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SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION ii 

Abstract 

There is a national shortage of certified special education teachers that has reached the level of 

crisis proportions.  This study examines factors that influence special education teachers to 

remain in the profession for at least 5 years in an effort to inform school administrators of best 

practices geared towards the retention of special education teachers.  Mixed methodology is 

utilized as survey items and interview questions are linked to categories giving rise to relational 

support and organizational factors focused on Billingsley’s (2004) groundbreaking research.  The 

population surveyed are special education teachers with a minimum of 5 years’ experience in the 

field.  The sample group surveyed were 90 veteran special education teachers from 13 school 

districts across Northeastern Pennsylvania, and the stratified interview sample consisted of 9 

educators abstracted from the survey participants.  The study may assist school administrators in 

addressing the retention of experienced and qualified special education teachers.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Special education teachers are a vital piece of high-quality educational teams within all 

educational systems (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, Ronfeldt, & Wyckoff, 2010).  Researchers Berry, 

Petrin, Gravelle, & Farmer (2011) identified school building administrators who may not have 

personal experience or a high level of comfort with special education practices and policies and 

take comfort in knowing they are able to rely on the expertise of experienced special educators.  

School and district administrators should not only seek to attract qualified special education 

teachers; they also need to make every effort to retain these professionals (Carr, 2009).   

This chapter outlines the background and purpose of the mixed methods study focused on 

factors that cause special education teachers to stay in the field of special education for more 

than five consecutive years.  Importantly, this study continues the research of Boeddeker (2010) 

and Henderson (2014), as their studies focused specifically on factors that lead to the retention of 

special education teachers.  Furthermore, the research design and methodology utilized mirror 

that of researcher Henderson (2014), as permission was granted by Henderson (2014) to build on 

her study.  

Background of the Study  

 

According to the most recent U.S. Department of Education Teacher Shortage Areas 

Nationwide Listing (2012), special education teachers continue to be in short supply.  School 

administrators sense this shortage of special education teachers and acknowledge that high-

quality special educators are difficult to hire and retain (Berry et al., 2011).  Recognition of the 

long-term consequences of the special education teacher shortage acknowledges the long-term 

consequences that may be adverse for students with disabilities (Kukla-Acevedo, 2009).  Lack of 
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competent and experienced special educators typically leads to lower academic and social 

achievement for special education students (Feng & Sass, 2009).   

In addition to the special education teacher shortage, special education teacher retention 

is also a national issue (Hanline, 2010).  Long hours and demanding paperwork contribute to 

special education teacher attrition as 49 states report a special education teacher shortage (Hale, 

2015).  Fifty percent or more of special education teachers leave the profession by the tenth year 

of service, as opposed to 30% of general education teachers who leave by that point (Hale, 

2015).  According to the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future [NCTAF] 

(2007), 40-60% of new teachers leave the teaching profession within their first three years.  

Furthermore, from 1999-2005 the student dropout rate in the School District of Philadelphia was 

42%; in contrast, the dropout rate among new teachers in the district during the same period was 

much higher at 70%. (NCTAF, 2007).  Factors such as lack of mentoring, administrative support, 

and monetary resources, school climate discontinuity, and lower student achievement have 

contributed to special education teacher attrition on the national stage (Kukla-Acevedo, 2009).   

 Initially, the first step toward addressing the national special education teacher shortage is 

to attract qualified, well-trained special education teachers into the profession (Henderson, 

2014).  Researcher Carr (2009) suggests that, in order to attract new special education teachers, 

administrators should use emotional appeals to promote the potential of significant student-

teacher relationships.  According to researchers Bruinsma and Jansen (2010), special education 

teachers who were intrinsically motivated to enter the field were more likely to take advantage of 

and benefit from their pre-service teacher training and were expected to continue their teaching 

careers for extended periods of time.  Beginning special education teachers with a strong 

understanding of instructional strategies and pedagogy tended to be more confident in their 
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abilities to reach all students and were also more likely to remain in the special education 

profession (Kaufman & Ring, 2011; Morewood & Condo, 2012).   

Upon hiring qualified special education teachers, school administrators need to support 

these newly hired special education teachers in a focused effort to avoid typical pitfalls that lead 

to burnout and special education teacher attrition (Henderson, 2014).  Carr (2009) deduced that 

scarcity of relevant professional development and a lack of perceived support from 

administrators and colleagues are key components that lead to special education teacher attrition.  

