and opportunities 
involved, Benedict and her colleagues 
(2016) note the following lesson:

EPPs and their faculty work with 
local districts to fully incorporate 
effective, deliberate, practice-based op-

portunities within both campus-based 
coursework and field experiences that 
encompass the features of deliberate 
practice; practice that is sequenced, 
coherent, and scaffolded over time and 
coupled with feedback and reflection 
(p. 1).

Although syllabi cannot capture all 
the rich dimensions of practice-based 
preparation, the emphasis should be 
evident throughout the documents.

Institutions, departments, and pro-
grams often prescribe their own syllabi 
formats, but basic course information, 
such as instructors, course descrip-
tion, and pre/co-requisites, is typical-
ly included. Most syllabi list course 
objectives, major topics to be covered, 
required and supplemental resources, 
and major assignments/assessments. 
Some institutions also include rele-
vant university-based or course-based 
policies, as well as available resources 
for support.

Two syllabi components—learning 
objectives and assessments—warrant 
particular attention when EPPs are 
purposefully aligning with CEC’s 2020 
Practice-Based Standards. As state-
ments of intended learning outcomes 
(i.e., what candidates are expected to 
do upon completion of the course), the 
objectives should align very closely 
with the relevant CEC Standards and 
Components. It is often helpful to use 
actual language from the Standards 
and to identify the specific Standard 
or Component addressed by a course 
objective. Certainly, there may be 
additional objectives unique to the 
course, but the syllabus should explic-
itly designate objectives aligned with 

CEC Standards. Similarly, the focus on 
practice-based standards heightens the 
importance of assessments, particularly 
any candidate performance assessments 
that serve as key or program assess-
ments. The syllabus itself may provide 
only a brief description of the assess-
ments with more detailed specifications 
and rubrics provided with the actual 
assignment/assessment.

Prior to approval through appropriate 
institutional channels, the collective 
EPP faculty should review, discuss, and 
refine draft syllabi to create a deeper, 
shared understanding of the program 
curriculum and to ensure its alignment 
with appropriate standards. Although 
individual instructors have academic 
freedom to personalize their courses, 
they also have responsibility to both 
candidates and their EPPs to ensure 
that the designated proficiencies are 
developed and assessed as planned. 
Well-developed syllabi define essential 
elements of courses that should be con-
sistently implemented. When multiple 
instructors, including part-time/adjunct 
faculty, are involved, syllabi are espe-
cially vital tools for ensuring program 
quality and coherence.

STEP 5. IDENTIFY A 
MANAGEABLE NUMBER OF 
KEY ASSESSMENTS FOR 
THE PROGRAM

During the curriculum mapping and 
syllabi development steps described 
above, EPP faculty have identified can-
didate assessments within courses and 
clinical experiences. Deciding which 
assessments will then be used as key or 
program assessments can sometimes 
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FIGURE 4: Sample Mapping for EPP Alignment with CEC Standards and State Competencies

CEC Standard Component 7.2: Candidates communicate, coordinate, and collaborate with families, paraprofessionals and other profession-
als within the educational setting to assess, plan, and implement effective programs and services that promote progress toward measurable 
outcomes for individuals with and without exceptionalities and their families.

VA State Competency 4.a. Collaboration: Skills in consultation, case management, and collaboration, including coordination of service 
delivery with related service providers, general educators, and other professions in collaborative work environments to include:  (1) Understand-
ing the Standards of Learning, the structure of the curriculum, and accountability systems across K-12; (2) Understanding and assessing the 
organization and environment of general education classrooms across the K-12 setting; (3) Implementation of collaborative models, including 
collaborative consultation, co-teaching with co-planning, and student intervention teams; (4) Procedures to collaboratively develop, provide, and 
evaluate instructional and behavioral plans consistent with students’ individual needs.

WHERE ADDRESSED IN THE EPP:

X87 – Collaboration for Teaching and Learning
X16 – Supervised Teaching in Special Education: Elementary 
X17 – Supervised Teaching in Special Education: Secondary

HOW ASSESSED IN THE EPP:

X87 – Evaluations of candidates’ co-planned and co-taught units including five lesson plans implemented in their field placement with one 
lesson observed by their university supervisor, and candidate reflection on the collaborative experience

X16 and X17 – Student teaching evaluations, including four items specifically on professional collaboration, completed by candidate, clinical 
faculty/cooperating teacher, and university supervisor

be difficult for EPPs to determine. The 
national accreditation process typically 
limits the number of program assess-
ments to six to eight, as do many state 
departments of education. EPPs need 
sufficient amounts of appropriate data 
to inform program decision making, but 
not so much data that faculty cannot 
adequately analyze and reflect on what 
has been collected. EPPs should be 
mindful that a single key assessment 
might address multiple Standards and 
Components, so it is not necessary to 
have a separate assessment for each 
Standard or Component. For example, 
a student teaching/practicum/internship 
rubric evaluating instructional delivery 
could address CEC Standard 3, Stan-
dard 5, and Standard 6. 

Noting the distinctions between key 
assessments and course assessments 
may simplify the process of choosing 
key assessments for a program. Some 
key assessments are course assess-

ments, but not all course assessments 
are key assessments. For example, in a 
methods course, candidates might write 
three lesson plans during the semester. 
The first two submissions are written 
based on students in a case study, but 
the final lesson plan is for their assigned 
students in a field setting. All three 
lesson plans would be assessed and 
count toward the final course grade, but 
only the final lesson plan rubric score 
would be used as a key assessment for 
program data collection purposes. The 
focus of the first two lesson plans is on 
the product as the candidate develops 
the skill of writing lesson plans, where-
as the final lesson plan includes the 
application or practice of instructional 
delivery. Similarly, an assignment 
based on an IRIS Module could serve 
as a course assessment factored into 
individual grades but not entered into 
the overall program evaluation. 

When developing any assessment, 

EPPs are reminded that Standards 
and Components are practice-based, 
meaning assessments should be ex-
amining candidate performance, not 
simply a product. Thinking back to the 
earlier discussion of the principles of 
focus, duration, and coherence as they 
apply to practice-based development, 
EPPs need to ensure candidates will 
be given multiple and varied opportu-
nities to apply what they have learned. 
No one expects concert pianists to 
become expert performers without 
extensive practice, so we should not 
expect candidates to be prepared for 
teaching without many opportunities 
to practice what they will be doing in 
classrooms. IEPs, classroom manage-
ment plans, and lesson plans are ac-
ceptable key assessments, but how will 
candidates use them? Products might 
be necessary to document candidate 
skill progression but are not sufficient 
to show candidates can implement 
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FIGURE 5: Sample Rubric Element

practices. As emphasized in the Field 
Experience and Clinical Practice Stan-
dard for K-12, candidate proficiency 
develops through multiple, scaffolded 
clinical experiences woven through-
out the program with opportunities to 
apply what has been learned, receive 
feedback, and then try again. 

When a manageable number of as-
sessments have been identified, rubric 
development begins. Some EPPs will 
consider revising and aligning existing 

rubrics, while others will start fresh. 
The fundamentals of rubric develop-
ment must be considered with either 
approach.  Bargainnier (2003) identi-
fied attributes of a quality rubric: (a) 
clear criteria; (b) rich, descriptive lan-
guage; (c) focus on positive attainment; 
(d) differentiation of performance, 
product, and effort; and (e) universal 
validity and reliability. Considering 
more practical applications, Leise and 
El Sayed (2009) reminded faculty to 

consider ease of creation, ease of use, 
and program assessment value. Rubrics 
that are difficult to create and use or are 
of little value to the program are not 
worth the time and effort they take to 
develop.

For implementation of the 2020 CEC 
Initial Practice-Based Standards, EPPs 
should develop rubrics that evaluate 
what they want to see in action, not 
merely documents candidates have pro-
duced. Faculty have seen many times 

Designs and manages a learning-focused classroom community and productive 
learning environment for students with disabilities.

ALIGNMENT INEFFECTIVE (1) LIMITED (2) ADEQUATE (3) EFFECTIVE (4)

Standard 5

Component 5.2
Component 5.3

Standard 6

Component 6.1
Component 6.2

• Does not develop clear 
classroom routines and 
procedures; those that are 
used are not well-execut-
ed and do not appear to 
be developed based upon 
students’ needs

• Does not plan to prevent 
misbehavior through 
positive behavioral inter-
ventions and supports or 
punishes behavior.

• Does not communicate 
intention and purpose for 
most rules, routines, and 
procedures.

• Designs learning envi-
ronments (e.g., physical, 
climate, time allowance) 
that result in few students’ 
engagement

• Rarely plans for and teach-
es social skills explicitly.

• Develops some class-
room routines, but 
routine procedures are 
not well- executed and 
do not appear to be 
developed based upon 
students’ needs

• Inconsistently plans to 
prevent misbehavior 
through positive behav-
ioral interventions and 
supports 

• Does not communicate 
intention and purpose 
for some rules, routines, 
or procedures

• Designs learning envi-
ronments (e.g., physical, 
climate, time allowance) 
that result in some 
students’ engagement

• Rarely plans for and 
teaches social skills 
explicitly but some-
times attempts to teach 
social skills relevant to 
a particular situation or 
“teachable moment”.

• Develops routines for the 
classroom, individual, 
or support services with 
expectations and oppor-
tunities for students to 
practice.

• Consistently plans to 
prevent misbehavior 
through positive behav-
ioral interventions and 
supports

• Defines methods for 
ensuring individual 
behavioral or academic 
success in one-to-one, 
small group, and large-
group settings

• Designs learning envi-
ronments (e.g., physical, 
climate, time allowance) 
that result in most 
students’ engagement 
in individual and group 
activities

• Teaches social skills 
intentionally, including 
using explicit instruction 
strategies, to support 
student learning of skills 
required for students to 
work with others in the 
classroom while working 
toward student indepen-
dence 

• Develops effective routines 
specific to the nature of the 
classroom, individual need, 
and support services with 
specific expectations and 
opportunities for students to 
practice 

• Consistently and intentional-
ly plans to prevent mis-
behavior through positive 
behavioral interventions and 
supports 

• Defines methods for ensur-
ing individual behavioral 
and academic success in 
one-to-one, small group, 
and large-group settings 

• Designs learning envi-
ronments (e.g., physical, 
climate, time allowance) 
that result in student owner-
ship of individual and group 
activities 

• Teaches social skills 
intentionally, including 
using explicit instruction 
strategies and specific 
replacement behaviors, to 
support student learning of 
skills required for students 
to work with others in the 
classroom while working to-
ward student independence.

Adapted from: Mississippi Department of Education. Retrieved : 

 https://www.mdek12.org/sites/default/files/Offices/MDE/OA/OTL/Teacher%20Center/special_education_growth_rubric_guidebook_2021_002.pdf

https://www.mdek12.org/sites/default/files/Offices/MDE/OA/OTL/Teacher%20Center/special_education_growth_rubric_guidebook_2021_002.pdf
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the candidate who was able to produce 
a written lesson plan with excellent 
goals, objectives, I Do, We Do, etc., 
but not able to implement a lesson plan 
effectively with students. EPPs should 
develop rubrics that are written in 
language that is easy for candidates to 
understand and can be used across in-
structors. Each rubric element, aligned 
with Standards/Components, should 
represent a developmental sequence 
from level to level. Proficiency level 
descriptors should be defined in action-
able, performance-based, or observable 
terms. Without meaningful descriptors, 
the simple use of rating scales (e.g., 
1-4) for proficiency levels does not pro-
vide the basis for consistent evaluation 
across instructors, nor does it provide 
constructive feedback to candidates.

In several states, EPPs are required to 
use the edTPA or specific Teacher Work 
Samples (TWS). These assessments 
include their own rubrics, which may 
not be aligned with the 2020 CEC K-12 
Initial Practice-Based Standards. If the 
EPP is applying for national accredi-
tation, they might consider creating an 
additional rubric specifically aligned to 
the CEC Standards and Components 
to reflect the required practice-based 
approach. Figure 5 illustrates a rubric 
element focused on creating a safe 
and productive learning environment 
for students with disabilities. While 
the primary focus of this element is 
Standard 6, Components 6.1 and 6.2, 
requiring candidates to implement ex-
plicit instruction aligns with Standard 5, 
Components 5.2 and 5.3. As described 
in Step 5, it is possible for one assess-
ment to measure multiple Standards 
and Components.

One concern with the implementa-
tion of key assessments is their con-
sistent application across evaluators, 
particularly when non-program faculty 
are supervising candidates in their 
clinical placements. EPPs need to pro-
vide their adjunct and clinical faculty 
with specific training and mentoring 

in use of their required assessments. 
To monitor inter-rater reliability, EPPs 
may have faculty and/or experienced 
supervisors also score candidate per-
formance in key areas.

STEP 6. IMPLEMENT AND 
MONITOR THE PROGRAM

The process of EPP design and 
assessment culminates with full im-
plementation along with continuous 
monitoring of the carefully developed 
plans. Active participation of faculty 
throughout the process described above 
helps to ensure that the curriculum 
and assessments are implemented with 
fidelity. Achievement of intended pro-
gram outcomes depends upon consis-
tent and coherent execution. 

Effective monitoring of both candi-
date and program performance requires 
EPP access to a high-quality data man-
agement system. The system should 
enable faculty, and typically candidates 
themselves, to enter, store, and retrieve 
necessary data. Desirable data systems 
also facilitate aggregation and disag-
gregation of data for analyses. Some 
EPPs use data systems that have been 
developed in-house for these purposes, 
but many choose one of the commer-
cially available web-based assessment 
and eFolio systems, such as LiveText, 
Chalk & Wire, or Taskstream. De-
pending on the size and complexity of 
EPP offerings, designated Assessment 
Coordinators may be responsible for 
oversight of the system, training and 
support for users, and production of 
reports. 

At regular intervals, EPP faculty 
should review the available data to 
monitor both candidate and program 
performance. Cumulative data on indi-
vidual candidates allow faculty to see 
how they are progressing through their 
coursework and clinical experiences. 
By reviewing candidate performance 
each semester, faculty can intervene 
early to provide appropriate support 
to candidates who may be struggling. 

EPPs need to 
provide their 

adjunct and clinical 
faculty with specific 
training and mentoring 
in use of their required 
assessments. To 
monitor inter-rater 
reliability, EPPs may 
have faculty and/
or experienced 
supervisors also score 
candidate performance 
in key areas.
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By reviewing data aggregated at the 
program level on at least an annual ba-
sis, faculty can discern patterns of EPP 
strengths, as well as areas of concern 
that may need to be addressed. When 
patterns of candidate performance 
on program assessments fall short of 
expectations, EPP faculty can recycle 
through relevant steps of the process 
to refine their curricular mapping, 
course syllabi, and assessments. Such 
continuous program improvement is 
the ultimate purpose of program eval-
uation. Additionally, systematic data 
collection, management, and analyses 
are essential for successful external 
program and accreditation reviews. Al-
though specific requirements will vary, 
agencies expect EPPs to have rigorous 
assessment systems and to document 
use of data for student and program 
decision making.   

CONCLUSION
The six-step process for program 

and assessment development presented 
above facilitates alignment of EPPs 
in special education with relevant 
standards, particularly CEC’s 2020 
Initial K-12 Standards. The approach 
includes: (a) understanding the Prac-
tice-Based Standards and available 
resources; (b) aligning CEC Standards 
with CEC’s HLPs, InTASC and other 
applicable standards; (c) mapping 
the program to standards to identify 
gaps and redundancies; (d) develop-
ing course syllabi; (e) identifying key 
program assessments; and (f) imple-
menting and monitoring the program. 
The approach is applicable for EPPs 
of any type and allows for innovation 
in program design while producing 
program completers who meet current 
expectations of the profession to be 
career-ready special educators. As 

other Standards such as the CEC Ad-
vanced Preparation Standards become 
available, this six-step approach might 
be applied across licensure areas.
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ABSTRACT
In this paper we discuss the connection between the lack of special education 
specific preparation for leaders and decades of evidence of racial inequities in 
special education. In doing so, we have a four-fold purpose. First, we outline the 
basic Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) legal requirements that 
educational leadership preparation programs should provide prospective leaders. 
Second, we argue that educational leaders must develop a nuanced lens when en-
gaging with the IDEA, informed by critical special and dis/Ability studies. Third, 
we provide a situated critique rooted in current IDEA racial equity monitoring 
to show how technical mandates are insufficient for assuring justice and equity 
on the ground level. And fourth, we propose three key components that should 
be added to special education leadership preparation programs in order to better 
prepare future administrators to achieve the goals of IDEA and reduce racial 
and dis/Ability disparities. We conclude it is imperative for future leaders to be 
equipped with the necessary IDEA legal literacy and critical dispositions so that 
educational equity and justice are possible for Black, Indigenous, Youth of Color 
(BIYOC) with and without dis/Abilities in schools.

KEYWORDS      
Administrators, dis/Ability, leadership preparation, special education

  1 We purposely write, dis-slash (/)-Ability or Abilities, to denote our interdisciplinary and intersectional Disability Studies in 
Education (DSE) paradigm, that focuses on the social, emotional, cultural, material and political constructions of both disability 
and ability in educational contexts. The capitalization of A is a reclaiming (Linton, 1998) of historically multiply marginalized 
youths such as Black, Indigenous, and Youth of Color’s (BIYOC) mis-labeling and treatment in special education. It also signi-
fies a reclaiming of our Abilities outside the paradigm of special education identification, labeling and treatment systems that 
have caused psychological and social trauma and oppression for BIYOC students in education (Iqtadar et al., 2020; Katrell & 
Hernández-Saca, in press). 

The Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA, 2004) 
significantly shapes how educa-

tors provide special education services 
to the nearly 7 million students served 
under the legislation (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2020). IDEA also shapes 
how special education leaders, at both 
district and school levels, understand 
their work, develop their workflow, 
interact with families and caregivers, 
and provide services to students with 
dis/Abilities1, among other factors 
(DeMatthews et al., 2020). Due to the 
significant impact of IDEA on prac-
tice, educational leadership prepara-
tion programs must assure that pro-
spective administrators have the skills, 

knowledge, and critical dispositions 
to meet the requirements of IDEA and 
effectively support special education 
programs in their schools and districts. 

However, educational leaders often 
enter the field unprepared to assume 
their responsibilities regarding ef-
fective implementation of the IDEA. 
Educational leadership preparation 
programs do not provide prospective 
administrators with sufficient knowl-
edge and field experiences in special 
education (Sun & Xin, 2019). Cur-
rent administrators report a lack of 
preparedness to meet their duties for 
administering special education pro-
grams (NASSP, 2021), reporting “no 
special education training in their prin-

http://openjournals.bsu.edu/JOSEP
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cipal preparation programs” (Chris-
tensen et al., 2013, p. 104), and others 
exiting their preparation programs 
“unprepared or only somewhat pre-
pared” (Schaaf et al., 2015, p. 178) to 
provide oversight to special education 
programs. The knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions required for the adminis-
tration of special education programs 
have been a long-neglected area within 
university-based administrator prepa-
ration programs. In addition, failure 
to adequately prepare educational 
leaders during preservice contributes 
to non-compliance with the IDEA 
and costly litigation consequences for 
school districts (e.g., Pazey & Cole, 
2013; Zirkel & Machin, 2012).

