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. Introduction and methods

A booming US economy and low unemployment rates, as well as the continued
improvement of the status of women in the US, are all contributing to a very competitive
market among schools to find qualified teachers. Special education teachers in particular

are in short supply.

Belden Russonello & Stewart {BRS) undertook focus group research for The National
Clearinghouse for Careers in Special Education, which is a project of The Center for
Exceptional Children (CEC), and Douglas Gould & Company 10 explore ways to
overcome this shortage, by increasing the understanding and interest of future teachers in

coming into the special education field.

Our goal in this project is to develop recommendations on how to interest more
prospective teachers in becoming special education teachers. To accomplish this goal, we
conducted four focus groups among college students majoring in education and two groups
with special education teachers. The six groups were held in New York City and Raleigh in
November 1999.

The college students are all studying to become teachers, and none have decided to major
or seek a job in special education — although a few are weighing the possibility. Among
the students, we focused our inquiry on their existing perceptions of teaching special
education, and ways to appeal effectively to them about a career in special education.

In the two teacher groups, all the participants are currently employed in special
education, and their responsibilities range from roving reading specialist, to homeroom
teacher for autistic children. They were very helpful in providing a “reality check” and
guiding our thinking about the ways in which the field can be made more attractive to

first-time teachers.
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Two BRS partners, Nancy Belden and Kate Stewart, moderated the groups. The sessions
were tape-recorded and transcripts of the discussions are contained in an appendix to this
report. The report contains an executive summary with recommendations and a detailed
findings section with illustrative quotes from the discussions.

The following table outlines the key characteristics of the focus group participants.

Students Teachers

Gender
Male 12 5
Female 27 15

Race

White 26 16
Black 11 4
Hispanic 2 -

Level expecting to

teach/teaching

Lower grades 17 8
Middle school 1 4
High school 7 8
Unsure/Mo answer 14 --

Year in school

Sophomore 11 -
Junior 18 -
Senior 10 -

Years teaching Special Ed,

0-5 --
6-10 -
10-20 -
over 20 years -

L O A

Area taught, self-described by

teacher

Autistic -
Behavior and emotional -
CCR -
Learning -
Mental -
Remedial reading -
Resources -

Self-identified disability 1 -
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II. Executive summary and recommendations

The six focus groups among college students and special education teachers explored
perceptions of and experiences with teaching special education, as well as ways to
encourage first-time teachers to enter the field. The following summary highlights the
findings of the discussions, followed by recommendations on how to increase interest in

teaching special education.

A. Summary

1. Students’ perceptions of teaching special education are vague and
uninformed. The college students in our research were able to offer a general definition
of special education. They describe special education students as those with learning
disabilities, ADD, emotional troubles, and discipline problems, as well as children with
difficulties at home. Some also mention students with physical disabilities, including
vision and hearing impairment and students in wheelchairs.

However, many of the current college students in our groups, all of whom are studying to
become classroom teachers, are very unfamiliar with how special education occurs in
schools and school systems. Many have only the vaguest notion about what goes on in
classrooms or between teachers and students in special education.

2. The challenge of developing communications: Presenting a positive and
realistic image of teaching special education. The current view that most of the
college students have of teaching special education is more negative than positive. They
believe the work is frustrating, at times dangerous, and requires a great deal of patience —
which most believe they lack. Very few of the prospective teachers are able to offer any

benefits to teaching special education.
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3. Students express low levels of interest in teaching special education. The
college students who were invited to take part in the discussion groups have not chosen
special education as a major. Still, it is remarkable that special education is totally absent
from their radar screens. Their general understanding about the field leads many to
believe it requires personal skills and strength that they do not possess.

4. Special education teachers hesitate to endorse a campaign to attract more
special education teachers. The special education teachers in our groups were
remarkable, dedicated professionals. As inspiring as they are, the veteran teachers made it
very clear that they believe this field is not for everyone. The main worry of the teachers
is attracting inexperienced candidates to special education who are not “up to the job”
and will fail. They view this as a disservice to the students and say it will backfire. The
teachers were of the strong opinion that only those who have an understanding of the
difficulties and rewards should be encouraged to pursue the challenging and, at times,
frustrating field. They say it is essential to educate potential special education teachers by
giving them first-hand experience and giving more attention to special education in
schools of education.

5. Exposure works to increase understanding and interest in the field. Familiarity
with special education is essential to increase the number of first-time teachers curious
enough to explore the field as an option. Many of the prospective teachers in our
discussions have very little personal experience with disabled children inside or outside
of the classroom. However, those who did have some experience through volunteering,
tutoring, or student teacher expressed much more openness to entering the field. In
addition, as the field came into focus for others in the discussions, through the use of
visuals and statements describing teaching special education, several exhibited a new
found interest in exploring the possibility of entering the field.