In addition, Padilla (2011) suggests low morale and the desire to move to different and better 

positions were significant motives that caused teachers to leave the field of special education.  

Role confusion, paperwork expectations, and job-related stress were of particular concern to 

special education teachers who chose to leave the field (Billingsley, 2004).  In another study, the 

primary reasons given for special education teachers leaving the field included retirement, 

personal issues, paperwork, better salary and benefit packages in other districts, a desire to be a 

general educator or administrator, lack of training, stress and burnout, and lack of administrative 

support (Berry et al., 2011).  Albrecht, Johns, Mountsteven, and Olorunda (2009) asserted 

overwhelming workload, excessive paperwork requirements, and negative school culture and 

climate were the factors special education teachers noted most frequently when they made the 

decision to leave the field of special education.   

Consequently, in order to avoid the national special education teacher shortage and 

pitfalls associated with special education teacher burnout, it is imperative to focus on more than 

just the reasons teachers leave the profession.  It is equally important to identify the specific 

reasons special education teachers choose to remain in the field (Billingsley, 2004).  

Administrators need to reflect on the reasons special education teachers remain in the field, and 



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 4 

they need to give strong consideration to making changes to increase the long-term retention of 

special education teachers (Billingsley, 2004).  Most importantly, Feng and Sass (2009) report 

that the recruiting and retention of quality special educators will likely lead to increased student 

achievement for students with disabilities. 

Conceptual Framework  

 

The retention of special education teachers has become even more challenging since the 

adoption of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2016, as ESSA eliminates the Highly 

Qualified Teacher (HQT) provision from the previous No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 

2001.  Therefore, federal law reverts to whatever standard states have for state certification of 

teachers.  Special education teaching assignments now typically require a special education 

teacher be certified in each content area taught.  This endeavor can become cumbersome and 

more difficult at the middle and secondary level (Hodge & Krumm, 2016).  Henderson (2014) 

outlines the need for school administrators to be well versed in state and federal law pertaining to 

certification in order to support special education teacher sustainability and placement.   

Comparatively, Billingsley (2004) conducted a critical analysis of 20 research studies on 

special education teacher retention and attrition.  Through this analysis, Billingsley (2004) 

uncovered a number of retention factors that can presumably be controlled to some extent by 

school administrators, such as salary levels, benefits, and continuity of job placement.  In 

addition, Billingsley (2004) suggests that special education teachers who have greater access to 

relevant, high-quality professional development opportunities are more likely to stay in special 

education teaching positions.  Billingsley (2004) also suggests that when teachers sense a 

positive school climate, administrative support, and collegiality with other teachers in their 

buildings, they tend to remain in their current teaching assignments.   
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On the contrary, special education teachers who feel overwhelmed by paperwork, find 

their various teaching roles to be ambiguous or conflicting, and are under chronic and 

unrelenting stress are more likely to leave the special education profession (Billingsley, 2004).  

A more recent study conducted by Billingsley, Griffin, Smith, Kamman, and Israel (2009) 

establishes that teacher induction and mentoring are generally understood to improve the quality 

of new teachers and increase special education teacher retention.  Henderson (2014) also 

suggests that special education teachers who have experienced instructional success were more 

satisfied with their jobs and tended to remain in their current teaching positions.  Relevant 

professional development has also been found to reduce stress, increase proficiency, and promote 

commitment of teachers to special education (Berry et al., 2011).  Researcher Berry (2012) 

suggests perceived support increases the commitment of special education teachers to the 

profession.  Berry (2012) further suggests that special educators need administrative support in 

addition to the support of general education teachers within the same building. Administrators 

and general educators need to understand and share the responsibilities of special educators.   

Statement of the Problem  

 

Traditionally, research addressing the shortage of special educators has focused on 

methods for attracting teachers and on the reasons teachers choose to leave the field (Billingsley, 

2004).  There is limited research available concerning the factors that influence special education 

teachers to stay in their teaching positions (Henderson, 2014).   

Feng and Sass (2009) argue that in order to keep special educators in the field of 

education and in their current special education teaching roles, it is necessary to study the factors 

that encourage them to remain in the field.  School administrators can then use this information 

to address the retention factors that may encourage their special education teaching staff to 
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continue in the special education teaching profession (Henderson, 2014).  In the long term, 

retention of highly qualified special education teachers should lead to higher achievement for 

students with disabilities (Henderson, 2014). 