Moreover, the administrator’s lack 
of preparation in supporting special 
education programs in their schools 
and districts contributes to educa-
tional inequities (Voulgarides, 2018), 
especially those related to the inter-
section of race and dis/Ability which 
have plagued the educational system 
since the 1960s (see Dunn, 1968). 
While the IDEA includes provisions 
to address racial disproportionality in 
special education, inequities persist 
and remain a significant civil rights 
concern (Artiles, 2019; Skiba et al., 
2008). Racial and dis/Ability inequity 
in special education outcomes includes 
the misdiagnosis and over-representa-
tion of Black, Indigenous, and Youth 
of Color (BIYOC) in special education 
and the overuse of suspensions for 
BIYOC with dis/Abilities in schools 
(e.g., Losen & Gillespie, 2012). Ineq-
uities are more likely to occur around 
high-incidence and more subjective 
categories of special education classi-
fications such as specific learning dis/
Abilities, emotional behavioral disor-
ders, intellectual dis/Abilities, speech 
and language impairments, and autism 
(Blanchett, 2006).

The inequities are the result of a 
confluence of factors related to, but not 
limited to: (a) punitive discipline poli-
cies and practices; (b) inadequate inter-
ventions and referrals; (c) inadequate 

instruction and assessment; (d) differ-
ential access to educational opportuni-
ties; (e) weak family and community 
partnerships with schools; (f) misguid-
ed teacher expectations and misconcep-
tions; (g) cultural dissonance, biases 
and institutional racism and ableism 
due to white and ability supremacy and; 
(h) changing district sociodemographic 
contexts (Iqtadar et al., 2020; Marsico, 
2022; Skiba, et al., 2008; Voulgarides 
et al., 2013). The sources, causes, and 
magnitude of the disparities are ex-
tremely complex (Ahram et al, 2021; 
Artiles, 2019; Shifrer & Fish, 2020), 
and future educational leaders must 
be prepared to address these systemic 
racist and ableist challenges through a 
justice and equity-oriented educational 
policy lens. 

PURPOSE AND  
PROPOSED FRAMEWORK

Given the lack of special education 
specific preparation for leaders and 
decades of evidence of racial and dis/
Abilities inequities, we have a four-
fold purpose. One, we outline the basic 
IDEA legal requirements that educa-
tional leadership preparation programs 
should provide prospective leaders in 
order to ground our argument. Two, 
we argue that educational leaders must 
develop a nuanced lens when engaging 
with the IDEA, informed by critical 
special and dis/Ability studies. Three, 
we provide a situated critique rooted 
in current IDEA racial equity monitor-
ing to show how technical mandates 
are insufficient for assuring justice 
and equity on the ground level. Four, 
we propose three key components to 
be “explicated [and] integrated into 
the curricular design of leadership 
preparation programs” (Zaretsky et al., 
2008, p. 173) to better prepare future 
administrators to achieve the goals of 
IDEA and reduce racial and dis/Ability 
disparities. The key components con-
sist of racial and dis/Ability equity-ori-
ented educational leadership strate-
gies, focused critical special education 
content, and expanded professional 

advocacy and policy development.  

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
AND IDEA LITERACY

In this section we provide a brief 
overview of the IDEA related duties 
that leaders must attend to while in the 
field. We do this in order to ground 
our argument within current expec-
tations for educational leaders and to 
show how current expectations do not 
sufficiently allow for racial and dis/
Ability equity-oriented leadership to 
grow when interfacing with IDEA. We 
argue that although the core principles 
of IDEA are expansive, they are also 
fundamentally flawed and thus limit 
the capacity of leaders to truly strive 
for dis/Ability and racial equity and 
justice.

Leaders are expected to assure that 
their schools and districts have the 
proper supports in place to identify 
those students who have a disability 
and need special education (20 U.S.C. 
§ 1412(a)[3]) services within their 
school and as determined by an eligi-
bility process aligned with IDEA eval-
uation requirements (20 U.S.C. § 1414 
(a-c). Yet the IDEA eligibility process 
is influenced by stereotypic and indi-
vidualized views of disability (Perlin, 
2009, p. 621), “individual and system-
atic bias” in child find which results in 
socioeconomic and racial disparities 
(Gumas, 2018, p. 415), and explicit 
biases and implicit associations which 
contribute to disproportionate repre-
sentation in special education. Educa-
tional leaders must understand these 
influences and assure “non-discrimina-
tory and equitable child find policies” 
occur (Grant, 2020, p. 127) in their 
schools.  

Once identified, school and dis-
trict level leaders are responsible for 
providing a free, appropriate public 
education (FAPE) to eligible children 
(20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)]1). The student’s 
education program must be devel-
oped in an Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) (20 U.S.C. § 1414(d)
(1)[A]) which must be created by a 
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properly constituted IEP team, which 
include the parent and the student (20 
U.S.C. § 14(d)(1)[B]) and implement-
ed by highly qualified teachers (20 
U.S.C. § 1412(a)(14)[C]). However, 
FAPE is not a well-defined term and 
it must be interpreted on a student by 
student basis leaving room for individ-
ual discretion. In addition, there is an 
exceedingly low bar for FAPE, which 
fails to promote true individualization 
and student potential, and fails to ar-
ticulate a reasonable progress standard 
(Cowin, 2018; Davison, 2016; Zim-
mer, 2018). Educational leaders must 
be aware of the dominant deficit-ori-
ented and normalizing ideologies of 
the nature of disability (Annamma et 
al., 2013) which implicate the provi-
sion of FAPE.

The IDEA also requires that edu-
cational services be delivered in the 
least restrictive environment (LRE) 
(20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)[5]). While well 
intended, Ryndak et al., (2014) note 
that the LRE principle legitimizes 
segregated placements. Sauer and 
Jorgenson (2016) proposed that the 
LRE continuum contributed to limited 
school experiences for students with 
more significant disabilities and linked 
the social practice of segregating 
students with more intensive needs to 
society’s devaluation of disability and 
ableism. Reiner (2018) warned that the 
LRE continuum results in the “forced 
separation” of students with disabil-
ities from non-disabled peers and 
“improper educational segregation” (p. 
792). Educational leaders must pro-
vide a vision of inclusive placements 
for students with disabilities and pro-
fessional development for educators to 
achieve that goal.

Educational leaders must also be 
(a) qualified to provide or supervise 
the provision of specially designed in-
struction, (b) knowledgeable about the 
general education curriculum, and (c) 
knowledgeable about the availability 
of resources of the local educational 
agency (20 U.S.C. § 1414(d)(1)(B)
[iv]).) The educational leader must 

guarantee that parents and children are 
afforded numerous procedural safe-
guards (20 U.S.C. § 1415(b)) and that 
building policies, procedures, and pro-
grams are consistent with state policies 
addressing funding, service provision, 
and personnel (20 U.S.C. § 1413(a)). 
These varied tasks require a significant 
amount of systemic, organizational, 
and legal knowledge on the part of 
leaders. 

The IDEA compliance tools and 
accountability mechanisms available to 
educational leaders around the de-
scribed tasks are often reported through 
State Performance Plan and Annual 
Performance Reports (SPP/APR). The 
reports are designed to ensure com-
pliance with various provisions of the 
IDEA statute, which local education 
agency (LEA) special education leaders 
must gather data and report upon to 
their respective SEAs. The reports rely 
upon technical measures of student 
outcomes (e.g., graduation rates) and 
evidence of compliance with IDEA 
provisions, but they do not account for 
underlying equity and justice concerns 
that may arise at the local level (e.g., 
Voulgarides et al., 2021). 

Specifically, the Office of Special 
Education Programs (OSEP) provides 
states and LEAs with an Indicator Data 
Table for Measurement of State Perfor-
mance Plan (SPP) indicators and local 
educational leaders are responsible for 
collecting, reporting, and monitoring 
data for the indicators and priority 
targets.  Each state must then publicly 
report local school district performance 
for the fourteen indicators. Three of 
these Indicators—SPP Indicators 4, 
9, and 10, relate to racial inequity in 
special education classifications, place-
ments, and suspensions of students with 
dis/Abilities by race. Disproportionality 
scholarship focused on IDEA policy 
dimensions have revealed that OSEP’s 
quantitative monitoring and interpre-
tations constrained consideration of 
qualitative information pertinent to 
ascertaining whether patterns indicate 
a racial disparity or inequity (Sullivan 

& Osher, 2019, p. 400) and that the 
technical remedies are inappropriate for 
addressing such a complex equity issue 
(Cavendish et al., 2014). 

Indicator 4. This target re-
quires that the rates of suspen-
sion and expulsion for LEAs 
and SEAs be monitored to 
assure these punitive practic-
es are not disproportionately 
applied to students with IEPs, 
are not applied disproportion-
ately by the race or ethnicity 
of those students, and that 
failure to comply with IDEA 
requirements for IEP devel-
opment/implementation or 
for development of positive 
behavioral supports did not 
contribute to discrepancies or 
disproportionality. 

Indicators 9. The SPP target 
for Indicator 9 requires LEAs 
and SEAs to report the percent 
of districts with dispropor-
tionate representation of racial 
and ethnic groups in special 
education and related services 
that is the result of inappropri-
ate identification. 

Indicator 10. This target 
requires the reporting of the 
percent of districts with dis-
proportionate representation 
of racial and ethnic groups in 
specific disability categories 
that is the result of inappropri-
ate identification. 

Any school district across the 
United States can be cited via IDEA 
SPP Indicators 4, 9, or 10 if there is 
numerical evidence of disparities in 
either classifications, placements or 
suspensions by race and dis/Ability. 
The SPP indicators have not abated the 
issue (Albrecht et al., 2012) and there 
is considerable state variability around 
SPP Indicator 4, 9, and 10 implemen-
tation (U.S. GAO, 2013). To this point 
Strassfeld (2016) states,
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Current policy fails to adequate-
ly address disproportionality as 
a civil rights issue with accom-
panying remedies for tradition-
ally under-represented racial 
and ethnic minority groups 
who are at-risk for discrimina-
tion within special education 
placements … (and) signals to 
parents of students with disabil-
ities that IDEA’s monitoring 
and enforcement provisions for 
disproportionate representation 
lack substantive sanctions at the 
state- and district-level when 
LEAs fail to comply (p. 1140). 

The IDEA monitoring approach 
involves “shaming, blaming, and 
punishing the ‘underperforming’” 
(Boeren, 2019, p. 280), which serves 
to rationalize public policy and gauge 
if the statute is meeting its legislative 
aims (Mahu, 2017). Policy analysts 
argue that the ambiguities and dys-
functions of such an accountability 
approach limit the opportunity for 
quality improvement in policy and 
practice (Hickman, 2022; Vakkuri 
& Johanson, 2020). Despite these 
issues, the SPP Indicator approach has 
become the primary means by which 
federal and state governments moni-
tor and address racial inequity (e.g., 
Albrecht et al., 2012). 

Thus, while the IDEA contains 
robust provisions and accountability 
mechanisms to assure the rights of 
students with disabilities are protected 
in schools and districts, the current and 
historical technicalities of IDEA, from 
a social justice lens, are insufficient. 
In turn, policies such as IDEA are 
inherently limited in their potential for 
engendering liberation, hope and equity 
for all. The preparation of educational 
leaders must be anchored in a justice 
and equity-oriented educational policy 
lens.

Moving Beyond Legal 
Requirements and Towards 
Justice and Equity 

Given what leaders must know, the 
tools and resources they are provid-
ed via IDEA, and the need for more 
purposeful educational leadership and 
practice focused on equity and justice, 
we argue that future critical leaders 
must not only know what is required 
of them by IDEA, but they must also 
have the capacity to contextualize 
IDEA technical mandates in ways that 
account for longstanding racial and 
dis/Ability inequities as they collabo-
rate and work with Black, Indigenous 
and People of Color  (BIPOC families 
and youth with and without dis/Abil-
ities. Therefore, we provide a critical 
framework that must be introduced 
alongside IDEA legal literacy in 
educational leadership preparation 
programs. 

We root our call to criticality within 
the principles of disability justice 
which requires that white suprema-
cy, colonialism, and capitalism are 
challenged in policy and practice to 
dismantle ableism and racism (Berne 
et al., 2018). With this perspective we 
account for the underlying assump-
tions within the IDEA that need to 
be made explicit about the political, 
social, cultural, and economic impli-
cations regarding who benefits and 
who does not from the policy. In turn, 
we propose that education leaders be 
prepared to account for the technical 
(e.g., the principles of IDEA), contex-
tual (e.g., student, teacher and parent 
voices and backgrounds and goals and 
dreams, etc.), and critical (e.g., issues 
of power and privilege and the role 
of intersectionality, etc.) aspects of 
policies and practices in the lives of 
BIYOC and their families inside and 
outside school systems. The lens must 
be presented in tandem with the need 

to understand the statutes and princi-
ples of IDEA. For instance, assuring 
IDEA legal literacy does not and can-
not account for the spirit of inter-de-
pendence found in disability justice 
principles (Berne et al., 2018). IDEA 
legal literacy promotes decontextual-
ized, numerical, and technical policy 
solutions that do not recognize how 
the construction of ability and dis/
Ability are connected to economic and 
political constructions of personhood 
that devalue any deviation from “typi-
cal,” “normal,” and “able-bodiedness,” 
deeming dis/Ability as something to 
be fixed, remediated, and found via 
policy (e.g., Annamma et al., 2013). 
Given this, we define this operation-
alization and analysis of IDEA and 
special education as critical special 
and dis/Ability studies in education. 
Below, we begin to explicate how the 
lens can be used to promote critical 
use of IDEA through a case study.

A Case in Point:  
The Perils of Mandating  
Racial and Dis/Ability Equity 

In this section we provide a vi-
gnette2 that illustrates how IDEA legal 
literacy and technical compliance with 
IDEA are insufficient mechanisms for 
addressing the realities and needs of 
BIYOC students in schools. We pro-
vide the vignette so that the technical 
complexity of IDEA and the associat-
ed administrative burdens are illustrat-
ed to readers. The vignette may appear 
to present a simple problem of practice 
that can be easily remedied, yet its 
simplicity highlights how the critical, 
technical, and contextual elements 
of our framework are hidden when 
the law is taken at face value. Small 
compliance tweaks, which are easy 
to do, successfully mask underlying 
inequities through the guise of IDEA 
compliance. It is this ease, the ease of 

2 The example is adapted from Voulgarides (2018) work on the intersection between IDEA compliance and racial and dis/Ability inequity in special education outcomes. The vignette takes place 
in a suburban locale because research has documented that a school district’s location (e.g., suburban, urban, rural, and town) relates to the time frame within which a school district is able to 
address disproportionality (Voulgarides & Aylward, 2022).
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unquestioned compliance with IDEA 
provisions, which must be named in 
order to foster a more just and equi-
table approach to special education 
leadership and IDEA administration. 

Sunderville School District (SSD) 
was a socio-demographically diverse 
large suburban school district cit-
ed under IDEA SPP Indicator 4 for 
the high number of suspensions for 
students with dis/Abilities by race. 
Dylan [a BIPOC man and the assis-
tant special education district admin-
istrator] was Lilla’s (a BIPOC woman 
and the special education district 
administrator) self-described “foot 
soldier” and “hit man” for finding 
and addressing IDEA compliance 
issues in practice. Dylan said that in 
his first year in the district, he was 
able to “fix all of the noncompliance 
issues” associated with the citation 
and identified by the State “in a few 
months.” He said the State compliance 
official who monitored the district’s 
actions “appreciated” how swiftly the 
district had become compliant and 
that “he [the State official] had never 
seen a district become compliant so 
fast.” Dylan was proud of his ability to 
facilitate compliance, but he was also 
aware of the limits of using compli-
ance to address disproportionality. 
When Dylan found out the district 
would be cited again Under IDEA SPP 
Indicator 4, he was ready to “finesse 
the files” and “triage” which ones he 
thought the state would target in order 
to assure the district remained in full 
regulatory compliance. He admitted 
that he thought the IDEA compliance 
process was “all a horse-and-pony 
show,” yet he felt obligated to make 
the changes because it was expected 
of him. “[Maintaining compliance] is 
great for me as a supervisor because 
I can fix little things, but it doesn’t get 
to the root of the problem,” which he 
attributed to racial and socio-econom-
ic tensions in the district. 

As the vignette illustrates, the dis-

trict responses were perfunctory, quick 
fixes that resulted in minor adjustments 
to IDEA related paperwork and edu-
cational practices that symbolically 
“proved” compliance to state auditors, 
but did not actually engage with the 
critical, technical, and contextual ele-
ments that allowed for these perfuncto-
ry changes to occur unquestioned—all 
while discriminatory practices persisted 
in the district. Essentially, the leaders 
were able to take the corrective action 
required by a citation and indicated a 
level of IDEA legal literacy, but the 
related IDEA policies, procedures, and/
or practices did not result in meaning-
ful and substantive changes to practice 
that promoted racial and dis/Ability 
equity. The vignette also makes clear 
that educational leaders must move 
beyond IDEA compliance and towards 
critical understandings of how their 
IDEA administrative duties impact and 
sustain educational inequity through 
both reason and action (Burbules & 
Berk, 1999), as well as emotionality 
(De Sousa Santos, 2015; Zembylas, 
2006; 2012).

In addition, when state education 
agency (SEA) auditors monitored the 
district’s actions, they took paperwork 
evidence of IDEA compliance as an 
indication the district was addressing 
the locally occurring racial and dis/
Ability inequity. The process obscured 
and evaded the individual and local 
practices which might provide insight 
into the “root” of racial, dis/Ability, and 
social-economic problems and inform 
reform efforts that are race, dis/Ability 
and other markers of difference con-
scious—a cornerstone for equity-orient-
ed leadership. 

The IDEA accountability mecha-
nisms promote quick fixes to complex 
issues. These actions are harmful. They 
decontextualize the cultural-historical 
contexts of not only race-relations, but 
dis/Ability-relations inside and around 
schools (Hernández-Saca & Cannon, 
2019; Thorius, 2019) and the power of 
IDEA to further act as a tool of exclu-
sion (Ferri & Connor, 2005). In other 

words, policy is not a neutral vehicle, 
but rather is ideologically and value 
driven (Linton, 1998; Purpel & McLau-
rin, 2004). Thus, uncritically complying 
with IDEA allows for unexamined 
power relations to persist and for in-
equities to continue under the guise of 
compliance. 

Given this, educational leaders must 
not only know how special education 
systems work and what IDEA requires 
of them, but they must also know how 
to lead special education systems for 
racial and dis/Ability equity and justice 
by accounting for the technical, con-
textual and critical components of the 
practice of special education. A critical 
disability studies theoretical framework 
can be used to unpack how racist and 
ableist ideologies undergird the legisla-
tion, influence educational practice, and 
stifle the creativity and agency of edu-
cational leaders to imagine and create 
more just futures for students with dis/
Abilities in schools, especially students 
who are multiply situated along race, 
gender, class, and language differences 
as they work to comply with the IDEA. 
In this sense, educational leaders will 
not only understand what is technically 
required via IDEA, but also how policy 
narratives influence local schooling 
practices that erase the sociocultural 
and intersectional lives of students 
within both special and general educa-
tion (Hernández-Saca, 2017).  