6. Visuals and statements describing the rewards of special education help to bring
the field into focus. Some of the students begin to consider investigating the field, when
provided with visuals depicting special education and descriptions about teaching special
education. Once they learn more about the range of special education student and what a
special education classroom may look like, some of their initial fears and concerns are
assuaged. Also, the benefits of working closely with individual students, building
relationships with them, and gaining great personal fulfillment from teaching special
education are appealing to some of the education majors.

It is important that communications about the field focus on the students. When the focus is

on the teacher in statements presented in the discussions, many of the focus group
participants find these descriptions too self-centered and selfish.
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B. Recommendations

A campaign to increase the pool of teachers of special education needs to be undertaken
on at least two levels: raising awareness and sensitivity across the board in education
departments in universities and colleges; and giving many more teacher trainees first-
hand exposure to the field.

1. Need to increase awareness and understanding of the basics of special
education. Resources directed at informing education majors and other college students
studying related fields about opportunities to teach special education would be resources
well spent. An outreach campaign should begin with the most basic of information about
what special education is all about, and the range of teaching situations and types of
students with which different special education teachers interact.

2. Communications should illustrate the broad range of special education
environments. Outreach to college students needs to demonstrate that while special
education teachers are dedicated and hard working, many different types of personalities
are successful in the field and the job assignments vary enormously. Informing first-time
teachers of the range of special education students and classrooms will help alleviate their
fears that all special education teachers are in classrooms with severely disabled children,

for example.

3. Prospective teachers need greater exposure and first-hand experience is
recommended. Outreach to interest greater numbers of candidates to teach special
education needs to familiarize many more potential teachers with the field. Increasing
the number of young people who have exposure to teaching special education via
internships, tutoring, student teaching or other opportunities should be a priority. Itis
only by familiarizing larger numbers with the field, that appropriate, potentially
successful candidates will emerge in higher numbers.

Both the veteran and prospective teachers believe that a candidate needs first-hand
experience in the classroom to judge if teaching special education is a good personal fit.

4. Efforts should focus on encouraging exploration of the field. Communications
and outreach campaigns should be realistic in their goals, as they are not likely to result
directly in “signing up” a large number of special education teachers. However, more
education and awareness of the field should increase interest in investigating special
education as an option. Efforts should be designed to attract education students to explore
the field, not commit to it.

Specifically, incentives such as tuition waivers and interim licenses to young teachers to

interest them in the field are well received as possible motivators by some of the
participants in the discussions, and may well attract student teachers to look into the field.
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5. Increasing opportunities to explore the field will also benefit general
population teachers. Raising awareness and exposing more first-time and would-be
teachers to special education, will benefit the field even if these teachers do not become
special education teachers. Increasing the level of understanding about special education
among general population teachers should create a better environment for special
education teachers and the students.

6. Designing the communications. When talking to future teachers about special
education, it is important to illustrate its rewarding and important nature to counter
prevailing pessimistic views. From the discussions, the most persuasive ways to convey
the benefits of teaching special education include:

Message concepts

» Provide descriptions of the one-on-one interaction between students and
teachers.

= Describe students succeeding by using examples of disabled children
overcoming obstacles to advance in school.

s Describe the fulfillment a special education teacher gains by helping students.

« But, keep the focus on the special education students — “making a
difference in a child’s life” — and less on the teacher. When the focus is on
the teacher’s fulfillment our focus group participants said appeals seemed
selfish. A message about fulfillment can be implied advantageously by
showing the interaction between teachers and students and the students’

achievements.

Visuals

s Use images that illustrate teachers and students interacting and enjoying
the learning process.

s Use pictures of special education children in general population
classrooms.

= Iljustrate the successes of special education students (e.g. pictures of
students graduating).

» Use images of severely disabled students cautiously. These images many
times only reinforce prospective teachers’ fears about teaching special
education, cutting off opportunity to educate prospective teachers further.
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[II. Findings

A. College students’ perceptions of teaching

The college students in our discussion groups are optimistic about their futures as
teachers. Many are quick to point out the benefits of teaching, and most of the
prospective teachers are not discouraged by low salaries or other possible downsides of
the job. Their biggest fears about teaching are disciplining students, dealing with parents,
and failing to help children leamn.

1. Best and worst parts of teaching

“Making a difference in a child’s life” is the most often volunteered reason by these
college students for becoming a teacher. Other reasons include personal fulfillment that
they expect to receive from teaching and “always wanting to be a teacher” and to work
with children. These prospective teachers not only see themselves as imparting
knowledge to their future students but also building relationships that are mutually

rewarding.