Purpose of the Study  

 

There is a need for improved practices for the recruitment and retention of special 

education teachers.  Previous research has focused on factors that have attracted special 

education teachers to the field.  This study extends the research as it seeks to identify specific 

factors that have encouraged special education teachers to remain in the field of special 

education for more than five years.   

The data collected during the course of the study was used to make a determination as to 

whether special education teachers feel influenced more by relational support factors or by 

organizational factors when making the decision to stay in the profession.  The study is designed 

to build upon researcher Henderson’s (2014) comparable study, as the research questions, 

survey, interview questions, and research methodology utilized mirror the research methods 

utilized in this study.  Permission was granted from researcher Henderson (2014) to further build 

on the research from her study.   

Research Questions 

  

The following research questions guided this study: 

 

1. What difference exists, if any, between the influence of relational support factors and 

organizational factors as reported by special education teachers who remain in their current 

teaching positions for five years or more? 

2. What retention factors do special education teachers most often report to be 

influential reasons for staying in their current teaching positions for five years or more? 
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3. What attitudes are expressed by special education teachers regarding the influence of 

relational support factors and organizational factors on their decisions to remain in their current 

teaching positions for five years or more? 

Hypothesis 

 

The findings from this study can assist school administrators in taking action and 

addressing special education teacher retention factors within their control in order to ensure that 

special education teachers stay in their assignments and do not leave the profession, as suggested 

in comparable studies conducted by researchers Boeddeker (2010) and Henderson (2014).  Key 

terms and definitions defined below mirror the terms and definitions in the comparable study by 

researcher Henderson (2014), as this study is designed to further the research on factors that 

contribute to special education teacher retention.   

Definitions of Key Terms  

 For purposes of this study the following key terms are defined: 

  Core academic subjects.  Core academic subjects were defined as inclusive of all of the 

following: English, reading or language arts, math, science, foreign languages, civics and 

government, economics, arts, history, and geography (Council for Exceptional Children 

[CEC], 2006). 

Google Forms. Within the context of this study, Google forms was defined as a free 

online service that enables individuals to create web-based surveys accessible through 

electronic communication or web links.  Survey responses were recorded into a Google 

forms spreadsheet and were accessed online by the survey’s creator (Google, 2012).   
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Organizational factors.  For the purposes of this study, organizational factors were 

defined as those variables of a special education teacher’s work environment associated 

with salary and benefits, teacher roles, paperwork, and caseload issues (Billingsley, 

2004).   

Relational support factors.  Within this study, relational support factors were defined as 

those variables of a special education teacher’s work environment associated with school 

culture and climate, administrative support at both the building and district levels, support 

of colleagues, support through induction and mentoring programs, and professional 

development opportunities (Billingsley, 2004). 

Retention.  For the purposes of this study, retention relates to teachers who remain in a 

special education teaching position, including remaining in positions that are the same as 

the previous year or in another position within the special education field (Council for 

Exceptional Children, 2005). 

Special education teachers:  Special education teachers were defined for the purposes of 

this study as teachers who deliver specialized instruction and services to students with 

disabilities as required by the Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) of those students 

(National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities, 2010).  In this study, 

special education teachers did not include related service providers such as speech 

language pathologists, occupational therapists, physical therapists, nurses, counselors, 

consultants, or social workers (Henderson, 2014).   

Special education teacher attrition.  In this study, special education teacher attrition 

refers to the number of teachers leaving their teaching jobs for any reason, including 
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retirement, illness, death, movement to non-teaching posts, and resignation (Moses, 

Admiraal, & Berry, 2016).   

Intermediate Unit.  Intermediate units are entrepreneurial, highly skilled, technology-

rich, agile providers of cost-effective, instructional, and operational services to school 

districts, charter schools, and more than 2,400 non-public and private schools.  

Additionally, intermediate units are direct providers of quality instruction to over 50,000 

Pennsylvania students.  Pennsylvania's 29 intermediate units were established in 1971 by 

the Pennsylvania General Assembly to operate as regional educational service agencies to 

provide cost-effective, management-efficient programs to Pennsylvania school districts 

(Pennsylvania Association of Intermediate Units [PAIU], 2019). 