IMPLICATIONS FOR 
LEADERSHIP PREPARATION 

We propose that future critical leaders 
must be prepared to understand IDEA 
and also have the capacity to structure 
local district and school responses to 
the educational reality of racial and dis/
Ability inequities which are sustained 
despite the accountability measures 
of the IDEA. Prospective leaders 
should be introduced to policy as 
praxis whereby critical consciousness 
is brought about not through intellec-
tual effort alone but through praxis — 
through the authentic union of action 
and reflection and feeling (Burbules & 
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Berk, 1999). We suggest educational 
leadership preparation programs should 
focus on three key components related 
to IDEA administration and racial and 
dis/Ability inequity to assure prospec-
tive administrators have the knowledge 
and skills necessary to eradicate racial 
and dis/Ability disproportionality: 1) 
Critical and Dis/Ability Educational 
Leadership Strategies, 2) Focused 
Critical Special and Dis/Ability Studies 
in Education Content, and 3) The Role 
of Professional Advocacy and Policy 
Development. The content areas are 
further explicated below.

1. Critical and Dis/Ability 
Educational Leadership 
Strategies

The first content area will prepare fu-
ture educational leaders to adopt a criti-
cal disability studies framework and an 
equity-oriented approach when imple-
menting school policies and practices 
and reimagining the potential for policy 
to be used as a tool of liberation rather 
than oppression. For example, leaders 
will be provided with the meanings of 
four different models of dis/Ability—
the medical, social, psycho-emotional, 
and intersectional models (Iqtadar et 
al., 2020)—so that the master narra-
tive of the medical model of disability 
(Connor, 2013) is disrupted and issues 
of power, history, and identity are 
foregrounded in the daily practices of 
leaders to enable meso-level systemic 
change efforts for Disability Justice 
(Berne et al., 2018).  Leaders will also 
be oriented to principles and tenets of 
Disability Justice and the framework 
of critical disability studies (Meekosha, 
& Shuttleworth, 2009), which includes 
centering disability within social, polit-
ical, economic, cultural, emotional, and 
psychological contexts as opposed to 
the medical model. The approach leads 
to more emancipatory frameworks for 
liberation, freedom, and human dignity 
grounded in an interdisciplinary and 
intersectional model of dis/Ability. 

We recognize that leaders must 
not only personally and profession-

ally develop, as outlined above, but 
they must also focus on achieving 
equity-at-large. For example, Fergus 
(2016) provides district and school-
based staff the tools needed to ex-
amine locally occurring disparate 
patterns in gifted and talented place-
ments, attendance, special education 
placements, suspensions rates and 
so forth—disaggregated by race, dis/
Ability, gender and more, to inform 
district- and school-level responses to 
educational inequities. These nuanced 
analyses are impactful for systems 
change and can be coupled with mind-
set shifts that foster justice-oriented 
approaches to leadership.

Educational leadership preparation 
programs must also work to foster in-
tersectional competence (e.g., Boveda 
& Weinberg, 2022). Doing so would 
assure that technical policy remedies 
will not and cannot be administered 
devoid of context, identity, and dy-
namics of power and privilege within 
local contexts. Boveda and Weinberg 
(2022) developed an intersectionally 
conscious collaboration protocol for 
teacher educators, which is based upon 
intersectional competence sub-con-
structs. We see value in applying and 
slightly adjusting these insights for 
educational leadership development. 
For example, the protocol requires 
educators, and we also submit leaders, 
to engage in instruction that includes 
student-oriented and collaboration-ori-
ented considerations. For leaders, 
this could include collaborative and 
student oriented instructional pro-
gramming, mission development, and 
fostering school learning climates 
that engage with a DisCrit Classroom 
Ecology model (Annamma & Mor-
rison, 2018) designed to dismantle 
white and ability supremacy (also see 
DeMatthews, 2020). Another element 
of the protocol includes reflection 
and cogenerative dialogues to assist 
teachers, but also leaders, to challenge 
their assumptions about students and 
community members. The dialogues 
could strengthen collaboration inside 

and outside of the classroom and 
school, which is critical for building 
anti-racist and anti-ableist relation-
ships and communities of learning 
that are team oriented (Daniëls et al., 
2019). We suggest the protocol be con-
sidered as a tool that provides leaders 
with opportunities to engage in policy 
as praxis on the ground with their stu-
dents, teachers, staff, and community 
members. 

In addition to these tools, substantive 
educational reform will be required at 
the policy level so that leaders have 
more intersectional and robust policy 
tools to address racial and dis/Ability 
inequities—further described in The 
Role of Professional Advocacy and 
Policy Development content area. 

2. Focused Critical Special 
and Dis/Ability Studies in 
Education Content

The second area assures future 
educational leaders will study special 
education law, policies, and practic-
es through critical case studies and 
problem-based learning approaches, 
with rich opportunities for personal 
and professional reflection focused 
on educational racial and dis/Abili-
ty equity and justice. Administrator 
preparation programs must provide 
the key elements of effective, innova-
tive educational leadership programs 
(Davis & Darling-Hammond, 2012), 
including standards-based curriculum, 
field-based internships, and active 
instructional approaches to link theory 
to practice. The purposeful integration 
of conceptual frameworks addressing 
dis/Ability into these preparation strat-
egies will be essential, as discussions 
of critical dis/Ability issues remain 
outside of current leadership discourse 
(e.g., Pazey & Cole, 2013). 

Given this, administrator preparation 
programs must include instruction-
al content related to divergent and 
interdisciplinary conceptualizations 
of dis/Ability and Disability Justice 
as it pertains to the work of leaders 
in schools and districts (see Bateman 
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& Bateman, 2014; Berne et al., 2018; 
Crockett, 2019; Hernandez-Saca et al., 
2022). The critical lens must be aligned 
and integrated with the National Board 
Standards for Educational Leaders, 
which require administrators to (1) 
confront and alter institutional biases of 
student marginalization, deficit-based 
schooling, and low expectations 
associated with race, class, culture 
and language, gender and sexual 
orientation, and dis/Ability or special 
status (Standard 3 Equity and Cultural 
Responsiveness); and (2) know, comply 
with, and help the school community 
understand local, state, and federal 
laws, rights, policies, and regulations so 
as to promote student success (Stan-
dard 9 Operations and Management) 
(National Policy Board for Educational 
Administration, 2015). Such alignment 
will establish an integrated framework 
of inclusive social justice leadership 
(Pazey et al., 2012), which is interdisci-
plinary and intersectional in nature. 

The work can also be supported 
through critical case studies and prob-
lem-based learning approaches that pro-
vide rich opportunities for personal and 
professional reflection. By marrying a 
critical lens with the technical work of 
leadership, preservice programs will 
better address the “dissonance between 
what educational leadership preparation 
programs are providing future school 
administrators and their on-the-job 
demands” (McHatton et al., 2010, p. 
13). Thus, this content module should 
include the study of the IDEA compli-
ance monitoring requirements within a 
socio-historical and cultural context—
including the compliance indicators and 
with a focus on the disproportionality 
indicators. In doing so, future leaders 
will acquire the necessary IDEA legal 
knowledge while simultaneously rec-
ognizing the 60-year history of racial 
and dis/Ability inequities. Leaders can 
identify how they can become a mech-
anism for change when addressing the 
long-standing inequity, rather than an 
accomplice which highlights the policy 
to praxis imperative. This includes 

orienting future leaders to frameworks 
that engage with the field of Disability 
Studies in Education and Critical Race 
Theory (e.g., DisCrit; see Annamma et 
al., 2013). 

Selected chapters and quotes from 
the following three books can serve 
as content to engage in self and group 
study whereby leaders develop the 
skills, knowledge, and dispositions to 
grapple with the intersections of race 
and dis/Ability as it applies to policy 
and practice: 

● Harry, B., & Ocasio-Stouten-
burg, L. (2020). Meeting fam-
ilies where they are: Building 
equity through advocacy with 
diverse schools and communi-
ties. Teachers College Press.

● Fenning, P. A., & Johnson, M. 
B. (Eds.). (2022). Discipline 
disparities among students 
with disabilities: Creating eq-
uitable environments. Teachers 
College Press.

● Voulgarides, C.K. (2018). Does 
Compliance matter in special 
education? IDEA and the 
hidden inequities of practice. 
Teachers College Press.

This content based work requires ed-
ucational leaders to engage with inter-
disciplinary tools of reflection, such as 
self-study in teacher education (Kosnik 
et al., 2006) which will invite leaders 
to self-reflect on not only their profes-
sional (e.g., professional roles, legal 
responsibilities, etc.) and program-
matic (e.g., curriculum, assessment, 
school-wide policies and practices, 
local and state and national education 
policies) selves and responsibilities, 
but also their personal (e.g., position-
ality, identities, biography, and life 
experiences across time, etc.) selves as 
agents in an educational system. This is 
imperative because, in doing so, leaders 
will begin to engage in critical emotion 
praxis that accounts for the technical 
(e.g., the principles of IDEA), contex-

Administrator 
preparation 

programs must include 
instructional content 
related to divergent 
and interdisciplinary 
conceptualizations of 
dis/Ability and Disability 
Justice as it pertains to 
the work of leaders in 
schools and districts.
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tual (e.g., student, teacher, and parent 
voices and backgrounds and goals and 
dreams, etc.), and critical (e.g., issues 
of power and privilege and the role of 
intersectionality, etc.) components of 
human interaction in education that 
relate to IDEA provisions (e.g., Ze-
ro-Reject/Child Find, Free-Appropri-
ate-Public-Education, the Least Restric-
tive Environment, the Individualized 
Education Program (IEP), etc.). 

3. The Role of Professional 
Advocacy and Policy 
Development

The third area will prepare future 
administrators to promote change at 
both the individual-, student-, and sys-
tems- level by serving as active social 
agents tackling racial and dis/Ability 
inequities at a broad scale. Through this 
strand, educational leaders can expand 
their role beyond the school and district 
context to influence educational policy 
development (Derrington & Anderson, 
2020). 

Advocacy and activism are  critical 
components  of an educational leader’s 
work. Advocacy and activism have  
long been characterized as the process 
of “giving voice to those without voice 
or whose voices are not heard” by 
conceptualizing social needs, empow-
ering those involved with mental health 
service provision, and identifying sys-
temic complexities and barriers (Gray 
et al., 2020, p. 2) along social markers 
of differences such as race and dis/
Ability. Leaders are uniquely situated 
to not only speak, but act with students 
and families to community stakeholders 
and state and local policy makers. Thus, 
professional advocacy and activism can 
be used to inform the public about cur-
rent issues in schools and the education 
profession: “they [leaders] have insider 
knowledge about which new services 
to establish and which existing ones 
to expand or improve” (Bond, 2019, 
p. 77) due to the nature of their work. 
Relatedly, administrative advocates 
and activists can provide pragmatic 
solutions for system changes because 

of  their daily intersection with current 
educational policy, students, and fami-
lies (Bradley-Levin, 2018; Weber et al. 
2020). Therefore, this content area can 
prepare future administrators to under-
stand both the role and the effects of 
professional advocacy and activism. 

We want to be clear, however, that in 
promoting activism and advocacy we 
do not give voice to parents or students, 
since they already have voice. Rather, 
leadership preparation programs should 
promote activism and advocacy that 
leverages the tools and strategies of 
effective leaders to elevate caregiver, 
student, and community needs. Pro-
spective educational leaders must study 
advocacy and activism as an ethically, 
morally bound, and legally protected 
activity, which includes promoting 
intervention at both the individual 
student level and the broader systems 
level (Oyen et al, 2020). In this way, 
future leaders will serve as active 
social change agents who identify and 
tackle inequities at their systemic roots, 
disrupting the long-standing norms and 
practices that can contribute to educa-
tional racial and dis/Ability equity. The 
approach implies future leaders must 
be active social change agents who 
serve as critical advocates and activists 
involved in advancing legal and socio-
political movements inside and outside 
educational institutions (e.g., Scott & 
DeBray-Pelot, 2009). 

For example, advocacy work could 
focus on expanding the policy tools 
leaders have to address racial and dis/
Ability inequity in special education 
outcomes via IDEA. Advocacy efforts 
could be directed toward pushing 
legislators to consider how IDEA 
technical remedies and accountability 
mechanisms are limited in scope. The 
indicators, as currently structured, do 
not require an intersectional analysis, 
which is misaligned with our proposed 
framework. If this type of analysis and 
work were to occur, it is currently an 
undue burden on leaders, even though 
SEAs and LEAs must build the ca-
pacity to understand the indicators in 

relationship to each other and to broad-
er structural inequities. These efforts 
should be formalized through policy. 

For example, no such analysis is re-
quired for graduation rates or successful 
post-secondary outcomes (Indicators 
1 and 14) despite research confirming 
discrepancies for BIYOC students. 
Elbaum et al. (2014) found that district 
level reporting requirements of the 
State Performance Plan do not account 
for racial and ethnic discrepancies 
when evaluating district graduation 
rates against state performance targets. 
Similarly, racial and ethnic analysis of 
transition goals and services (Indicator 
13) might reveal some reasons for the 
concerning post-school data. Dropout 
rates (Indicator 2) are not disaggregated 
by race or ethnicity, despite empiri-
cal evidence of an increased risk for 
Black students (Bradshaw et al., 2008). 
The proficiency rates for academic 
achievement standards (Indicator 3) or 
improved preschool skills (Indicator 
7) do not require an examination for 
racial or ethnic subgroups, although 
research confirms that the provision of 
a beneficial, appropriate education is 
not achieved equally when comparing 
white students with dis/Abilities to their 
BIYOC counterparts (Artiles, 2019). 
Pak and Parsons (2020) propose that an 
analysis of instructional practices for 
students with dis/Abilities, particularly 
BIYOC, should “explicitly examine 
equity gaps when analyzing the effec-
tiveness of inclusion or differentiation 
practices, rather than centering identi-
ty-neutral implementation factors that 
complicate the work of educators” (p. 
3). The failure to report placement data 
in general education (Indicators 5 and 
6) for racially and ethnically diverse 
students and to develop plans to rem-
edy exclusion is not responsive to em-
pirical calls for more inclusive settings 
for those students. Advocacy work 
for educational leaders could include 
efforts to expand these policy tools, as 
indicated here. And in line with the two 
other content areas described, this type 
of advocacy work would allow for a 
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critical special and dis/Ability studies 
in education lens to drive advocacy 
efforts in powerful ways.

In summary, these three content 
areas have the potential to provide 
prospective administrators the skills, 
knowledge, and dispositions that are 
necessary to confront racial and dis/
Ability disproportionality, confront 
and alter marginalization and dis-
criminatory practices, and improve 
educational outcomes for (BIYOC) 
– an approach congruent with sys-
tems-focused leadership approaches 
that center justice and equity (Honig & 
Honsa, 2020). 

CONCLUSION
Educational leadership preparation 

programs must assure that prospective 
administrators have the critical skills, 
knowledge, and dispositions to meet 
the requirements of IDEA and effec-
tively support social change and justice. 
These competencies, both legal literacy 
and a critical special and dis/Ability 
studies in education lens, have been 
a long-neglected area within univer-
sity-based administrator preparation 
programs. By explicitly integrating our 
three proposed content areas, prospec-
tive administrators will be better pre-
pared to achieve compliance with the 
IDEA, advanced critical racial and dis/
Ability educational equity, and improve 
educational outcomes for all children, 
but in particular for Black, Indigenous, 
and Youth of Color. 
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ABSTRACT
This article provides information and resources to help special education teacher 
educators improve preservice teachers’ competence for working with disabled1 
students and addressing ableism in their classrooms, by incorporating young 
adult (YA) literature into special education teacher preparation experiences. 
Embedding YA literature with representations of disability can address ableism 
in education by helping preservice special education teachers to conceptualize 
disabled adolescents differently. Current approaches to teacher education may re-
inforce dysconscious ableism (Broderick & Lalvani, 2017) and undergird educa-
tional segregation on the basis of disability. After reviewing current literature on 
addressing ableism during teacher preparation and using YA literature in teacher 
education, this article models how special education teacher educators can 
critically examine YA texts by providing criteria for evaluating representations 
of disability and a unit plan with three lessons for use in an introductory special 
education course. A bibliography of young adult books featuring characters with 
disabilities is also provided. 

KEYWORDS      
Ableism, disability studies, teacher preparation, young adult literature

Ableism remains an active 
system of oppression in 
American education, result-
ing in the stigmatization of 

disability and exclusionary educational 
practices (Broderick & Lalvani, 2017; 
Lalvani & Broderick, 2013; Storey, 
2007). One consequence of this is the 
way many PK-12 schools have not 
recognized disability as an aspect of 
diversity (Connor & Gabel, 2010) or 
included it in curriculum (Nusbaum 
& Steinborn, 2019). To correct this, 
recommendations for combating 
ableism in schools include: (a) ex-
plicitly including ableism in diversity 
initiatives; (b) including disability 
content in literature, curriculum, and 
school activities; (c) hiring teach-
ers with disabilities; (d) expanding 
teachers’ conceptions about disabili-
ty; and (e) focusing teacher learning 

on multi-modal communication and 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
(Hehir, 2002; Storey, 2007). 

General and special education teach-
ers’ beliefs and attitudes about disabil-
ity may contribute to the perpetuation 
of ableism, and as Hehir (2002) and 
Storey (2007) highlight, teacher edu-
cation can address this by expanding 
preservice teachers’ conceptions about 
disability (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2019). 
Special education teacher preparation 
plays a critical role in influencing 
educators’ attitudes about inclusion 
and disabled students, in addition to 
equipping teachers with the requi-
site pedagogical content knowledge 
(Bialka et al., 2018). Thus, special 
education teacher preparation can use 
social justice and equity frameworks 
to disrupt ableism and other systems 
of oppression (King, 1991). One way 

 1 This article uses identity-first language (e.g., disabled students) rather than person-first language (e.g., students with disabil-
ities). Identity-first language is preferred by disability rights activists and used in disability studies literature toward the goal of 
recognizing disability as a valued identity (Back et al., 2016; Gernsbacher, 2017).

http://openjournals.bsu.edu/JOSEP
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special education teacher educators 
can engage in this work is through pre-
paring teachers to critically evaluate 
and include representations of disabili-
ty in their instruction.

Anti-ableist curricula and disability 
studies have not been emphasized in 
PK-12 schools and special educa-
tion teacher preparation programs 
along with other social justice efforts, 
namely anti-racism and anti-sexism 
(Lalvani & Broderick, 2013; Muellerr, 
2021; Nusbaum & Steinborn, 2019). 
The limited preparation of special 
education teachers on student disabil-
ity identity development and stigma 
around disability labeling contributes 
to what Broderick & Lalvani (2017) 
term “dysconscious ableism,” or 
limited, distorted understandings of 
disability (Muellerr, 2021). Dyscon-
sciousness (King, 1991), includes 
perceptions, attitudes, assumptions 
and beliefs that construct and reinforce 
inequity, particularly around race and 
other marginalized identity categories. 
Dysconsciousness, then, creates partic-
ular kinds of attitudes and knowledge 
that often distorts work towards equi-
table education. Among other experi-
ences, this is evident through the con-
tinued use of disability awareness days 
in special education teacher prepara-
tion, which often feature problematic 
simulations of disability (Lalvani & 
Broderick, 2013). Challenging ableism 
as a system requires deconstructing 
notions of ability and normative body-
minds2 in the classroom, both through 
teachers’ own conceptions, as well as 
curricular and pedagogical choices.