Their enthusiasm about teaching is somewhat tempered by what they expect to confront
once they step into the classroom. When these prospective teachers think about teaching,
they are most worried about: students’ behavioral and discipline problems, dealing with
parents, and failing to be able to teach or to be able to motivate the students to learn.
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Why teach?

Just the idea that I can make a difference, because that is rewarding. — Student, NewYork

Making a monumental difference in someone's life. [That’s why [ want to teach], because as
a teacher you serve as a facilitator of knowledge and meaningful learning experiences. —

Student, New York

It may be far and few between, but just one child telling you thank you for what are doing
really makes teaching worthwhile. Because it’s not the money. It really isn’t the money
because teachers aren’t well paid, but it’s just making a difference in a child’s life. It might
sound corny, but that’s what I think. — Student, New York

Watching a child succeed, especially maybe a child that's struggling, or even just to see the
progress of that child, watching them feel good about themselves [is why I want to teach]. -

Student, Raleigh

1 have mentored students before that have been just average C students that with a little
attention, just the right kind of attention, they were honor rol] students in a quarter or a
semester. So it's just wanting to make a contribution to society in a positive way. — Student,

Raleigh

I've always liked working with kids. In high school I went on a couple of mission trips and
we did Bible schools and it really got to be one on one with the children and it was just
amazing just how much you could touch their lives in a week. And, it's just like they listen
to everything you had to say and they just wanted to leamn more. And 1 was, like, I could do
this forever. It was rewarding for me. — Student, Raleigh

The experience that is given through conveying knowledge to another person is nothing that
can be described in words. Many times when you teach a child or an adolescent, they are
grateful if there is a relationship between the two of you. So that relationship I enjoy. ~
Student, New York

[The best part about teaching is] being able to make the connection. Showing the child, yes,
we have this, and showing them how to appreciate it, showing them the evolution of it all
and helping them. They have questions the computer can't answer because we have the
heart component. Being able to mold and shape, piggy-back along with what she said being
able to nurture them. Because their development is more than just educational; it is also
social, emotional, other factors that are equally important. If they don't get that kind of
nurturing, then the educational process won't be as effective. — Student, Raleigh

Belden Russonello & Stewart




Focus Group Report
January 2000 Page 9

Fears about teaching

Behavior [is the worst part about teaching]... At that young of an age they have conflicts
between each other. You have to teach them to set conflicts aside so they can continue in
the classroom to learn. Also, television nowadays they see the wrestling and all of the
fighting in the movies and everything. They bring it to the classroom, and as a teacher you
have to set the limits. I think children nowadays are more outspoken. If you teil them no,
then they turn around and tell you what they think about what you are saying. It is harder to
get their attention and everything. — Student, New York

The worst part will probably be working with children whose parents don't support the
school system. That makes the job a little more challenging. — Student, Raleigh

I'm worried about no matter how hard you teach them and you spend and you take so much
time with them ... and when they go home their parents don't care. They don't care if they
did their homework, and it all falls back to the parents and they come to school and they are
willing to learn and everything but when they go home their parents really don't care
whether or not they learn. — Student, Raleigh

The thing I am most scared about and most excited about at the same time is the
responsibility. If you are teaching these kids it is a huge responsibility, and there are a
number of ways you can screw up. It is so great that you are teaching them, giving them a
respect for themselves and for learning in general, and that is a lot of responsibility. -
Student, New York

Trying to get a student to try and learn something that you are teaching, that they have, like,
no desire or interest in....Trying to get someone motivated. — Student, New York
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2. Training and preparation for the classroom

At this stage in their college careers, many of these students express a great deal of
trepidation about entering the classroom. Many of the college students do not think they
are fully trained to deal with behavioral problems and violence in schools —one of the
things they fear the most about teaching. The college students who have more experience
in the classroom as tutors or student teachers are the most likely to feel they are prepared
to teach, because they are able to put into practice what they are learning from their
textbooks and lectures.

To better prepare them for teaching, almost all of these prospective teachers would like to
see more student teaching and “hands-on” experience added to their curricula. Many of
these college students are eager to get into the classroom and begin teaching.