Sample demographics.  The demographics of the special educators who responded to 

the survey and to the interview were a limitation of the study.  The sample consisted of 

special education teachers from 13 Northeastern Pennsylvania public school districts 

within the school district region.  The region is comprised of school districts from a 

specific geographic area that implement comparable programming and are of similar size.    

The sample was consequently limited in terms of geographic location and school district 

composition.  The results of this study might differ in other states or regions or in school 

districts with dissimilar demographics. 

Sample size.  The size of the survey sample was a limitation of the study.  The survey 

link was sent to 90 experienced special education teachers with five or more years of 

teaching experience.  The results of a survey and focus group interview of nine special 

education teachers with five or more years of experience cannot be generalized as 
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representative of the opinions of all special educators who remain in the special education 

teaching field for five years or more.   

Instrument.  The study involved a previously utilized and tested survey and correlating 

interview questions, which must be considered a limitation.  Survey items and interview 

questions were designed to avoid confusion; however, survey participants were not able 

to check for understanding with the survey administrator while completing the survey. 

Categorization of retention factors.  Relational support factors and organizational 

factors were broadly defined in Billingsley’s (2004) work. Specific retention factors that 

were used as survey items were categorized for the purposes of this study based upon 

those criteria. 

The following assumptions were accepted in this study:  

  

1.  The survey and interview items and the terms included within those items were clear 

enough to the participants to enable them to respond appropriately.   

2.  The responses of the participants were offered honestly and without bias. 

Summary  

 

Attention to an ongoing special education teacher shortage (Berry et al., 2011) and to 

Billingsley’s (2004) groundbreaking research outlining reasons why special education teachers 

choose to remain in the profession gives rise to the need for this study.  Therefore, this study is 

focused on identifying key retention factors that are within the control of school administrators in 

an effort to assist special education teachers to remain in their current special education teaching 

positions.  To this end, the principal goal of this study is to identify influential retention factors 

based upon the survey and interview responses of special education teachers who have chosen to 
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remain teachers in the field of special education for five years or longer.  One quantitative and 

two qualitative research questions are answered.  Survey data is utilized to determine whether or 

not a difference exists between the reported influence of relational support factors and 

organizational factors on special education teacher retention.  Survey and interview responses 

qualify the data and allow for further analysis.   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

The greatest asset in the school setting is human capital (Hale, 2016).  Special education 

teachers are in high demand; however, there appears to be a revolving door when it comes to the 

recruiting and sustainable retention of these educators from a national perspective (Billingsley, 

2004).  Even with known factors that are linked to special education teacher retention, such as 

administrative support and quality mentor-based induction programs, there still appears to be a 

national special education teacher shortage according to the U.S. Department of Education 

(2016).  Consequently, teacher retention has been shown to influence student achievement 

positively (Kukla-Acevedo, 2009).   

To strengthen public school teaching teams, qualified and experienced special education 

teachers must be attracted and retained by school districts.  Administrators and building teams 

should make every effort to keep these special education professionals in their employ for as 

long as possible (Henderson, 2014).  There is a need for school administrators to identify and 

address the factors within their control that will most likely encourage longevity in the special 

education teaching profession (Henderson, 2014).   

The purpose of this study is to further identify specific retention factors that have 

influenced special education teachers to continue working in the special education field for at 

least five consecutive years.  Within this chapter, the work of theorists, experts, and researchers 

is presented, analyzed, and synthesized in order to provide a comprehensive review of recent 

research literature related to the retention of special education teachers.  Additionally, the review 

of literature includes insight into the ongoing special education teacher shortage, reasons for 

special education teacher burnout and attrition, preparation of new special education teachers, 
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methods for attracting quality special educators, and the factors that have been found to influence 

special education teachers to remain in the field (Henderson, 2014).   

Special Education Teacher Shortage  

 The U.S. Department of Education highlighted a shortage of special education teachers in 

all 50 states as per the Teacher Shortage Areas Nationwide Listing in April of 2012.  An earlier 

report for the U.S. Department of Education by Provasnik & Dorfman (2005) entitled “Mobility 

in the Teacher Workforce” described teacher shortages as a major contributing factor to 

“institutional instability” (p. 1).  According to the Pennsylvania Department of Education in 

2015, the state issued 6,215 in-state certifications, which are issued to Pennsylvania college 

students obtaining certification to teach in the state.  This was a 62% drop from the number 

issued in 2013.  In 2015, special education teaching certificates were issued at an all-time low 

according to the Pennsylvania Department of Education; only 204 certificates were issued that 

year.   