Special education teacher prepara-
tion can engage in this deconstructive 
work as part of critical, transformative 
pedagogy aimed at expanding pre-
service teachers’ conceptions using 
literature. Young adult (YA) literature 
offers a unique opportunity to model 

evidence-based, inclusive pedagogy 
and simultaneously expand preservice 
special education teachers’ knowledge 
about disability when integrated into 
introductory coursework (Curwood, 
2013; Kurtts & Gavigan, 2017). This 
is especially important for prospec-
tive special education teachers, who 
need an understanding of the realities 
of inequity in schools, alongside the 
capacity to reflect on their own role 
and growth inside that reality (King, 
1991). Reading and reflecting on 
representations of disability, especial-
ly those that meet quality indicators, 
offers preservice teachers the oppor-
tunity to engage in such a reflective 
growth experience (Kurtts & Gavigan, 
2017). 

Several studies have demonstrated 
the positive impacts of incorporating 
literature on disability within teacher 
preparation (Donne, 2016; Marable 
et al., 2010; Marlowe & Maycock, 
2001). Donne (2016) employed an 
action research design to address the 
limited emphasis on augmentative and 
assistive communication (AAC) de-
vices in teacher preparation programs. 
Participants (n=10) were graduate-lev-
el preservice teachers enrolled in a 
course on special education, which 
included an assigned YA novel fo-
cused on the use of AAC. The primary 
themes identified from written artifacts 
and discussions were understandings 
of disability, communication as a 
universal human need, AAC devices, 
collaborating with families, friendship, 
and inclusive education. Similarly, 
Marable and colleagues (2010) utilized 
book talks to investigate the impact 
of literature on preservice teachers’ 
knowledge of and attitudes toward dis-
ability. Undergraduate students (n=40) 
read a nonfiction book on disability 
as part of their introductory special 
education course. From written reflec-

tions, the researchers identified themes 
of increased insight into the complexi-
ty of disability, enhanced empathy, and 
more expressed respect for disabled 
people. Kurtts and Gavigan (2017) 
examined the impact of bibliotherapy 
on preservice teachers’ understandings 
of disability. Their qualitative analysis 
highlighted the ways in which preser-
vice teachers “began to see disabilities 
as a very human condition that goes 
beyond their factual textbook knowl-
edge about disabilities” (Kurtts & 
Gavigan, 2017, p. 26). Results of these 
studies indicate that book study using 
YA literature can be a useful way to 
both shift preservice teacher attitudes 
about disability and increase the likeli-
hood they will apply these attitudes to 
their future instructional practice.

Building upon the work of Blaska 
(2004) and Hazlett et al. (2011) and 
addressing the limited resources for 
special education teacher educators to 
integrate representation of disability 
into their instruction, we offer updated 
criteria for evaluating YA literature, 
model the application of the criteria 
with selected YA texts, and provide 
accompanying lesson plans use in spe-
cial education teacher preparation. The 
criteria can be applied by both special 
education teacher educators and PK-12 
special education teachers to evaluate 
texts with representations of disability 
through a feminist disability studies 
lens. For the purposes of this article, 
we applied the criteria to selected texts 
for use by special education teacher 
educators and recommend integrating 
this work into introductory coursework 
on disabilities, which often address 
each category of disability identified 
by the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA, 2004). YA 
literature can supplement the overview 
of disability categories under IDEA 
and help preservice special educators 

2 Bodyminds is a term used in critical disability studies. Margaret Price defines the bodymind as “the imbrication (not just the combination) of the entities usually called ‘body’ and ‘mind’” 
(2015, p. 270). We use the term here to intentionally acknowledge multiple categories of disability (e.g., emotional/behavioral disability, physical disability) and to connect special education to 
critical disability studies (Schalk, 2017).
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develop more robust and nuanced 
understandings of disabled peoples’ 
experiences. The corresponding lesson 
plans were designed for use in such 
an introductory special education 
course and include layered texts, key 
vocabulary, and reflection questions to 
support preservice teachers in devel-
oping new attitudes about disability, as 
well as understandings of the disability 
labels used in special education.

Updated Criteria for Evaluating 
Young Adult Literature

The first step for special educa-
tion teacher educators to take in this 
process is selecting texts with repre-
sentations of disability to include in 
introductory special education courses. 
Many representations of disability 
perpetuate harmful stereotypes and 

assumptions about disability, and these 
stereotypes contribute to low academic 
and social expectations for disabled 
students, as well as exclusionary 
educational practices (Blaska, 2004; 
Broderick & Lalvani, 2017). Thus, 
clear criteria are necessary for teacher 
educators to evaluate the quality of 
young adult literature featuring dis-
abled characters (Prater et al., 2006). 

There are several existing criteria for 
evaluating disability representation in 
children’s and YA literature (e.g., Blas-
ka, 2004; Hazelett et al., 2011). From 
an edition of Disability Studies Quar-
terly on disability culture in children’s 
literature, Blaska (2004) addressed 
the limited inclusion of disability in 
children’s literature. After reviewing 
500 bestselling and award-winning 
children’s books yielded only 10 

books featuring a disabled character, 
Blaska (2004) established criteria for 
reviewing literature featuring disabled 
characters, which included promoting 
empathy, acceptance, and respect, as 
well as portraying disability in a real-
istic manner.  

Hazelett and colleagues (2011) 
explored intersections of sexuality, 
gender, and disability in YA literature. 
The authors provide a brief review 
of titles that portray characters with 
intersectional identities, as well as 
recommendations for evaluating YA 
novels to avoid relying on problematic 
representations of queer and disabled 
youth. The authors recommend YA 
texts feature disabled, LGBTQ charac-
ters and include other identity catego-
ries, including racial, socioeconomic, 
age, family, and religious diversity. 

    QUESTION YES NO

Is the author disabled? If not, consider what their knowledge and background is in relation to 
disability.

Does the text portray disabled adolescents as needing peer relationships (platonic or romantic)?

Does the text portray disabled adolescents as interested in sex and dating (or identify the character 
as asexual)?

Does the text use identity-first language or discuss the choice of language in referring to disabled 
characters?

Do the disabled characters have intersectional identities and represent diverse races, 
socioeconomic status, religions, languages, sexualities, and gender identities?

Does the text emphasize competence, self-determination, and bodily autonomy?

Do the disabled characters have relationships with others without having to prove themselves or be 
exceptional?

Are the disabled characters shown as complex, three-dimensional humans with dynamic 
personalities, emotions, and interests described with realistic details?

Are disabled characters presented as more than inspirational, victims, or heroes?

Are events in the plot related to issues other than disability?

FIGURE 1: Criteria for Evaluating Young Adult Literature
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The authors also suggest representing 
varied examples of the lives of queer 
and disabled youth, including char-
acters who care and nurture others, 
possess unique talents, have produc-
tive lives with deep and complex 
emotions and personalities, and who 
wrestle with other issues unrelated to 
their disability or sexuality. (Hazelett 
et al., 2011).   

Many of the criteria created by 
Blaska (2004) and Hazelett et al. 
remain relevant today; however, some 
need to be updated to reflect identi-
ty-first language and an explicit focus 
on anti-ableist classroom represen-
tation. Additionally, some existing 
criteria were not developed for eval-
uating YA literature specifically, thus 
the updated criteria we present here 
emphasize the importance of textual 
representations of peer relationships 
and authentic experiences of disabled 

adolescents. We recommend that spe-
cial education teacher educators mod-
el how to apply the criteria presented 
in Figure 1 to select YA literature 
with representations of disability as 
part of introductory special education 
coursework. The criteria can be ap-
plied using a yes/no response to each 
question. An affirmative response 
is not needed for every question to 
consider the text quality; rather a 
majority of the responses should be in 
the affirmative to judge a YA text as 
high-quality. After experiencing this 
process modeled in their coursework, 
future special educators will be better 
prepared to critically evaluate texts in 
their own teaching. Preservice special 
educators can practice applying these 
questions with the full list of YA 
books featuring disabled characters 
in the online Supplemental Materials 
(Young Adult Books) 

SELECTED YOUNG ADULT 
LITERATURE

As a model for special educator 
teacher educators, we have applied the 
criteria to three YA books featuring 
complex, disabled, teenaged characters 
and explicitly addressing adolescent 
romantic relationships. Plot summaries 
are provided in Figure 2. The selected 
texts provide examples of how novels 
dealing with sex and sexuality extend 
authentic representation of disability 
and challenge dominant conceptions 
about disabled people. In addition, the 
selected books can also help preser-
vice teachers better understand dis-
ability, augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC) devices, the 
barriers adults create for students with 
disabilities under the guise of helping 
them, and challenge presumptions of 
disabled people as desexualized or 
uninterested in romantic relationships.

TITLE AUTHOR BRIEF SUMMARY

Say What You Will Cammie 
McGovern 
(2015)

Amy has cerebral palsy and uses both a mobility aid and an AAC device. Tired of 
being isolated from her peers because of having an adult aide with her at school, she 
convinces her parents to hire peer assistants for her senior year of high school. One 
of her peer assistants, Matthew, has undiagnosed obsessive-compulsive disorder. 
Amy and Matthew develop a friendship over the school year that grows into romantic 
feelings for each other. Their relationship is challenged by the transition from high 
school to adult life. This text addresses issues of gender, sexuality, disability, and 
bodily autonomy.

Good Kings Bad 
Kings

Susan 
Nussbaum 
(2013)

This novel portrays disabled teenagers who are institutionalized. They fall in love, make 
friendships, and engage in the difficult process of constructing their identities on the 
verge of adulthood. Their story examines the emotional and physical consequences of 
exclusion based on disability status, as well as the importance of self-determination in 
adolescents’ lives.

Queens of Geek Jen Wilde 
(2017)

In this feminist, queer take on geek culture, two friends discover love and friendship in 
the context of their favorite fandoms. Charlie is an outgoing vlogger and actress while 
Taylor, who is Autistic, prefers to be out of the spotlight and experiences social anxiety. 
Charlie is straight-sized, Asian, and bisexual. Taylor describes herself as chubby, and 
harbors a secret crush on their friend, Jaime. With humor and dignity, this book tackles 
ableism, body shaming, and sexuality.

FIGURE 2: Selected Young Adult Literature
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Critical Evaluation  
of Selected YA Literature

 For this paper, we selected 
examples of YA literature focused on 
romance and dating to address the 
recommendations from Hazelett et al., 
(2011) and Blaska (2004) that dis-
abled characters should be presented 
as complex individuals with authentic 
experiences that include romantic re-
lationships. While this is not the only 
dimension of diverse representations 
of disability in YA, there are few ex-
amples of YA literature that feature fe-
male, disabled characters as interested 
in sex and dating, and these examples 
offer special education teacher educa-
tors the opportunity to discuss these 
relationships with preservice teachers. 
Although the texts featured in Figure 
2 represent significant contributions 
to diverse representations of disabil-
ity and particularly of dating and 
romance, it is essential for special edu-
cation teacher educators to model how 
to critically consider the depictions of 
disability and sexuality in the narrative 
so that preservice teachers are pre-
pared to engage in this process. As an 
exemplar, we applied the criteria from 
Figure 1 to the three selected texts 
from Figure 2. Integrating this process 
into special education teacher prepa-
ration coursework will help preservice 
special educators become critical 
thinkers about disability representation 
in texts and eventually become more 
fluent in discerning types of disability 
representation, so that they can select 
texts for use in their own teaching. We 
have divided the critical evaluation 
into three areas to emphasize how to 
engage in conversation about types of 
disability representation.

Diverse Orientations and Identities
Across all three novels, the romantic 

relationships of disabled characters 
are portrayed as exclusively hetero-
sexual. Queens of Geek (Wilde, 2017) 
includes a bisexual character; how-
ever, she is the friend of an Autistic 
person, Taylor, and does not identify 

as disabled. This is particularly inter-
esting because the author identifies as 
a bisexual, Autistic woman and states 
that she based Taylor’s character on 
herself in the interview at the end of 
the novel (Wilde, 2017). As Hazelett 
and colleagues (2011) noted, it is im-
portant for representations of disability 
to include LGBTQ characters to repre-
sent the lived experiences of disabled 
teens more accurately.

Diverse Races and Ethnicities
Similarly, both Queens of Geek and 

Say What You Will (McGovern, 2015) 
portray disabled characters as White, 
even as other characters are identi-
fied as people of color. It is unclear 
if authors have difficulty depicting 
disabled characters with intersectional 
identities, or if such representation is 
not frequently published. Including 
disabled characters with diverse racial 
and ethnic identities is an important 
component of realistically portraying 
disability (Blaska, 2004) and avoids 
relying on problematic notions of 
disability as a monolith (Hazelett et 
al., 2011).

Author’s Positionality
The authors of the texts have differ-

ent relationships to disability, which 
ultimately impacts the way disability 
is represented (Wong, 2020). Two of 
the three texts, Good Kings Bad Kings 
(Nussbaum, 2013) and Queens of Geek 
(Wilde, 2017), are written by disabled 
authors. In contrast, Say What You 
Will (McGovern, 2015) is written by 
a parent of an Autistic child. A critical 
evaluation of this text reveals that this 
different authorial perspective impacts 
the representation of disability in the 
texts. For example, Say What You Will 
occasionally portrays disability as a 
flaw and something that would make 
platonic and romantic relationships 
with nondisabled people difficult or 
impossible. Amy, the main character in 
Say What You Will, is also presented as 
exceptional by excelling academically. 
This could be construed as an attempt 

to make Amy inspirational and could 
convey the idea that disabled people 
must be extraordinary to deserve au-
thentic relationships. As this example 
and analysis highlights, teachers’ se-
lection of texts must be accompanied 
by a critical lens on the depiction of 
disability and intersectional identities, 
including authorship of the text itself.

Lesson Plans
After selecting and critically evalu-

ating texts, special education teacher 
educators can include YA literature 
with representations of disability in 
coursework. To support teacher edu-
cators in utilizing authentic represen-
tations of disability in their practice, 
online Supplemental Materials (Les-
son Plans) provide a unit plan with 
three corresponding lesson plans for 
use in an introductory special educa-
tion course. The lesson plans are based 
on a historically responsive four-lay-
ered equity framework that positions 
literacy a transformational tool for 
social justice and equity (Muhammad, 
2020). Applying this framework to 
special education teacher preparation 
courses emphasizes identity devel-
opment, skill development, intellec-
tual development, and criticality for 
future special education teachers. The 
criticality component is an especially 
important aspect for special educa-
tion teacher preparation, as future 
special educators need to be prepared 
to recognize and challenge ableism. 
Muhammad’s framework also calls for 
the use of layered texts, which ensures 
that multiple viewpoints and the lived 
experiences of disabled people are 
included in special education teacher 
preparation coursework. Addition-
ally, the layered text format allows 
for texts to be changed to reflect new 
contributions to the field or to address 
concerns about including controversial 
topics without altering the spirit of the 
lesson. Taken together, the evaluation 
criteria and unit plans provide a way 
for special education teacher educators 
to include discussion about disability 
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representation in their classrooms, 
while building skills and competencies 
in prospective teachers that will allow 
them to do this important and ongoing 
work on their own. 

CONCLUSION
Addressing ableism as a system of 

oppression in schools requires a multi-
pronged approach that includes more 
adequately preparing special education 
teachers to represent disability in more 
positive ways in the classroom, and 
challenge problematic notions about 
disability. One method of expanding 
preservice special educators’ concep-
tions about disability is through inte-
grating YA literature into special edu-
cation teacher preparation coursework. 
This can be particularly impactful with 
literature that challenges stereotypes 
about disability, such as representa-
tions of diverse disabled people with 
meaningful romantic and social lives. 
Using YA novels can provide pre-
service teachers with opportunities 
to learn about disability and develop 
more favorable attitudes toward in-
clusion. Such an approach also allows 
special education teacher educators 
to model critically evaluating texts 
and applying historically responsive 
literacy practices by using lesson plans 
that specifically expand students’ ideas 
about disability. Finally, incorporat-
ing YA literature into special educa-
tion teacher preparation coursework 
equips future special educators with 
the pedagogical content knowledge 
necessary to design instruction using 
diverse texts. There is an urgent need 
for special education teacher education 
to prepare future educators to disrupt 
the dysconscious ableism experienced 
and perpetuated in general education 
classrooms so that disabled students 
can be more meaningfully included in 
their schools and communities. 
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ABSTRACT
Of all the tasks that special education teachers are charged with completing, 
managing classroom behaviors has been reported as one of the most challenging 
and one of the top reasons the teachers are leaving the field. The task of provid-
ing effective support in classroom management is also daunting for leadership 
personnel in school systems. This paper provides four components that should be 
considered when planning a professional development (PD) package for teach-
ers regarding behavior management. These four components include didactic 
presentation, performance feedback, technology, and maintenance and general-
ization. These components have been proven to be effective in the current field 
of research. Further examples and supportive details regarding each component 
and how to create an effective PD package are provided in this paper.  

KEYWORDS      
Classroom management, professional development, teacher 
education

According to the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (2022), 
special education teachers 
are typically responsible for 

assessing skills and needs, adapting 
materials and lessons, developing and 
implementing Individualized Education 
Programs (IEPs), mentoring students, 
and tracking progress towards goals for 
students with psychological, neurolog-
ical, physical, and/or learning disabili-
ties. Additionally, the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
requires that the team must address the 
behavioral needs and provide support 
through a student’s IEP whose behavior 
impedes their learning or that of others. 
Often referred to as behavior man-
agement, these supports can include a 
variety of individualized strategies and 
materials. For the purpose of this paper, 
we define classroom management as 
a set of skills, practices, and strategies 
that teachers use to maintain produc-
tive behaviors that allow for effective 
instruction in the classroom (Flower 
et al., 2017; Gage & MacSuga-Gage, 
2017; Stevenson et al., 2020). The 
ultimate goal of behavior management 
is to decrease disruptive behaviors in 

order to increase learning and academic 
achievement. This can be done through 
explicitly teaching and reinforcing the 
expectations and procedures of the 
classroom.

Of the many daily tasks and jobs a 
special education teacher is responsible 
for, behavior management is consis-
tently reported among the top reasons 
for leaving the profession (Sciuchett, 
2019). In fact, White and Mason (2006) 
conducted a survey of new special 
education teachers in the U.S. follow-
ing the implementation of a mentor 
pilot program. The results of the survey 
reported that 60% of the respondents 
needed assistance and/or asked their 
mentor for help with behavior manage-
ment within their first year of teaching. 
Furthermore, experienced teachers also 
reported a lack of knowledge and abili-
ty in the area of classroom management 
(Watson, 2006). Many teachers lack 
confidence in their behavior manage-
ment skills and do not feel effectively 
equipped with strategies to manage 
behaviors in the classroom (Mitchell 
& Arnold, 2004). Because of the lack 
of specific training, special education 
teachers do not feel prepared to han-
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dle the variety of difficult behaviors 
that can be present in special educa-
tion classrooms (Myers et al., 2017). 
According to Ledford et al. (2018), 
in order for teachers to create the 
most positive learning experience for 
students, they must implement success-
ful individual behavior management 
strategies in their classrooms. 