The education part [they are teaching us], yes, but the emotional part that you have to deal
with, and she was talking about the ADD and other kinds of behavior issues. I don’t think

$0. — Student, New York

Sort of, education-wise, yeah, but like they said, behavior, violence management in the
classroom, we need to be taught more about how to manage a class and about... stuff like
that... — Student, New York

My sister graduated from Hunter and she is now teaching and she said in Hunter the classes
taught her a lot, but according to the behavior of children, it didn't teach you how to deal
with the children's behavior, You never leamed anything like that. When you were in the
classroom doing the student teaching there was always someone else there with you, and
you never had complete full contro! of the class, and they never taught how to go one on
one, the discipline, what you can and can't do, disciplining, what you get in trouble for. She
said they never did anything like that. She was not sure how far she could go and what she
can do. She said it is the one thing they really don't teach you in college. — Student, New
York

1 would just like to go there too every once in a while during the semester because 1 think it
would help to see what we are talking about in class. — Student, Raleigh

It is more of & learning experience. You can't teach someone. You can teach someone what
to teach and sort of how to teach, but you have to let them realize it for themselves, like get
in there, get the experience, learn from what happened. — Student, New York

We don’t do that [go to schools]. We are in the classroom everyday. We don't go anywhere.
I wish we had that whole deal because I heard about that. You guys at least go to schools
this year. Because I know next semester we will but I would rather do that now because
some of it is boring and you can't apply to what you are not seeing. It is frustrating when it's
boring. — Student, Raleigh
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It would make it discouraged if you go two years to school and you know that is what you
want to do, but yet you have not gone into the classroom and worked with children. You
think it's what you want to do but how do you know because you haven't been able to work
with the children. What you were saying about pushing it earlier. Start earlier and letting
them have some field experience. Because it was an Intro to Education was the class we
first tutored in and you don't take it until your second semester of sophomore. Some people
wait until they are juniors to take it and if it would start a little bit earlier I think it would
make people realize more if they were in the right area of what they felt they wanted to do. --
Student, Raleigh

Nothing is going to give you the experience you have until you do it on your own. Sol
guess when I student teach, that would give me the best type of idea of how it is going to be,
but nothing's going to - I mean, there is no way you can really prepare yourself fully until
you get there, and you are presented with these situations and you have to deal with them
with no one really there right behind you to help you out with them. — Srudent, Raleigh

Hunter College has a pretty reputable program. Basically you have field work. It is a two
year program, field work, you are either there one full day or two half days, and you
basically have hands on training. You do your own lessons. You have a class that you are
with for one whole semester, and it is a learning experience. The classes that [ have had, I
have leamned a lot from. 1 feel adequately trained in that sense. — Student, New York

1 don't think anything prepared me or taught me as much as when I started tutoring. I tutor
10 hours a week and nothing has been as good as that experience. It is just, I can't learn any
better. -~ Student, Raleigh

We have to have experience. You can't just walk into a classroom and expect to teach.
Like, you can't throw someone that just graduated from college into a classroom. It is like
throwing them into a lion's den. — Student, New York

...I don't think I would have been prepared at all. 1 just would have had a rude awakening if
1 had never had any experience before I graduated, just because there is so much they teach
you in your classes about education, that is only 50 percent of it. You learn the other 50
percent in the class. That is kind of the most important part, too, because you walk in and
you think, okay, well, the textbook says -- and it is so different. It is so different. — Student,

New York
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3. Teaching as a career

Many of the college students report that they have always thought about being a teacher.
Some have been encouraged to teach by parents, older siblings and teachers. Specifically,
those who have educators in their families report seeing.the rewards of teaching first hand
and being inspired to enter the field.

At the same time, many of the prospective teachers have also been discouraged to be
teachers, mainly because of the limited income. However, teachers’ salaries are not a
reason for most of these college students to rethink pursuing a job in teaching. While all
would like to get paid more, they believe there are benefits to teaching that outweigh the
low salaries — mobility, summer vacations, and doing something you enjoy.

Looking to the future, about half think they will make teaching a career, while the others
are unsure or see teaching as a stepping stone to other work, such as a career in speech

pathology or as a college professor.

Encouragement to teach

[My mother has] been teaching forever. It's not like she told me to be a teacher, but [ saw
the difference she's made. At first, I really thought, 1 said she's just underpaid, doesn't get
any kind of respect. I said no, no, 10, no, no. But then I had to sit down, and 1 realized all
the other aspects of teaching that really are important prior to this ... I saw the changes that
she's done and the different things she's done with the children. — Student, New York

When I was in high school my mother would ask me to come to her job and help out with
the kids. Then she would tell me I was real good at it. That is when I started thinking about
it, and I thought, "You get summers off, so I might as well teach." — Student, New York

Because I've had plenty of teachers in my life that I have been encouraged by that. They
have done a really good job...they showed so much enthusiasm and it made me kind of like
it, reciprocate something like that to other people. - Student, Raleigh

Well, when I was in high school, I took all art classes and I didn’t want to take art as a
profession because I didn’t think I would be making money doing that, a starving artist.
And, my teacher he inspired me ... if I couldn’t do art, maybe 1 could teach art... -- Student,
Raleigh
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