Along the same line, the national turnover rate for teachers who transferred schools or 

left the teaching profession grew from 14% to 16% between 1987-1988 and 1999-2000 

(Provasnik & Dorfman, 2005).  The 2008-2009 Teacher Follow-Up Survey to the most recent 

Schools and Staffing Survey by the National Center on Educational Statistics (NCES) indicated 

8% of public school teachers left the teaching profession altogether, following the 2008-2009 

school year.  For educators with only one to three years of teaching experience, the attrition rate 

was 9.1% (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).  Furthermore, according to Carroll and Foster 

(2010), attrition of first-year teachers has increased steadily since 1994, and over 30% of 

teachers leave the profession within the first five years of teaching.   
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 Researchers Carroll and Foster (2010) found teachers progressively improve their 

instructional skills and efficacy throughout their first seven years of teaching.  Often, beginner 

teachers leave “before they have had time to become proficient educators” (Carroll & Foster, 

2010, p. 4).  As Kukla-Acevedo (2009) shared, “Staff turnover always imposes training, 

interviewing, and productivity costs on an organization” (p. 443).  To the point, Feng and Sass 

(2009) reiterated districts have significant difficulties fully staffing their special education 

programs.  Billingsley (2004) established that special education teacher shortages were apparent 

in 98% of school districts in the United States, which is still consistent with U.S. Department of 

Education data and local Pennsylvania Department of Education data in 2016.  According to 

Beesley, Atwill, Blair, and Barley (2010), special education teachers were the most difficult 

teachers to attract and recruit in medium to large school districts.   

 Forthwith, in rural areas, the special education teacher shortage was found to be 

especially noteworthy and even critical (Sundeen & Wienke, 2009).  According to researchers 

Penuel, Meyer and Valladares (2016), the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2016 strikes 

the highly qualified teacher (HQT) mandate of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), and time will tell 

if it is still challenging for special education teachers to become certified at the middle and high 

school levels, as special education teachers are required to receive general education certification 

in each special education content area they teach in Pennsylvania.  As a result of NCLB and the 

need for highly qualified teachers, researchers Courtade, Servilio, Ludlow, and Anderson (2010) 

found many building principals in rural areas “feel pressured to hire teachers who are highly 

qualified rather than teachers who fit the school or job better” (p. 37).  Attention was focused on 

the increased qualification requirements under NCLB, as the requirements were framed as a 

mechanism that would “worsen the already significant critical shortages and attrition rates in 
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rural special education” (Courtade et al., 2010, p. 46).  Researchers Courtade et al. (2010) 

concluded the best solution to combat the ongoing scarcity of highly qualified special education 

teachers is to increase the supply of novice teachers to supplant those who will inevitably leave 

the field. 

Conversely, according to the American Institute for Research (2017), ESSA (2016) 

provided a pathway to combat the national teacher shortage.  According to the American 

Institute for Research (2017), the first 17 state ESSA plans submitted to the United States 

Department of Education highlighted the following strategies, listed below, to solve the teacher 

shortage problem: 

1. New Jersey and Connecticut plan to market the teaching profession to attract top 

talent.   

2. Colorado, New Jersey, and Tennessee plan to strengthen the pre-college-to-

teacher pipeline by supporting colleges and university in attracting and retaining 

high quality pre-service candidates. 

3. Seven states, including New Jersey, Connecticut, and Delaware, plan to support 

strategic purposeful teacher recruitment.   

4. Seven states, including New Jersey, Connecticut, and Delaware, designed 

collaborative and data analysis opportunities with the colleges and universities 

offering special education and general education teacher preparation programs 

statewide.   

5. Twelve states, including New Jersey, Connecticut, and Delaware, outlined 

enhanced novice teacher support programs as part of the mentoring and induction 



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 16 

processes statewide in their ESSA action plan submission for the 2017-2018 

school year.   

6. Six states detailed strategies to increase teacher compensation in their ESSA 

action plan submission for the 2017-2018 school year.   