CLASSROOM AND 
BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT 
DEVELOPMENT IN TEACHER 
PREPARATION PROGRAMS

As previously stated, classroom and 
behavior management skills are vital 
for preservice teachers to develop 
prior to entering their own classrooms. 
Unfortunately, novice teachers often 
report not feeling appropriately pre-
pared to manage their own classrooms 
upon graduation (Scott, 2017). Free-
man and colleagues’ (2014) exten-
sive literature review indicated many 
preservice teachers may not be pre-
pared to effectively manage a class-
room post-graduation due to a lack of 
exposure to the content. According to 
Garland et al. (2016) the most effective 
way to learn and master classroom 
management skills is through real-life 
classroom experiences. Unfortunately, 
the experiences of preservice teach-
ers are typically limited to practicum 
and internship placements that may 
not provide the extensive support and 
development needed to master class-
room management skills (Simonsen et 
al., 2008). These experiences are often 
limited in duration, accessible to direct 
in-classroom support for immediate 
feedback, and variability in student 
behavior which can lead to inconsistent 
experiences. Additionally, these experi-
ences are considered high stakes given 
their link to grades and sometimes 
graduation. Because of the high-stakes 
nature of these experiences the student 
teachers often rely on procedures for 
behavior management already put in 
place by mentor teachers instead of 
creating their own or exploring novel 
options. Similarly, preservice teachers 
who are completing a practicum or 

student teaching experience have a 
short amount of time to create rapport 
with students and therefore rely on their 
mentors’ procedures that have already 
been put in place. In summary, there 
is a lack of authentic learning oppor-
tunities for pre-service teachers where 
they can experience the challenging 
classroom behaviors that may be part of 
their teaching career.  

CLASSROOM AND 
BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT 
SUPPORT IN THE FIELD

Participation in meaningful PD 
for in-service teachers has proven to 
improve the job satisfaction of spe-
cial education teachers (Grant, 2017; 
Washburn-Moses, 2005). Unfortu-
nately, teachers are seldom provided 
comprehensive and effective training 
to improve their behavior management 
skills in the classroom (Lerman et al., 
2004; Loiacono & Allen, 2008; Morrier 
et al., 2011). Currently, new teachers 
entering the field receive minimal men-
toring or support in behavior manage-
ment (Grossman & McDonald, 2008) 
and are forced to learn as they work. 
PD tends to be a one-day workshop 
with limited chances for practice or 
follow-up support beyond the training 
day (Wilkinson et al., 2021). These PD 
sessions, often referred to as “sit and 
get” sessions, may increase the teach-
er’s knowledge (State et al., 2019) but 
they do not create lasting improvements 
in teacher skills (Nishimura, 2014). 
Another important missing piece to 
implementing behavior management in 

special education classroom is that the 
fidelity of implementation in the school 
setting is often overlooked (Sanetti et 
al., 2014). Fidelity of implementation 
refers to the degree to which an inter-
vention is delivered as intended (The 
IRIS Center, 2014). Lack of implemen-
tation fidelity can result in decreased 
efficacy of an intervention which in 
turn may result in a decrease in the 
desired student response (Grow et al., 
2009; Noell et al., 2002). This need 
can be addressed through creating PD 
packages that include practice opportu-
nities for teachers to apply their newly 
learned skills. 

Given the previously described issues 
surrounding special education teachers 
managing behavior in the classroom, 
changes to our current practices in 
pre-service teacher preparation and 
in-service teacher development are 
needed. Substantive changes have the 
potential to positively impact teacher 
attrition. 

SUGGESTED 
PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT 
COMPONENTS

In the existing literature on this 
topic, four components for developing 
special education teachers in class-
room management emerge. Figure 1 
shows the four components that were 
found to be successful in improving 
implementation fidelity following a 
classroom management PD experience 
for pre-service or in-service special 
education teachers. Research supports 

FIGURE 1: Four Components  
for High Quality Professional Development
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FIGURE 2: Behavior Professional Development Component Checklist 
 

 
Didactic presentation   

 Present information in multiple formats 

 Present information visually (e.g., PowerPoint) 

 Provide a permanent product to teachers (e.g., Handout) 

 Provide step by step instructions for implementation 

 Provide teachers with a clear rationale 

 
Performance Feedback/ Coaching 

 Embed structured practice sessions (e.g., role play, simulation) 

 Provide practice in real-time with students (e.g., iCoaching,  

teleconferencing) 

 

 
Technology 

 Utilize video modeling 

 Make training computer-based to increase accessibility  

(e.g., pre-recorded video, webcams) 

 Get creative! (e.g., content acquisition podcast, self-based computer  

modules, or mixed reality) 

 

 
Generalization and Maintenance 

 Schedule administrator check-in observations 

 Schedule peer to peer follow up observations 

 

 
Notes and General Observations:  
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using a combination of all four of these 
components when planning a behavior 
management PD to produce successful 
outcomes for teachers (Rispoli et al., 
2016; Walker et al., 2021). The first 
component, didactic presentation, is 
an instructor-directed method in which 
the teacher delivers, and the student 
receives content (Bethune & Wood, 
2013; Flynn & Lo, 2016; Kunnavata-
na et al., 2013a; Kunnavatana et al., 
2013b; Pas et al., 2016; Randolph et al., 
2019; Rispoli et al., 2016; Shillinsburg 
et al., 2021; Walker et al., 2020; Walker 
et al., 2021). The second component, 
technology, includes any form of 
interactive technology incorporated in 
the PD package (e.g., tele-conferenc-
ing or mixed-reality setting; Digenn-
aro-Reed et al., 2010; Flynn and Lo, 
2016; Machalicek et al., 2010; Miller & 
Uphold, 2021; Pas et al., 2016; Ran-
dolph et al., 2019; Rispoli et al., 2016; 
Shillinsburg et al., 2021; Walker et al., 
2020; Walker et al., 2021). The third 
component, performance feedback and 
coaching, includes the portion of PD 
where the teachers, paraprofessionals, 
or preservice teachers are provided with 
feedback following an observation of 
implementation either in the classroom 
for a coaching session or in a prac-
tice session (Bethune & Wood, 2013; 
Kunnavatana et al., 2013a; Kunnavata-
na et al., 2013b; McKenney & Bristol, 
2015; Mouzakitis et al., 2015). Finally, 
generalization and maintenance are the 
fourth component of change which is a 
portion of training that ensures the par-
ticipant can continue to implement the 
trained intervention over time and in 
different settings (Bethune and Wood, 
2013; Kunnavatana et al., 2013b; Mou-
zakitis et al., 2015; Rispoli et al., 2016; 
Walker et al., 2021). 

DIDACTIC PRESENTATION
The first recommended component 

of high-quality PD on behavior man-
agement is a didactic presentation. By 
presenting the necessary information 
regarding an intervention, a didactic 
presentation has been found to be an ef-
fective first step in a PD (e.g., Bethune 

and Wood, 2013; Flynn and Lo, 2016; 
Kunnavatana et al., 2013a; Kunnavata-
na et al., 2013b). Figure 2 shows the 
recommended components for an effec-
tive didactic presentation. For example, 
a didactic presentation should include 
visual presentation of the information. 
This information can be presented 
through PowerPoint (Bethune & Wood, 
2013), guided notes (Randolph et al., 
2019), or a brief teaching guide (Walk-
er et al., 2021). 

Additionally, an explicit explanation 
of step-by-step instructions for the pro-
cedures of the intervention should be 
included. Kunnavatana et al. (2013a), 
started their training on implementing a 
trial based functional analysis (TBFA) 
with a one-hour didactic presentation 
that included basic behavior princi-
pals, a brief introduction to functional 
analysis (FA) methodology, and a de-
scription of the procedures of a TBFA 
before moving into practice sessions. 
By starting with an informative didac-
tic training, Kuavatana and colleagues 
were able to present the necessary 
information required to successfully 
complete a TBFA. Under the umbrella 
of step-by-step instruction, also falls the 
introduction to any support materials 
that may be required in order to suc-
cessfully implement the intervention. 
For example, if the intervention re-
quires lesson plans (Walker et al., 2020) 
or a training manual (Shillingsburg et 
al., 2021), these materials should be 
covered thoroughly during the didactic 
presentation. 

Finally, it is recommended that a 
didactic presentation include a de-
scription of the rationale for why the 
intervention is effective and should 
be implemented by the teachers. By 
including this information in the PD, 
the trainer is helping the teacher better 
understand the development and effica-
cy of the intervention which will in turn 
improve their implementation fidelity. 
Flynn and Lo (2016), included the 
rationale and purpose of using a TBFA 
and differential reinforcement of alter-
native behavior (DRA) with students 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 

or behavior disorders in their training 
of three middle school teachers. In this 
study, the three teachers reported that 
the training was very beneficial, and 
two out of the three teachers were able 
to implement a TBFA with high pro-
cedural fidelity when generalizing the 
skills to a new student. 

PERFORMANCE  
FEEDBACK/COACHING

When planning a behavior manage-
ment related PD for special education 
teachers the next recommended com-
ponent is performance feedback and 
coaching. As depicted in Figure 2, 
performance feedback is referred as the   
portion of PD that is a collaborative 
procedure which can include praise for 
correct implementation, constructive 
feedback for incorrect implementation, 
rehearsal of missed implementation, 
and review of progress (Codding et 
al., 2008). Coaching is defined as any 
feedback or guidance that is provided 
on the rehearsal or implementation 
of the intervention (Kretlow & Bar-
tholomew, 2010). Previous research has 
demonstrated a functional relationship 
between performance-based feedback 
and increased teacher fidelity (Schles & 
Robertson, 2017). Related to behavior 
management interventions, research 
has shown an increase in fidelity 
following coaching sessions (PBIS; 
Filcheck et al., 2004; FBA implemen-
tation; Bethune & Wood, 2013; email 
coaching; Miller & Uphold, 2021; 
iCoaching; Rispoli et al., 2016; roleplay 
with coaching; Walker et al., 2021). 
Performance feedback and coaching 
can be provided immediately following 
an observation of implementation or 
can be provided later through written 
feedback. For example, McKenney and 
Bristol (2015) provided weekly perfor-
mance feedback following observations 
as well as feedback connected to role 
play practice opportunities regarding 
the implementation of discrete trial 
training (DTT). This study demonstrat-
ed that most teachers require perfor-
mance feedback to perform a trained 
skill with high fidelity. Delayed coach-
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ing, which may be best for adminis-
trators who are observing teachers but 
cannot provide feedback right away, 
can be provided via different modali-
ties. For example, Miller and Uphold 
(2021) provided coaching emails within 
24 hours of each classroom observation 
regarding the implementation of behav-
ior specific praise (BSP) in the class-
room. These emails included a behavior 
specific praise statement regarding the 
teacher’s appropriate implementation 
of BSP in the observation and as an 
attachment included the most recent 
graph of the number of BSP statements 
they used during the fifteen-minute 
observation.  

Furthermore, performance feed-
back and coaching has been used 
in coordination with mixed reality 
settings. Mixed reality environment 
is the blending of real and synthetic 
content (Hughes et al., 2005). More 
specifically, mixed reality refers to a 
broader form of a virtual experience by 
blending the typical visual and auditory 
aspects of virtual reality with real assets 
(Dieker et al., 2008). This is an excel-
lent training method for teacher prepa-
ration programs especially because a 
supervisor can tailor the scenario to 
the participant’s needs. For example, 
Pas and colleagues (2016) used Teach-
Live, an immersive, mixed-reality 
simulator that provides practice oppor-
tunities with immediate feedback to 
train teachers in behavior management 
skills. Following the rehearsal session 
in the TeachLive setting, all partici-
pants demonstrated improvements  in 
implementation fidelity. TeachLive is a 
flexible option for teacher preparation 
programs and school systems because 
it can be used remotely, therefore, 
rural school districts could access the 
equipment and provide opportunities to 
remotely practice and give feedback to 
teachers in training. 

One of the most feasible ways to 
provide performance feedback to 
teachers is by including role play or 
rehearsal opportunities in training 
sessions (Flynn & Lo, 2016; Kunnav-
atana et al., 2013a; Kunnavatana et al., 

2013b; McKenney & Bristol, 2015). 
This is a respectable way for teachers to 
quickly apply their learning following 
a one-day or didactic PD session in a 
safe and controlled environment before 
implementing the trained intervention 
in the classroom with students. During 
the rehearsal sessions the participants 
could be matched with an expert who 
was then able to provide immediate 
performance feedback throughout the 
practice. Teacher participants can be 
matched with one another for rehearsal 
or role play sessions while an expert or 
the trainer has the option to observe, 
answer questions, and provide perfor-
mance feedback (Shillingsburg et al., 
2021). An example of how universities 
can support local school systems is 
through performance feedback and 
coaching either in person or virtually. 
Kunnavatana et al. (2013b), conducted 
a training session on implementing the 
TBFA. Following the didactic presen-
tation, participants were matched with 
a graduate student from the university 
to conduct role playing sessions. The 
graduate student then provided im-
mediate performance feedback and 
answered questions. 

TECHNOLOGY
The third recommended component 

of behavior management PD for special 
education teachers is technology. There 
are many types of technology that have 
been used to train teachers such as 
mixed-reality settings, video models, 
bug-in-ear communication systems, or 
tele-conferencing. Recently, Education 
Week reported that 40% of schools 
offered one device per child (Cavanagh, 
2018). With the increase of technology 
to support the academic performance 
of students in classrooms, there should 
be an increase in technology to support 
teacher performance. 

Digennaro-Reed et al. (2010), used 
individualized video modeling to in-
crease the accuracy of implementation 
of behavioral interventions across three 
teachers. Not only did the teacher’s 
performance increase, but the teach-
ers reported that they found the video 

modeling more socially acceptable by 
rating it positively. The individualized 
instructional videos demonstrated accu-
rate implementation of the intervention 
with the student and included voice-
over and on-screen text that detailed the 
relevant parts of the intervention. The 
teachers were then asked to implement 
the intervention with their students 
within 45 minutes of viewing the video.  
Individualizing the videos can look like 
recording the teacher implementing the 
skill appropriately in a practice session 
or another teacher implementing the 
same skills appropriately. 

Machalicek and colleagues (2010), 
also incorporated technology via a de-
vice/computer-based option. More spe-
cifically, a provided camera and laptop 
computer were set up in the classroom 
and they used video tele-conferencing 
to train teachers to assess challenging 
behaviors of students with ASD. Using 
the camera and chat feature of the 
computer, a supervisor provided real 
time performance feedback via webcam 
technology which helped each teacher 
participant improve in implementation 
fidelity. Using real time performance 
feedback via webcam technology 
has the potential to give teachers 
and administrators access to outside 
personnel who may have expertise in 
certain behavior management skills 
that would not be available. Another 
option to incorporate technology into 
behavior management PD for teachers 
includes a content acquisition pod-
cast (CAPs; Miller & Uphold, 2021). 
CAPs are an enhanced type of podcast 
which delivers instruction through still 
visual images and audio recordings 
that explain the content (Kennedy, 
2011). Self-based computer modules 
are another way to disseminate PD 
materials to teachers in a more flexible 
manner meaning outside of a traditional 
one-day sit in training (Shillingsburg et 
al., 2021). In Shillingsburg et al. (202), 
staff participants completed 22 hours 
of self-paced, commercially available 
online computer-based modules that 
included pre-tests, video lessons, and 
concept checks.  
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GENERALIZATION AND 
MAINTENANCE

The final component that is recom-
mended for a behavior management 
PD is generalization and maintenance. 
Maintenance data refers to the extent 
the intervention procedures are con-
tinued after the research is completed 
(Kennedy, 2005). This is important 
to include following the PD session 
because if the intervention is effective 
on student behavior, then the interven-
tion procedures should be used con-
tinually. A maintenance phase would 
happen post-training to examine if the 
trained teacher is still able to perform 
the behavior intervention with high 
fidelity without the support provided 
during the training phase. For example, 
Bethune and Wood (2013), collected 
teacher implementation data following 
the coaching intervention once a week 
until 2.5 weeks after the last participant 
completed the intervention phase. Tak-
ing maintenance data is a simple way to 
provide additional support to teachers 
following an intervention to ensure 
that the time spent in the PD was not 
wasted. This can be as simple as a brief 
in-person or virtual observation using 
one of the technology options described 
above by an administrator, outside ex-
pert in the field, or fellow teacher who 
has also been trained.

Generalization can be defined as the 
ability for the participant to perform a 
skill under different conditions. Risp-
oli and colleagues (2016) trained six 
teachers to implement two functional 
analysis models through a “training 
package.” Following the training pack-
age which included role play to prac-
tice, in situ generalization data were 
collected by the researcher to discover 
if the teacher participants were able to 
apply the training to their classrooms. It 
is important to include a generalization 
phase in teacher preparation and PD 
to ensure that teachers can transfer the 
trained intervention into the classroom 
with high fidelity. This could be imple-
mented in a PD for preparing teachers 
to use BSP to increase on-task behav-
iors by conducting brief classroom 

observations following the training. 
In order to be more feasible for school 
districts, teachers could observe one 
another in the classroom setting or have 
BSP be a part of the administrator’s 
observation checklist. In teacher prepa-
ration programs, after training preser-
vice teachers to use BSP, generalization 
could occur during their practicum or 
student teacher observations by adding 
BSP to the observation tool used to 
assess their performance. 

CONCLUSION
The previously mentioned recom-

mendations are a call to action for 
administrators and teacher preparation 
programs to enhance the PD opportuni-
ties for preservice and in-service special 
education teachers especially related 
to behavior management interventions. 
There is a need to reform teacher prepa-
ration and PD methods by creating 
more extensive and interactive opportu-
nities that will increase implementation 
fidelity. Additionally, when planning 
behavior and classroom management 
PD sessions, administrators and teacher 
preparation programs should include 
multiple components and should not 
rely on only one mode of training 
(i.e., PowerPoint or technology). The 
current literature surrounding special 
education teacher preparation indicates 
that PDs with multiple components are 
more likely to increase implementation 
fidelity. 

Finally, classroom technology is 
rapidly improving, and a renewed 
emphasis should be placed on not only 
the technology to support students, 
but also the technology that can be 
used to support the growth of teachers. 
Through mixed reality settings, virtual 
communication technologies, and other 
innovative technology, schools across 
the country can have equal access to 
high quality PD as well as a variety 
of experts in the field of behavior and 
classroom management. Teachers who 
are better prepared can be more effec-
tive in improving the academic perfor-
mance and behavior of their students. 
By supporting teachers in a much-need-

ed area like behavior management, the 
current teacher shortage crisis could be 
positively impacted.  
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ABSTRACT
Classroom management is a vital skill for all teachers. Special education teacher 
educators are tasked with ensuring that teacher candidates are prepared to imple-
ment evidence-based practices for the prevention and intervention of challenging 
behaviors. Many teacher candidates are taking their coursework in an asynchro-
nous online format, which likely includes the use of discussion boards. In this 
article, we offer suggestions for using four discussion board formats to support 
teacher candidates in learning classroom management skills. These effective 
discussion board formats are (a) sharing products that students have created, 
(b) video-based discussions, (c) jigsaw discussions, and (d) debates. When 
high quality discussion boards are integrated into asynchronous online courses, 
student learning and engagement will increase, therefore, creating higher quality 
preparation programs.  

KEYWORDS      
Asynchronous discussions, classroom management, online learning, 
teacher preparation education

Dr. Ramirez has received 
feedback from her recent spe-
cial education teacher prepa-
ration program graduates that 
they feel unprepared for class-
room management skills and 
addressing challenging student 
behaviors in their classrooms. 
Many former students report 
wishing their coursework 
included more instruction and 
practice on these topics. Dr. 
Ramirez runs a fully online 
teacher certification program 
and is looking to expand the 
way she uses asynchronous dis-
cussions in order to better en-
hance student learning. She is 
preparing to teach a course on 
positive behavior intervention 
supports (PBIS) next semes-
ter and aims to use the course 
discussion boards in an inten-
tional manner that will better 
prepare students for classroom 

management.

Like Dr. Ramirez’s students, 
many special education teachers 
are unprepared for behavior chal-
lenges in their classrooms and 
the lack of preparedness for man-
aging challenging behaviors has 
been reported by both general and 
special education teacher candi-
dates. In fact, only about 20% of 
all classroom teachers, including 
special educators, feel prepared for 
addressing challenging behaviors 
(Butler & Monda-Amaya, 2016). 
Research indicates that many 
teacher preparation programs do 
not adequately prepare candidates 
for addressing behavior challenges 
(Freeman et al., 2014) and that this 
skill deficit may contribute to high 
teacher turnover rates (Myers et al., 
2017). 

In addition to teacher turnover, 
behavior challenges in the class-

http://openjournals.bsu.edu/JOSEP


LOHMANN AND BOOTHE   •  DECEMBER 2022  |   49

room have several other negative 
impacts. First, challenging student 
behaviors may disrupt the learning 
environment and reduce the access 
to education for all students in the 
classroom (Epstein et al., 2008). 
Challenging behaviors in the 
school setting are correlated with 
mental health concerns (Suldo et 
al., 2014) and criminality in adult-
hood (Bradley et al., 2008). Addi-
tionally, the academic success and 
future behaviors of other students 
in the classroom are negatively 
impacted by students’ challenging 
behaviors (Chaffee et al., 2020). 
Finally, children who exhibit chal-
lenging behaviors may be removed 
from  inclusive classrooms (But-
ler & Monda-Amaya, 2016), thus 
reducing the student’s access to 
learning. Due to these outcomes, it 
is vital that teachers are prepared 
to address challenging behaviors in 
their classrooms.  

ASYNCHRONOUS  
ONLINE LEARNING

Almost 40% of learners opt to 
take at least some of their univer-
sity coursework online (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 
2020). Due to the COVID pan-
demic, this number has increased 
and almost two-thirds of college 
students are taking some (or all) 
classes virtually (Lederman, 2021). 
Some online courses are offered in 
a synchronous format, indicating 
that the professor and students are 
in a remote classroom at the same 
time, interacting with one another 
in real-time (Ward et al., 2010). 
Other courses are offered asyn-
chronously, meaning that students 
complete their work on their own 

time, but are still responsible for 
meeting assignment deadlines (Cho 
& Tobias, 2016). The asynchronous 
format meets the needs of a variety 
of students, including students in 
rural areas with limited internet 
access (Lohmann & Boothe, 2020; 
Fish & Gill, 2009) and for non-
traditional students who may be 
balancing multiple responsibilities 
such as full-time jobs and families 
(Clinefelter & Aslanian, 2017; 
Lohmann & Boothe, 2020). 

Many asynchronous courses 
utilize  course discussion boards, 
which allow students to learn from 
one another (Cho & Tobias, 2016) 
and build community among stu-
dents, which can enhance student 
engagement and motivation for 
learning (Al Jeraisy et al., 2015). 
Well-designed asynchronous 
discussion boards have a positive 
impact on student retention and 
achievement in online courses and 
programs (Fear & Erikson-Brown, 
2014). Although faculty use a vari-
ety of discussion board formats, the 
evidence suggests that not all dis-
cussion formats are equally effec-
tive (Lohmann & Boothe, 2020). 
Based on research and our own 
experiences as online faculty mem-
bers, we recommend interactive 
discussion board formats to im-
prove student learning, such as (a) 
sharing products that students have 
created, (b) jigsaw discussions, 
(c) video-based discussions, and 
(d) debates (Lohmann & Boothe, 
2020). Online faculty must ensure 
they are designing asynchronous 
discussion boards that lead students 
to provide feedback to one another 
and offer students the opportuni-
ty to practice necessary skills for 

future career success (deLima et 
al., 2019).

Teacher preparation programs 
that prepare candidates for class-
room management include prac-
ticing implementation of teaching 
practices in their coursework 
(Paramita et al., 2020). With this in 
mind, it is vital that special educa-
tion teacher educators use practical 
assignments and assessments in 
their courses in order to prepare 
teacher candidates for implement-
ing evidence-based practices in 
classroom management. For teach-
er preparation programs that offer 
online instruction, best practices in 
remote learning must be utilized. 
This includes the use of high-quali-
ty asynchronous discussion boards. 
When designing discussion boards 
for their own courses, the authors 
often incorporate  both text-based 
and visual instructions.

Dr. Ramirez has identified a 
variety of classroom manage-
ment skills that her students 
must master in order to be 
successful in their classrooms. 
She plans to use various meth-
ods to teach these skills and 
has identified five specific areas 
that she wants to target through 
asynchronous discussions in 
the course: (a) developing 
class wide expectations, (b) 
collecting baseline data, (c) 
locating behavior resources, 
(d) evidence-based behavior 
interventions, and (e) under-
standing controversial topics in 
classroom management.

Sharing Products
One asynchronous discussion 

method that can be effective in 
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teacher education courses is having 
students create and share products 
that could be used in their own 
classrooms (Lohmann & Boothe, 
2020). This discussion format in-
creases student and faculty engage-

ment, as well as student mastery of 
course content (Mathew & Alid-
mat, 2013). In teacher preparation 
courses, this discussion format may 
be used for students to receive peer 
feedback on materials such as visu-

al schedules, lesson plans, and oth-
er classroom materials (Lohmann 
& Boothe, 2020).

Dr. Ramirez wants to ensure 
that her students have the 
opportunity to practice creat-
ing materials they can use in 
their future classrooms, and 
she believes their learning will 
be enhanced if they get feed-
back from one another on the 
materials they are creating. 
Because she knows that every 
classroom needs a clear set of 
expectations that are taught 
to all learners, she decides to 
have students practice creating 
their classroom rules and share 
them with one another through 
a discussion. 

The use of class wide PBIS is a 
proactive approach to classroom 
management that has proven to be 
effective for reducing challeng-
ing behavior in K-12 classrooms 
(Simonsen & Myers, 2015). When 
using class wide PBIS, teachers 
must explicitly teach their class-
room expectations (Center on 
Positive Behavior Interventions 
and Supports, 2022). When chil-
dren know what teachers expect, 
they are more likely to meet those 
expectations (Myers et al., 2017). 
It is best practice for teachers to 
identify three to five overarching, 
positively stated classroom expec-
tations (Center on Positive Behav-
ior Interventions and Supports, 
2022). Figure 1 offers an example 
of an asynchronous discussion for 
designing classroom expectations 
that teacher candidates may use in 
their future classrooms.

INITIAL DISCUSSION POST EXPECTATIONS: 
As you learned this week, Tier 1 PBIS includes having 3-5 positively stated classroom 
expectations that are explicitly taught to students. For this week’s discussion, create 
the expectations for your current (or future) classroom and a visual poster that can be 
used to display the expectations. In addition, write a lesson plan for a lesson you will 
teach for instructing your students on one or more of the expectations. Attach your 
poster as a JPEG image in your initial discussion post and include your lesson plan 
as an attachment in the post. Your initial discussion post is due on Thursday at 11:59 
pm.

 

The flowchart below outlines the steps you need to take to participate in this discus-
sion.

RESPONSE EXPECTATIONS:
After posting your initial discussion, respond to a minimum of 3 classmates with text-
based responses that demonstrate critical thinking on the topic. Potential ideas for 
responses include questions about their expectations or lesson plans, suggestions 
for improving classmates’ work, or sharing your ideas for other ways to teach the 
expectations. Your responses are due on Sunday at 11:59 pm.

GENERAL DIRECTIONS:
·	 Ensure your writing is clear and concise.
·	 Follow APA 7th ed, when needed, and adhere to all grammar/spelling mechan-

ics.
·	 Remember: Initial posts are due on Thursdays and response to classmates due 

on Sundays.
·	 Review the rubric in Blackboard for further grading criteria.

FIGURE 1: Shared Product Discussion
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When grading asynchronous 
discussions, regardless of the dis-
cussion format, the authors suggest 
a focus on following basic assign-
ment directions while also grading 
discussion content. Rubrics should 
remain fairly consistent across 
discussion formats with necessary 
adjustments depending on specific 
needs. For the discussion exam-
ple above, the general grading 
information focuses on discussion 
expectations, writing mechanics, 
and meeting deadlines. Changes in 
grading expectations occur between 

the initial and response posts. For 
shared product discussions, the ru-
bric should focus on the quality and 
accuracy of the information pro-
vided. Table 1 provides a sample 
rubric that can be used for general 
shared product discussions such as 
the discussion in Figure 1. 

Jigsaw Discussions
The jigsaw method, which is 

commonly used for in-person 
courses, can be adapted for use in 
asynchronous online discussions. 
In this method, students are re-

sponsible for teaching one anoth-
er aspects of the course content 
(Amador & Mederer, 2013; Ar-
onson & Patnoe, 2011; Lohmann 
& Boothe, 2020). In addition, the 
jigsaw method supports online 
teacher candidates in improving 
their communication and collabora-
tion skills (Halimah & Sukmayadi, 
2019). When using this method, 
we recommend clear guidelines for 
students and an expectation that 
students interact with each class-
mate’s discussion to ensure they 
are exposed to all learning content.

PROFICIENT DEVELOPING LIMITED

Initial Post 
Quality 

(15 points)

Student provided a well-developed and 
visually appealing poster that demon-
strated an understanding of how to cre-
ate appropriate classroom expectations. 
AND included a creatively and expertly 
demonstrated an appropriate lesson 
plan using the university lesson plan 
template that taught the expectations 
noted in the visual poster.

Student provided a visual poster 
that demonstrated a basic 
understanding of how to create 
appropriate classroom expec-
tations. AND the lesson plan 
demonstrated a basic lesson 
plan on the expectations noted 
in the visual poster.

Student’s visual poster did not 
demonstrate an understanding of 
how to create appropriate class-
room expectations. AND/OR the 
lesson plan was not based on the 
expectations noted in the visual 
poster.

Response 
Posts

(15 points)

Student responded to 3 or more class-
mates AND demonstrated in-depth 
analysis of other’s posts that add sub-
stantively to the discussion by building 
on previous posts. Responses are 
academic and respectful. Responses are 
backed-up with appropriate citations/
references.

Student responded to at least 2 
classmates AND demonstrated 
little analysis of other’s posts. 
Responses are shallow and 
may not enrich the discussion. 
Responses are backed-up with 
appropriate citations/references. 

Response posts do not meet 
minimum requirements and /
or responses are off-topic or 
inappropriate. Responses are 
not backed-up with appropriate 
citations/responses.

Mechanics 
& Writing 
Quality

(10 points)

Contributes to discussion with clear, 
concise posts formatted in an easy-to-
read style that uses accurate grammar 
and spelling. No more than 2 gram-
matical or APA errors are present in the 
discussion posts.

Contributes to discussion with 
posts that contain multiple clarity 
issues, and/or grammar and 
spelling errors.

Contributes to discussion with 
posts that contain major clarity 
and organizational issues, and/or 
grammar and spelling errors.

Discussion 
Expectations

(10 points)

All requirements (e.g., visual poster, 
lesson plan) were completed in a clear 
manner and expertly demonstrated stu-
dent understanding of the topic.

All requirements (e.g., visual 
poster, lesson plan) were com-
pleted and demonstrated a basic 
understanding of the topic.

Not all requirements (e.g., visual 
poster, lesson plan) were com-
pleted and/or the student did not 
demonstrate understanding of the 
topic.

TABLE 1: Shared Products Discussion Rubric
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Dr. Ramirez wants her stu-
dents to be familiar with evi-
dence-based practices (EBPs) 
for meeting the needs of stu-
dents in Tiers 2 and 3 of the 
PBIS framework. There are a 
variety of EBPs that she wants 

her students know about. She 
also wants to ensure active 
student engagement in learn-
ing about these interventions. 
With this in mind, she decides 
to design a jigsaw discussion 
and have the students teach one 

another about various EBPs.

A solid Tier 1 system is vital for 
ensuring that all students in the 
classroom understand classroom 
expectations and for the prevention 
of many challenging behaviors. 

FIGURE 2: Jigsaw Discussion on EBPs for Tiers 2 and 3 PBIS 

 
Background Information 
As we have discussed in this course, it is imperative that you use evidence-based classroom management practices. As noted in 
the course textbook, there are a variety of interventions that are supported by research for use in Tiers 2 and 3 of PBIS. Go to the 
Google Doc to select an intervention to research. You will then teach your classmates in-depth information about one of the 
evidence-based practices that is discussed in the textbook. 
 
The image below offers a visual representation of the expectations for this discussion. Remember that this image is just a quick 
checklist of what is required; you should read the text below for a detailed explanation of each step. 

 

 
Initial Response Expectations 
After selecting your EBP, locate a minimum of 4 peer reviewed articles that describe the intervention and its use for students with 
disabilities. In addition, look at the resources about your selected intervention from the Center on PBIS. Once you have 
completed your research, create an infographic for your classmates that answers the following questions: 

1. How do teachers implement the intervention? 
2. What is the research supporting its use? 
3. For what grade levels/disability categories has the intervention proven to be effective? 
4. What challenges might teachers have in implementing the intervention? 
5. What must teachers consider when deciding to use the intervention? 
6. What resources do you suggest for learning more about the intervention? 

 
Your initial discussion post is due on Thursday at 11:59 pm. 
 
 
Response Expectations 
When this discussion is over, you are responsible for knowing about each of the interventions presented, so be sure to look at the 
infographics posted by all your classmates. You must respond to at least 5 classmates with posts that further the discussion by 
asking questions, sharing related resources, or providing examples of how you have seen that intervention used in classrooms. 
Your responses are due on Sunday at 11:59 pm. 

 

Select an EBP to 
research.

Locate 4 peer 
reviewed 

articles about 
the EBP. 

Create a 
inforgraphic 
that answers 

the listed 
questions.

Post the 
infographic as a 

jpeg image in 
your initial 

discussion post.

Respond to 5+ 
classmates on 
the discussion 

board.



LOHMANN AND BOOTHE  •  DECEMBER 2022  |   53

FIGURE 3: Video Based Discussion

However, some students will need 
additional supports to be success-
ful, so teacher candidates must 
also be familiar with Tier 2 and 3 
interventions. Tier 2 of the PBIS 
system is designed to support chil-
dren who currently exhibit chal-
lenging behaviors and are at-risk 
for escalating behavior challenges 
(Mitchell et al., 2011). Children 
who need individualized supports 
as determined through a functional 
behavioral analysis (FBA) receive 

supports in Tier 3 of PBIS (Pinkel-
man & Horner, 2016). Figure 2 of-
fers an example of a discussion for 
having students teach one another 
the evidence supporting various 
behavior interventions.

When grading this discussion 
format, the authors recommend 
putting the most focus on the initial 
discussion post. Because these 
posts are meant to be used to teach 
course concepts to classmates, the 
posts must be thorough and accu-

rately present the selected topic. In 
addition, we suggest that students 
be required to respond to more (or 
all) classmates in jigsaw discus-
sions as this helps to ensure that 
they have viewed all of the content 
being taught by their peers. Final-
ly, this discussion format requires 
significant professor interaction 
to ensure that the initial posts are 
accurately and completely teaching 
concepts. The rubric provided for 
shared products (Table 1) is the 

i 

 
Background Information 
Last week you learned about the importance of collecting baseline data and the importance of sharing this data with key 
stakeholders. You also watched a short video clip. Depending on the video you watched, you collected baseline data on one of 
the following target behaviors: hitting, yelling curse words, or getting out of seat during instruction.  
 
The image below is a checklist to ensure you have all the required information in your post. Make sure to read all the information 
below for full details about the expectations. 
 

 
 
Initial Discussion Post Expectations 
For this discussion, pretend your classmates are other education professionals in your school and present the data you collected 
last week. Make sure to also include your problem statement. In order to share the data and your problem statement, create a 2–
4-minute video that includes visual representations of the data (ex. charts or graphs), as well as your initial hypothesis about what 
the baseline data is telling you.  
 
Your initial discussion post is due on Thursday at 11:59 pm. 
 
Response Expectations: 
You are required to respond to at least 3 classmates. In your responses to your classmates, share your own thoughts on the 
data, offer alternative hypotheses regarding the function of the behavior, ask probing questions, or share ideas for interventions 
that might be appropriate to address the challenging behavior. Please remember that you will use this same process for data 
collection as you are implementing the intervention. Your responses are due on Sunday at 11:59 pm. 

 

 
 

• Baseline data
• Problem Statement
• 2-4 minute video with visual representation

Initial Discussion Post 

• Respond to 3 students
• Share thoughts, offer alternatives, ask questions, etc.Response to Classmates' Post
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same rubric as the one used for 
jigsaw discussions. For the jigsaw 
rubric we would reword the section 
for discussion elements and initial 
post quality to match the directions 
for this specific discussion. We 
would also adjust the point levels 
for different aspects of the rubric. 
For example, since the main focus 
of the jigsaw discussion is the ini-
tial post, we would make that worth 
20 points instead of 10 points. This 
provides flexibility when deciding 
on the important components of 
discussion. 

Video Based Discussion
Another option for an asynchro-

nous discussion to support teacher 
candidates in learning classroom 
management skills is the use of 
video-based discussions. With 

this format, students’ sense of 
community and engagement can 
be increased (Swartzwelder et 
al., 2019). In order to ensure that 
online learners are successful with 
video-based discussions, teacher 
educators must be sure to provide 
step-by-step instructions on how to 
create and upload a video, as well 
as specific guidelines on the expec-
tations, including video length and 
format (Lohmann & Boothe, 2020).

After Dr. Ramirez teaches 
her students about proactive 
classroom management through 
effective Tier 1 strategies, she 
begins providing instruction on 
identifying students’ individual 
behavior needs through the use 
of data-based decision making. 
Dr. Ramirez wants to give her 

students opportunities to prac-
tice collecting and using data 
to make decisions to support 
student success. 

Data collection, and the use 
of the collected data for making 
decisions to support student suc-
cess, are  vital practices in schools 
(Schildkamp et al., 2019) and 
teacher educators must provide 
students with opportunities to 
practice these  processes. Figure 3 
shows a sample discussion that can 
be used for sharing data and hav-
ing students collaborate to practice 
selecting interventions based on 
that data.

The authors have found that grad-
ing video-based discussions can be 
time-consuming since you need to 
watch the entire video to determine 

TABLE 2: Video Based Discussion Rubric

PROFICIENT DEVELOPING LIMITED

Initial Post 
Quality

(10 points)

Student provided a well-developed 
video that demonstrated an under-
standing of how to create a quality 
problem statement AND how to 
appropriately represent data.

Student provided a video that 
demonstrated a basic understand-
ing of how to create a problem 
statement AND how to visually 
represent data.

Student’s video did not demon-
strate an understanding of to create 
a problem statement AND how to 
appropriately represent data. OR 
did not complete this section.

Response Posts

(10 points)

Student demonstrates in-depth 
analysis of other’s posts that add 
substantively to the discussion 
by building on previous posts. 
Responses are academic and 
respectful. Responses demon-
strate an understanding of data 
collection.

Student demonstrates basic anal-
ysis of other’s posts. Responses 
are shallow and may not enrich the 
discussion. Responses demon-
strate a basic understanding of 
data collection. 

Student demonstrates little analysis 
of other’s posts. Responses are 
off-topic or inappropriate. Re-
sponses demonstrate a little to no 
understanding of data collection.

Participation

(10 points)

All posts were completed on time. 
Student responded to 3 or more 
classmates

All posts were completed on time. 
Student responded to at least 2 
fellow classmates.

Posts were not made on time or 
were not made at all. Student 
responded to fewer than 2 class-
mates.

Video Quality

(10 points)

Video includes both audio and vid-
eo. Student speaks in a clear and 
concise manner and demonstrates 
an understanding of the content 
he/she is reviewing.

Video includes both audio and vid-
eo. Student speaks in a clear and 
manner and demonstrates a basic 
understanding of the content he/
she is reviewing.

Student did not complete a video 
OR the video did not include both 
audio and video nor did the student 
speak in a clear manner. 
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if students have met the grading 
objective(s). With this in mind, we 
highly recommend that you give a 
specific time limit on the videos. 
When deciding on the time limit 
think about the number of students 
in your course and an appropriate 
length of time needed to present the 

required information. The authors 
have found that short clips can 
provide valuable information and 
classmates are more likely to view 
videos that present information 
succinctly. 

Table 2 provides a general rubric 
that is used to grade video-based 

discussions. Each of our vid-
eo-based discussions will have 
some of the same elements, but 
the focus of the grading is likely 
on the content itself. However, 
because video-based discussions 
may be used in a variety of ways, 
this rubric should be customized 

FIGURE 4: Debate on Applied Behavior Analysis 

 
Background Information 
One commonly used intervention for addressing challenging behaviors of students with autism is the use of Applied Behavior 
Analysis (ABA) therapy. There is much controversy around the use of ABA in schools and this week you will be engaging in a 
debate about this topic. 
 
Initial Discussion Post Expectations 
To better understand the ABA controversy, locate a minimum of 3 peer reviewed references on the topic, as well as at least two 
resources from popular media such as blogs or websites for members of the disability community. After learning about the topic, 
prepare an initial discussion post that firmly introduces your assigned stance on the topic.  
 
Your initial discussion post is due on Thursday at 11:59 pm. 
 

• Students with last names A-M will take the stance that ABA is an appropriate intervention for students with autism 
• Students with last names N-Z will take the stance that ABA is NOT appropriate as an intervention for students with 

autism 
 

The visual below provides you with a quick glance at what is required of this discussion. However, you must read the full 
directions for more specific information. 
                                                                                                                                                                 

 
Response Expectations 
Students must respond to at least 3 classmates. In your responses to classmates, continue the debate and keep supporting your 
side of the debate. At the end of the week, post a reflection on what you learned from the debate and share what you personal ly 
believe about the use of ABA therapy for students with autism.  
 
Your responses are due on Sunday at 11:59 pm. 
 

 

3 Peer 
Reviewed 

References

2 Resources 
from popular 

media

Debate 
Stance Reflection
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to specific video-based discussion 
assignments. 

Debates
A final format for asynchronous 

discussions is the use of debates, 
which can increase student engage-
ment and motivation for learn-
ing the topic, as well as increase 
student understanding of both sides 
of a controversial topic in the field 
of education (Lohmann & Boothe, 
2020). Debates can be designed to 
allow students the opportunity to 
collaborate in building a case for 
their assigned side of the debate; 
collaborative learning may improve 
student mastery of content (Wicks 
et al., 2015).

Some of the students in Dr. 
Ramirez’s class want to be-
come Board-Certified Behavior 
Analysts (BCBAs) after gaining 
their initial special education 

teacher licensure. Dr. Ramirez 
wants to ensure that they have 
a full understanding of the con-
troversy that surrounds the use 
of applied behavior analysis 
(ABA) so that they can respond 
appropriately to concerns from 
parents and other stakeholders. 

The field of special education in-
cludes a variety of controversial top-
ics that lend themselves to debates. 
One such topic is the use of applied 
behavior analysis (ABA) therapy to 
address challenging behaviors. ABA 
is a research-supported intervention 
that systematically teaches behavior 
skills to students with autism (Go-
rycki et al., 2020). Some disability 
advocates believe that the use of 
ABA therapy is harmful to children 
(Sanvodal-Norton & Shkedy, 2019). 
This is partly because interven-
tions that reward desired behavior 
are considered more acceptable by 

educators than those interventions 
that punish unwanted behaviors 
(Kelly & Barnes-Holmes, 2015). 
In addition, some opponents argue 
that ABA is unethical and focuses 
too much on compliance instead of 
learning, thus destroying children’s 
internal motivation for learning 
and success (Sanvodal-Norton & 
Shkedy, 2019). With this in mind, 
it is important for teacher candi-
dates to understand both sides of 
this issue so they can firmly support 
their stance in conversations with 
stakeholders in their future class-
rooms and schools. Figure 4 offers 
an example of how a debate on the 
use of ABA therapy can be used in 
an online asynchronous discussion 
board.

Debate-based discussions should 
be graded in a similar manner to 
other formats, such as the vid-
eo-based discussion. When adapt-
ing the video-based discussion 

Discussion Board Format Key Information About This Format

Sharing Products
·	 Increases student engagement
·	 Provides opportunity to practice creating materials for their own classrooms
·	 Students receive feedback from both peers and professor

Video-Based Discussions

·	 Increases student engagement
·	 Provides opportunity for students to see one another
·	 Requires explicit instructions from professor, including directions on how to record 

video and guidelines on length and format

Jigsaw
·	 Students teach one another
·	 Increases communication and collaboration skills
·	 Requires explicit instructions from professor

Debates
·	 Ideal for controversial topics in the field of special education
·	 Help students understand both sides of an issue
·	 Increases communication and collaboration skills

TABLE 3: Asynchronous Discussions Board Formats
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rubric (see Table 2) you will want 
to ensure the initial post quality fo-
cuses on the stance being supported 
by research. You will also want 
to change the video quality com-
ponent to a focus on writing me-
chanics and APA. In addition, the 
authors have noticed that students 
may need reminders to defend their 
assigned position in the debate, 
even if they do not agree with that 
position. It can be beneficial for 
professors to participate in the 
discussion as well by selecting the 
side that students are least likely 
to agree with and modeling how to 
defend it. As with the other rubrics, 
the authors recommend altering the 
point value to focus on the area(s) 
that are most important to you and 
your grading requirements. For 
example, you may choose to make 
the participation and writing me-
chanics of this rubric higher than 
in the past, because you know that 
students may struggle with taking 
a stance on ideas they do not agree 
with.

CONCLUSION
Special education teacher ed-

ucators are tasked with ensuring 
that pre-service and in-service 
teachers are prepared for using 
evidence-based classroom manage-
ment practices. As higher education 
faculty, we are tasked with creating 
quality learning opportunities and 
keeping our students engaged. In 
this article, we provided exam-
ples of four effective discussion 
formats and how they can be used 
to support instruction on effective 
classroom management (see Table 
3). Through the use of (a) sharing 
products that students have created, 

(b) video-based discussions, (c) 
jigsaw discussions, and (d) debates, 
teacher educators can support the 
learning of their students in the 
online classroom and prepare them 
for the classroom.

We know that getting and keep-
ing college students engaged in 
online learning can be difficult. 
In addition, asynchronous course 
students may not feel as though 
they get to know their classmates 
and instructors. By varying dis-
cussion board formats, student 
response quality and engagement 
may improve. Instructors can build 
a sense of community in their asyn-
chronous classrooms by creating 
discussions that allow students to 
provide feedback to classmates, 
brainstorm for their own class-
rooms, use critical thinking skills, 
research EBPs, discuss data-based 
decision making, and foster peer-
to-peer instruction. Asynchronous 
discussion boards provide many 
opportunities for students to learn, 
apply knowledge, and feel part of a 
student community. 
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ABSTRACT
To effectively diversify the special education profession, the field must recognize 
disability as an aspect of diversity and critically examine how disabled teach-
er candidates experience higher education. Research has shown, for example, 
that during their time in teacher preparation programs, teacher candidates with 
disabilities encounter numerous barriers and a general sense of unpreparedness 
for their disability-related needs among several stakeholders (e.g., faculty, staff, 
disability resource professionals). The purpose of this article, therefore, is to 
describe an approach for disability resource professionals to apply socially-just 
disability resources—an emergent professional paradigm in the field of higher 
education disability resources—to enhance both access and equity in special edu-
cation teacher preparation programs.   
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Meet Klaudia. Klaudia is about 
to begin her third year of study at 
a large, public 4-year institution. 
She is enrolled in her university’s 
Bachelor of Science in Education 
program, specializing in Special 
Education. At this point in her 
studies, Klaudia is shifting into 
coursework that requires hands-on 
clinical field experiences in special 
education classrooms. Specifi-
cally, by the end of her upcoming 
semester, she will be expected to 
take the lead instructional role in a 
classroom and work directly with 
students with the support of a coop-
erating teacher. Klaudia is excited 
to have reached this point in her 
program and is looking forward to 
starting her fieldwork. Because of 
this change in course structure and 
recent flares in some of her disabil-
ities, however, Klaudia decided to 
initiate accommodations with her 
university’s Disability Resource 
Center (DRC). 

Klaudia was diagnosed with 
Major Depressive Disorder and 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder in 
her teens and contracted Lyme 
disease in her early twenties, which 

causes fatigue and joint pain. As 
of recently, she also started experi-
encing symptoms of long-COVID 
that can worsen her fatigue and 
cause migraines. Klaudia was 
previously resistant to the idea 
of establishing accommodations 
with the DRC, as her disabilities 
are generally unapparent, and she 
feared the stigma associated with 
disabled teachers. Moreover, she 
did not feel she needed accom-
modations until this point in her 
educational career. As a result, she 
is unsure of what to expect in the 
accommodations process and is 
anxious about disclosing such per-
sonal information about herself to 
a stranger. After much contempla-
tion, though, Klaudia submitted her 
relevant medical documentation 
to the DRC, as suggested on their 
website, and awaited her upcoming 
meeting with a staff member to 
discuss accommodations. 

Disability Resource Centers
Following the enactment of federal 

civil rights laws relevant to individuals 
with disabilities (e.g., Americans with 
Disabilities Act, 1990; Rehabilitation 

http://openjournals.bsu.edu/JOSEP
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Act, 1973), higher education institu-
tions established disability resource 
centers (DRCs), employed by disabil-
ity resource professionals (DRPs), to 
uphold compliance with provisions 
regarding access and inclusion (Evans 
et al., 2017). Specifically, DRCs exist 
as a place for disabled college students 
to work with DRPs to identify barriers 
in their environments (e.g., classrooms, 
residence halls, dining facilities, field 
placements) and, consequently, ap-
propriate accommodations to mitigate 
them (Kroeger & Kraus, 2017). As a 
result, the primary roles of a DRP are 
to facilitate collaborative processes, de-
termine accommodations that address 
disability-related barriers (Hatzes et 
al., 2018), and work with faculty and 
staff to ensure that approved accom-
modations are implemented effectively 
(Oslund, 2014). 

Generally, DRPs conduct assess-
ments of accommodation on a case-
by-case basis by synthesizing students’ 
relevant medical documentation and 
self-reports of their disabilities, as well 
as their professional observations and 
judgments (AHEAD, n.d.; Akins et 
al., 2001). Broadly, when considering 
accommodation requests, DRPs are 
looking to determine whether they 
meet the threshold of reasonableness; 
the only guidance from federal law on 
the matter of access that indicates that 
accommodations must not impose a 
safety risk to others, create an undue 
burden on the institution, or fundamen-
tally alter an academic requirement or 
program (Rehabilitation Act, 1973). 
Altogether, the role of DRPs in the 
outcomes of students with disabilities 
is critical, as approving or denying an 
accommodation request for a class-
room or clinical setting and the level 
of support provided thereafter can alter 
the trajectory of a student’s outcomes 
(Papalia-Berardi et al., 2002). 

Accommodations and Special 
Education Teacher Preparation

In determining accommodations 
for disabled special education teacher 

candidates, DRPs may instrumentally 
influence whether they complete their 
programs of study and ultimately enter 
into an understaffed workforce (CEED-
AR Center, 2020). In addition, due to the 
hands-on nature of clinical experiences, 
DRCs and teacher preparation stake-
holders are met with unique challeng-
es in determining and implementing 
reasonable accommodations in these 
settings that may require a great deal 
of creativity (Parker & Draves, 2017). 
In particular, when considering accom-
modations for special education teacher 
candidates with disabilities, one must 
consider their (a) academic coursework, 
(b) tests and relevant examinations, (c) 
teacher preparation program standards, 
and (d) clinical field placement settings.  

Concerningly, numerous researchers 
demonstrated that disabled teacher can-
didates historically emphasize difficul-
ties working with DRCs (e.g., unclear 
accommodations process, lack of un-
derstanding of the structure of teacher 
preparation programs) and other teach-
er preparation program stakeholders 
(Csoli & Gallagher, 2012; Macleod & 
Cebula, 2009; Parker & Draves, 2017). 
In most cases, teacher candidates 
attributed these difficulties to an overall 
awareness of negative attitudes to-
wards educators with disabilities, both 
covert and overt. In addition, within the 
context of clinical field experiences, 
researchers found that some stakehold-
ers perceive accommodating fieldwork 
as a direct fundamental alteration to the 
requirements of the teaching profes-
sion (Griffiths, 2012; Bargerhuff et 
al., 2012). When this occurs, disabled 
teacher candidates are left to report any 
issues back to their designated DRP. 
Otherwise, they will go unknown and 
unresolved, and teacher candidates of-
ten feel that they or their accommoda-
tions are burdensome to their respective 
teacher preparation programs (Barger-
huff et al., 2012; Griffiths, 2012). 

Purpose
Although special education teacher 

preparation programs may be acces-

sible to teacher candidates with dis-
abilities per compliance with federal 
legislation (i.e., the provision of reason-
able accommodations), they may not 
be equitable in ways that are conducive 
to inclusion, degree completion, and 
ultimate entrance to a classroom. As a 
result, there is much work to be done in 
higher education to improve the expe-
riences of disabled teacher candidates 
in special education teacher preparation 
programs. The purpose of this article, 
therefore, is to describe a proposed 
approach for disability resource profes-
sionals to apply socially-just disability 
resources – an emergent professional 
paradigm in the field of higher educa-
tion disability resources – to enhance 
both access and equity in special educa-
tion teacher preparation programs. 

SOCIALLY-JUST DISABILITY 
RESOURCES

As a framework, socially-just disabil-
ity resources (SJDR) is not a guide or 
step-by-step model for DRPs to use in 
carrying out the functions of their role. 
It is, however, a lens through which 
to critically examine all aspects of the 
disability resources field and consider 
how to align them more closely with 
equity-focused work (Evans et al., 
2017; Kraus, 2021; Loewen & Pollard, 
2010). More specifically, equity-fo-
cused work seeks to address barriers 
faced by students with disabilities 
in higher education, understand why 
they exist, and explore how DRPs can 
eliminate them. Overall, as defined by 
Kraus (2021), implementing an SJDR 
framework involves going “beyond 
mere compliance and accessibility to 
promote social justice and impact larger 
campus dynamics of inclusion, belong-
ing, and climate” (p. 47). 

Importantly, foundational to imple-
menting SJDR is the belief that higher 
education has a long, complex history 
concerning systemic oppression of 
students with disabilities influenced 
by ableism, or attitudes, actions, and 
circumstances which devalue people 
because they are disabled, both inten-
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tionally and unintentionally (Kraus, 
2021; Ladau, 2021). Further, Loewen 
and Pollard (2010) noted that for DRPs, 
implementation of SJDR must also 
include (a) a recognition of privilege 
and power in higher education, (b) an 
understanding of diversity as it relates 
to disability, (c) careful attention to 
intersectionality concerning disability 
(e.g., access to disability documenta-
tion in relation to poverty), and (d) an 
orientation towards interdependence 
rather than independence. Similarly, but 
more concisely, Evans and colleagues 
(2017) defined SJDR by four core 
concepts – liberation, respect, interde-
pendence, and justice – noting that they 
all summarize what equity would look 
like for students with disabilities when 
DRPs enact SJDR. 

In addition to the foundational concep-
tualizations of SJDR, leading scholars 
provided operationalizations of SJDR 
for DRPs to inform their practice. For 
example, through SJDR, DRPs should 
take care in identifying and avoiding 
microaggressions towards disabled stu-
dents and, regularly reflect on their bi-
ases and the presence of power dynam-
ics in their interactions. Additionally, 
through SJDR, DRPs are encouraged to 
view students holistically as individuals 
with multiple, interrelated identities (i.e., 
not only as students with disabilities) 
and consider how the language used in 
interactions with disabled students and 
the campus community represents dis-
ability (Kraus, 2021; Loewen & Pollard, 
2010). Further, SJDR involves facil-
itating an equitable accommodations 
process through trust in the student as 
the expert in their disability, support of 
student agency, a focus on environmen-
tal barriers rather than student deficits, 
and transparency in available resources 
(Evans et al., 2017; Kraus, 2021). 

Moreover, within SJDR, there are 
several implications for DRPs regard-
ing proactive efforts to advance equity 
across their campuses. For example, 
DRPs are encouraged to provide con-
tinuing education to campus partners 
on universal design, work closely with 

faculty to identify disability-related 
barriers in courses, and collaborate with 
campus partners to develop cultural 
centers/programming to represent dis-
ability identity on campus (Evans et al., 
2017; Kraus, 2021; Loewen & Pollard, 
2010). In special education teacher 
preparation, specifically, the scope of 
SJDR is far-reaching. DRPs would 
need to reach not only partners on 
campuses in these efforts (e.g., faculty 
and staff) but also those in cooperating 
schools (e.g., teachers, administrators), 
where tensions between accommo-
dations, professional standards, and 
personal beliefs may be at their highest 
(Sokal & Sharma, 2017). Altogeth-
er, SJDR shows promise for guiding 
DRPs to enact change that creates more 
equitable experiences for all college 
students with disabilities (Kraus, 2021) 
that, over time, may attract more dis-
abled special education teacher candi-
dates and advance efforts to diversify 
the profession overall. 

APPLYING SJDR TO SPECIAL 
EDUCATION TEACHER 
PREPARATION

Let us now meet Eric. Eric is 
a seasoned disability resource 
professional with over seven years 
of experience in his role, which 
primarily involves determining 
accommodations in collaboration 
with college students with dis-
abilities. Throughout his career 
in disability resources, Eric has 
worked with hundreds of students 
from diverse backgrounds, expe-
riences, and degree programs. 
For this reason, Eric is generally 
comfortable with his profession-
al skills and expertise. Notably, 
although Eric does not identify as 
disabled, he does have disabilities 
that some might consider disabling. 
Specifically, he was diagnosed with 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder as a 
child, and since 2020, he has expe-

FIGURE 1: Applying Socially-Just Disability Resources to 
Special Education Teacher Preparation
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rienced brain fog from time to time 
as an effect of long-COVID. 

Ahead of a new fall semester, 
Eric is preparing to meet with a 
new student, Klaudia. Before their 
meeting, Eric reviews the docu-
mentation Klaudia submitted to 
get a general idea of the direction 
their meeting might take (e.g., her 
accommodation requests, degree 
program, disabilities). Within 
Klaudia’s documentation, Eric sees 
that she submitted paperwork to 
support diagnoses of Generalized 
Anxiety Disorder, Major Depres-
sive Disorder, and Lyme Disease. 
In addition, Klaudia included a 
note about long-COVID but does 
not yet have documentation to 
support this diagnosis. However, 
after reading through her docu-
mentation, what catches Eric’s eye 
is Klaudia’s program of study; his 
gut reaction to her studying special 
education surprises him – “how am 
I going to accommodate her?”

The following section describes the 
application of SJDR to higher educa-
tion disability resources. As depicted 
in Figure 1, the four steps to applying 
SJDR to special education teacher 
preparation include continually (1) 
engaging in critical self-reflection, (2) 
ensuring baseline access, (3) equitably 
implementing accommodations, and 
(4) proactively creating socially-just 
experiences. Each step will be explored 
in depth with practical applications 
for professionals to adopt to engage 
with disabled teacher candidates more 
equitably throughout their programs of 
study. 

Step One: Engaging in Critical 
Self-Reflection

 Eric’s internal response to the 
information he learned about Klaudia 
before meeting with her and subsequent 
uncertainty in how he would facilitate 
access for someone with her disabilities 
in a special education teacher prepa-
ration program is likely the result of 

implicit bias. Implicit bias, or “a form 
of bias that occurs automatically and 
unintentionally,” unconsciously shapes 
individuals’ choices, interactions, ac-
tions, and judgments (National Insti-
tutes of Health, n.d., para. 1). In higher 
education disability resources, implicit 
biases can impact DRPs’ accommoda-
tion-related decisions and assumptions, 
interactions with disabled teacher can-
didates, and choices while facilitating 
access (Kraus, 2021). For this reason, 
as depicted in Figure 1, an essential 
starting place for DRPs in adopting the 
SJDR framework is to engage in criti-
cal self-reflection. Critical self-reflec-
tion has been used in teacher education 
to describe a practice that “requires one 
to seek deeper levels of self-knowledge 
and to acknowledge how one’s world-
view can shape student’s conceptions 
of self” (Howard, 2003, p. 198). If 
translated to disability resources, this 
practice can provide a means for DRPs 
to enhance their self-knowledge by 
navigating personal biases, disrupting 
them when they emerge, deeply explor-
ing why they may have formed, and 
unlearning them over time (Stewart & 
Payne, 2008). 

Critical self-reflection may take many 
forms, and how this practice is adopted 
will vary depending upon individual 
DRPs. Reflexivity, for example, is an 
approach to reflection that requires 
deep contemplation of the interrelated 
components of oneself (e.g., identities, 
experiences, beliefs, values) to monitor, 
understand, and mitigate the extent to 
which they influence external action 
and choices. In Eric’s situation, reflex-
ivity could involve taking a step back 
after he wondered, “how am I going 
to accommodate her?” to explore this 
reaction, where it may have come from 
(e.g., personal experiences), and why 
it occurred. It may be the case, for ex-
ample, that Eric reflects on experiences 
he had with educators with disabilities 
in the past, experiences with disabled 
teacher candidates in his professional 
role, personal experiences with Gen-
eralized Anxiety Disorder and long-

COVID, and how these may differ from 
Klaudia’s experiences. Based on the 
answers to these questions, Eric may 
uncover where his experiences or be-
liefs may be shaping his gut reactions, 
judgments, and biases to pay attention 
and to redirect them if they emerge 
during his interactions with Klaudia. 

Similarly, engaging in critical self-re-
flection may inherently be accompanied 
by humility. Humility, in the context of 
disability resources, involves openness 
and willingness to learn and change 
opinions, beliefs, and ideas through in-
teractions with others (Haynes-Mendez 
& Engelsmeier, 2020). It may be bene-
ficial, for example, for DRPs to channel 
humility as a framework through which 
they prepare for accommodation meet-
ings and approach interactions with 
disabled teacher candidates. Moreover, 
from a place of humility, DRPs can 
initiate engagements in peer debriefing 
or consultation with colleagues. Within 
the SJDR framework, consulting with 
peers can create more equitable accom-
modation decision-making procedures 
by sharing initial judgments, such as 
Eric’s judgments, to monitor the extent 
to which they were influenced by im-
plicit bias. In any form, critical self-re-
flection is an essential component of 
adopting SJDR that can ensure DRPs 
recognize and minimize the influence 
of their biases throughout all compo-
nents of working with disabled teacher 
candidates, before, during, and after 
the accommodations process (Kraus, 
2021). 

Step Two: Ensuring  
Baseline Access

 Central to the SJDR framework 
is the idea that “access is the starting 
point, not the end goal” for DRPs’ work 
on college and university campuses 
(Kraus, 2021, p. 63). It is essential, 
however, through an SJDR approach, 
that DRPs examine how they facilitate 
access and whether it is done equita-
bly to then be able to move the needle 
of equity and social justice in other 
higher education contexts. Further, by 
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engaging in equitable practices, DRPs 
may model a lens of social justice for 
their campus partners that translate to 
changes in additional campus policies, 
practices, and procedures. As such, the 
SJDR framework provides numerous 
suggestions for shifting DRPs’ prac-
tices to create an equitable experience 
for disabled teacher candidates in the 
accommodations process. 

First, SJDR calls on DRPs to fa-
cilitate an accommodations process 
that is non-burdensome (Evans et al., 
2017). In other words, accommodations 
processes should not present barriers 
for disabled teacher candidates,   pre-
venting them from accessing their 
educational experiences. Influential to 
this charge for DRPs is the idea that 
social justice for disabled students 
would entail similar, if not identical, 
experiences between them and their 
non-disabled peers (Kraus, 2021); 
non-disabled teacher candidates are not 
required to complete accommodations 
processes, submit disability-related 
documentation, or disclose personal 
details to engage in their special educa-
tion teacher preparation programs. Eric, 
for example, could be mindful not to 
create barriers to access by not requir-
ing Klaudia to obtain documentation 
of her long-COVID diagnosis before 
establishing related accommodations. 
Instead, he can lean into her self-report 
and narratives of the impact of environ-
mental barriers when making accom-
modation-related decisions. Notably, 
this practice is also cognizant of dis-
abled teacher candidates’ intersectional 
identities (e.g., culture, socioeconomic 
status) that may impact their ability to 
access disability-related documentation 
(Yull, 2015).

Second, throughout the accommoda-
tions process, SJDR calls on DRPs to 
emphasize designs and environments 
as inaccessible rather than situating 
the problem within students and their 
disability/ies (Evens et al., 2017; Kraus, 
2021; Loewen & Pollard, 2010). To 
accomplish this, DRPs can be atten-
tive to their language when interacting 

with disabled teacher candidates and 
the questions they ask to elicit their 
self-reports. Eric, for example, may 
ask Klaudia, “what barriers are pres-
ent within your teacher preparation 
program?” instead of “what are your 
functional limitations?” This practice 
also reflects the third component of an 
equitable accommodations process: 
removing emphasis from assumptions 
of specific disabilities. Although Eric is 
a seasoned DRP, he does not know how 
Klaudia’s disabilities interact with her 
environment until she discloses that in-
formation, nor can he base his decisions 
on his experiences with Generalized 
Anxiety Disorder and long-COVID. As 
a result, focusing on Klaudia’s self-re-
port is the most reliable and equitable 
source of information, per SJDR, to 
identify environmental barriers and de-
termine accommodations for disabled 
teacher candidates.

Fourth, with a broad focus on envi-
ronmental barriers while determining 
accommodations, implementing SJDR 
also involves DRPs deeply exploring 
all environments in which disabled 
teacher candidates are studying to cre-
ate holistically equitable and accessible 
educational experiences. When meeting 
with Klaudia, for example, Eric must 
ensure that he fully understands the 
nature of special education teacher 
preparation and clinical field experienc-
es to identify where barriers are present 
across all contexts. Further, Eric will 
also need to consider the profession-
al standards of the special education 
profession to balance them with his 
ultimate accommodation decisions. To 
accomplish this, he may need to engage 
in additional work beyond his meeting 
with Klaudia to talk with special edu-
cation teacher preparation stakeholders 
to understand the components of her 
program of study that he needs to be 
mindful of when making accommoda-
tion-related decisions and facilitating 
access.

Eric consulted with his cowork-
ers before meeting with Klaudia to 

discuss the reactions he had to her 
information and program of study, 
which led to a productive conversa-
tion about how other staff members 
of the DRC collaborated with 
teacher preparation programs in 
the past to ensure access. However, 
Eric’s coworkers also reminded 
him that Anxiety and long-COVID 
impact everyone differently and he 
would need to reserve his assess-
ments of accommodations and 
environmental barriers until he 
met with Klaudia and learned more 
about her experiences. The next 
day, Eric and Klaudia had a pro-
ductive initial meeting to discuss 
her accommodations. First, she 
shared that she anticipated experi-
encing barriers in her lecture-style 
classes and clinical field experienc-
es. The two then discussed the po-
tential barriers at length (see Table 
1). Next, Eric learned a great deal 
about the structure of the special 
education teacher preparation pro-
gram from Klaudia, even though 
he had researched the department’s 
website the day before. After their 
meeting, Eric and Klaudia agreed 
upon the following accommoda-
tions: extended time on exams, 
breaks during class, advanced 
access to course materials (e.g., 
PowerPoints), access to a chair, 
and extended time on assignments 
(2 days).

Step 3: Equitably Implementing 
Accommodations

Once DRPs establish accommo-
dations, they can use several strate-
gies through the SJDR framework to 
enhance equity for special education 
teacher candidates with disabilities 
in implementing them. For example, 
disabled teacher candidates cite power 
dynamics between them and faculty 
as a persistent barrier to access, due to 
either not feeling comfortable accessing 
their accommodations or being denied 
their usage (Baldwin, 2007; Leyser & 
Greenberger, 2008). For this reason, 
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DRPs may draw on the SJDR frame-
work and remove these power dynam-
ics by communicating any information 
about accommodations to appropriate 
stakeholders rather than requiring 
disabled teacher candidates to engage 
in this process. This practice again reit-
erates that disabled teacher candidates 
should have similar if not identical 
experiences as their non-disabled peers. 
In other words, non-disabled teacher 
candidates are not required to ask for 
access each time they need it. There-
fore, if candidates are comfortable with 
this approach, DRPs may remove this 
burden and collaborate with faculty, 
clinical field supervisors, and other 
special education stakeholders to com-
municate approved accommodations 
and discuss their implementation. Over-
all, this practice ensures that disabled 
teacher candidates are not carrying 
the burden of inaccessibility in higher 
education settings. 

Disabled teacher candidates may 
prefer, however, to either communicate 
their accommodations on their own or 
to do so in collaboration with DRPs. 
If candidates are interested in discuss-
ing accommodation implementation 
collaboratively, it is recommended that 
a meeting with relevant stakeholders 
be held in advance of their upcoming 
semester to remain proactive and ahead 
of any environmental barriers. Specif-
ically, this group should – if possible 

– include the teacher candidate, DRP, 
clinical field supervisor, faculty, and 
other relevant stakeholders. In this 
meeting, the group may discuss poten-
tial barriers across all environments that 
they will mitigate via accommodations 
and modifications to ensure that access 
is consistent and equitably implement-
ed. Notably, throughout this conversa-
tion, DRPs should make efforts to keep 
the focus on inaccessible structures 
as opposed to the teacher candidates’ 
disabilities. It is important, through the 
lens of SJDR, that DRPs follow the 
students’ lead in conversations such as 
these and center their perspectives, as 
they are the experts in their own experi-
ences. Moreover, centering the teacher 
candidate will also help to ensure that 
the DRP or other stakeholders do not 
unintentionally patronize the teacher 
candidate; instead, it is suggested that 
DRPs adopt a stance of an ally and 
advocate. 

After their initial meeting, Klau-
dia reached out to Eric to schedule 
a meeting with the two of them, 
her clinical field supervisor, and 
faculty members for the upcoming 
semester. The group met in the first 
week of classes before her field 
experiences commenced. With each 
bringing an important perspective 
to the table, they developed a plan 
to ensure that each of her accom-

modations would be implemented 
appropriately. Specifically, the clin-
ical field supervisor would speak 
with Klaudia’s cooperating teacher 
and school principal to commu-
nicate the necessary accommoda-
tions and decide for each to take 
place as needed. The clinical field 
supervisor also planned to check 
in with Klaudia weekly to ensure 
that accommodations effectively 
removed environmental barriers. 

Further, if any accommodations 
needed to be adjusted, Klaudia 
planned to notify Eric and schedule 
a meeting to adjust accordingly. 
The group then prepared to check 
in with one another at the mid-
point of the semester and, once the 
semester concluded, to monitor the 
accessibility of Klaudia’s expe-
riences to ensure they were also 
equitable and inclusive. For her 
other courses (non-fieldwork), Eric 
communicated Klaudia’s accom-
modations to her faculty members. 
Then, starting the following week, 
Klaudia’s professors shared their 
course materials with her, ensured 
access to a chair, and worked with 
her to adjust due dates and test 
times as needed.

Step 4: Proactively Creating 
Socially-Just Experiences

In the final component of the SJDR 

POTENTIAL BARRIER CORRESPONDING ACCOMMODATION

Fixed exam periods Extended time on exams

Long lecture or instructional periods (up to three hours) Breaks during class

Unexpected requirements, activities, or content in lectures or 
clinical field experiences Advanced access to course materials

Requirements to stand during clinical field experiences (e.g., 
instructional settings) Access to a chair

Rigid due dates for assignments Extended time on assignments (e.g., 2 days)

TABLE 1: Connections between Potential Barriers and Corresponding Accommodations
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framework, DRPs are charged with 
going beyond matters of compli-
ance to proactively advance equity 
and inclusion across their campuses 
(Kraus, 2021). Over time, these efforts 
would minimize the need for individ-
ual accommodations, as colleges and 
universities would be designed to be 
accessible and inclusive for disabled 
students. To reach this point, however, 
DRPs may use the SJDR approach to 
incrementally shift policies, practices, 
and procedures within all dimensions 
of higher education to reach a point in 
which disabled students have similar, 
if not identical, experiences as their 
non-disabled peers (Kraus, 2021). 

To accomplish this, DRPs will 
need to develop strong relationships 
with their campus partners to serve 
as a foundation for advocating for 
inclusive, proactive design. In spe-
cial education teacher preparation, 
in particular, it will be necessary for 
DRPs to consider practical approach-
es to these conversations, given the 
similarities in professional expertise 
across departmental faculty and staff. 
Further, these conversations will 
need to extend to all campus partners 
in special education teacher prepa-
ration, such as cooperating school 
staff. Through this outreach, DRPs 
may encourage special education 
stakeholders to carefully reflect on 
barriers  in their programs, courses, 
and experiences for disabled teacher 
candidates and subsequently assess 
how they may be removed. Given 
the nature of this suggestion and the 
corresponding workload to accompa-
ny any department-wide initiatives, it 
is recommended that DRPs offer their 
expertise in access to higher education 
as a means of support for creatively 
thinking through how to design spe-
cial education teacher preparation en-
vironments to be universally designed 
to the greatest extent possible. 

In the same vein, SJDR also in-
volves DRPs engaging in outreach 
and education around how disability 
is framed, discussed, and represented 

across campus. As such, DRPs may 
consider encouraging special educa-
tion teacher preparation stakeholders 
to reflect on how they represent dis-
ability in their programs of study and 
how it may subsequently impact their 
disabled teacher candidates. Specifi-
cally, because special education law 
broadly focuses on “fixing the child 
through a series of interventions to 
make the child more similar to peers 
without disabilities,” the content of 
special education teacher preparation 
programs can inherently and uninten-
tionally focus on students’ deficits and 
means of ‘fixing’ disability (Cornett 
& Knackstedt, 2020, p. 512). Con-
sequently, this framing of disability 
can harm disabled teacher candidates’ 
disability identity and self-efficacy 
concerning becoming a special edu-
cation teacher. As a result, it may be 
beneficial for DRPs to draw on fields 
such as disability studies in educa-
tion to facilitate conversations across 
special education teacher preparation 
programs around how to reframe dis-
ability in special education through a 
lens of social justice and equity rather 
than individual deficit and a need for 
intervention. 

Later that semester, after form-
ing a relationship with Klaudia’s 
faculty, Eric had the opportunity 
to facilitate a workshop among 
other special education prepara-
tion stakeholders about disability 
equity, identity, and inclusion in 
their department. In this work-
shop, Eric discussed disability 
identity and the impact inequita-
ble and inaccessible experiences 
have on special education teacher 
candidates with disabilities, citing 
previous research. In addition, he 
thoughtfully facilitated dialogue 
with special education teacher 
preparation stakeholders on why 
this exclusion occurs in degree 
programs meant to prepare indi-
viduals to be inclusive of individ-
uals with disabilities. Through 

http://M.Ed
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thoughtful conversations, Eric and 
the special education stakeholders 
developed a plan to conduct an 
equity audit of their department to 
uncover how ableism and traces 
of the medical model of disability 
may be intertwined with how they 
prepare special education teachers. 
Through this process, the depart-
ment hopes to enhance equity and 
inclusion for disabled teacher 
candidates in their department and 
plans to engage in focus groups 
with disabled teacher candidates 
currently enrolled in their pro-
gram to understand how it can be 
changed to be socially-just.

CONCLUSION
Overall, it is evident that there is a 

great deal of work to be done in higher 
education and within special education 
teacher preparation programs to create 
equitable educational experiences for 
disabled teacher candidates, where 
they feel free from discrimination and 
disability-related barriers, all of which 
begins with disability resource profes-
sionals. By implementing socially-just 
disability resources, it may be possible 
for DRPs to take incremental steps to 
shift access and equity in special edu-
cation teacher preparation. Although 
enacting the SJDR framework inher-
ently requires additional efforts from 
DRPs and DRCs alike, these efforts 
may increase the number of teachers 
candidates with disabilities who enroll 
in preparation programs and ultimately 
enter a classroom. With this potential, 
DRPs are encouraged to adopt SJDR to 
the greatest extent possible to enhance 
equity not only for disabled teacher 
candidates, but for all college students 
with disabilities. 
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