7. Ten states incorporated the need to foster and sustain teacher leadership as part of 

their ESSA action plan submission for the 2017-2018 school year.   

8. Four states identified systematic thinking processes as part of their ESSA action 

plan submission for the 2017-2018 school year.   

9. Support will be provided for the recruitment of teachers in all districts statewide 

as identified in the submission of four state plans.   

10. Fifteen plans submitted outline procedures for incorporating educator equity plans 

into the recruitment of teachers statewide.   

According to the American Institute for Research (2017), ESSA (2016) has the potential 

to improve student performance while reducing the special education teacher shortage.  The 

American Institute for Research (2017) stated “ESSA removes the burdensome requirement that 

all special education teachers be certified in a content area plus special education.  The new aim 

is to increase the ability of teachers and leaders to effectively instruct learners including students 

with disabilities.” (p. 1) Along the same line, in a recent study on the impact of teacher 

effectiveness, researchers Behrstock-Sherratt, Bassett, Olsen, & Jacques (2014) cited induction 

and mentoring as the most influential factors contributing to teacher effectiveness and extended 

to account for the sustainable support ESSA (2016) will provide to these core initiatives focusing 

on the attainment and retention of all educators to include special education teachers. 
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In brief, researcher Baker-Doyle (2010) explained teacher shortage and turnover issues 

were symptoms of systemic problems with methods for teacher attraction and recruitment, new 

teacher induction, and retention of experienced teachers.  According to Henderson (2014), 

approximately two-thirds of beginning teachers either left the profession or transferred schools 

during their first five years of teaching.  Furthermore, teacher turnover was found to occur more 

often “in clusters of employees occupying similar roles” (Baker-Doyle, 2010, p. 7), which 

continues to shed light on the historical and continuing trend toward a significant shortage of 

special education teachers.  In the following section, factors that have led to special education 

teacher attrition are examined.   

Special Education Teacher Attrition  

According to Henderson (2014) the shortage of special education teachers was likely 

caused in part by teacher stress and burnout, which led them to leave the special education 

profession.  Consequently, researchers Berry et al. (2011) found teachers who entered the special 

education profession without adequate training, certification, or experience were even more 

likely to leave the field than were well-trained and practiced special educators.  Primary reasons 

given by teachers for leaving special education included retirement, personal issues, paperwork, 

better salary and benefits packages in other districts, a desire to be a general educator or 

administrator, stress and burnout, and lack of training and administrative support (Berry et al., 

2011).   

Along the same line, Billingsley et al. (2009) classified the concerns of new special 

education teachers into “three categories: inclusion, collaboration, and interactions with adults; 

pedagogical concerns; and managing roles” (p. 2).  In terms of inclusion, collaboration, and adult 

interactions, the novice special educators often cited the perception of unsupportive building 



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 18 

climates as an area of significant concern that might lead to special education teacher burnout 

and attrition (Billingsley et al., 2009).  Furthermore, pedagogically, the special education 

teachers struggled to meet all student needs, both academically and behaviorally (Billingsley et 

al., 2009).  In relation to managing roles, novice special educators struggled to balance the 

numerous and varying expectations placed upon them by colleagues, building administrators, 

and district-level supervisors (Billingsley et al., 2009).   

Accordingly, researchers Provasnik and Dorfman (2005) qualified retirement, general 

family reasons, pregnancy and childcare, a desire for better salary and benefits, and the wish for 

a different career as the most commonly-cited reasons for teachers leaving the field of education.  

Teachers who left the field or transferred to other teaching jobs recognized the following primary 

sources of job dissatisfaction: lack of planning time, overwhelming workload, low salary, student 

behavior problems, and large class sizes (Provasnik & Dorfman, 2005).  Researchers Provasnik 

& Dorfman (2005) also noted sources of dissatisfaction that included lack of influence over 

policies and practices, subpar facilities and technology, lack of parental support, ineffective or 

irrelevant professional development, and a lack of professional advancement opportunities.   

 To this end, researchers Greenlee and Brown (2009) found that teachers in challenging 

schools frequently reported concerns with negative student behavior and overall undesirable 

working conditions which, in turn, caused them to leave their teaching positions.  Negative 

working conditions included the lack of resources and facilities within school districts, 

inadequate ability to participate in building-level decision making, lack of administrator support, 

and a generally unmanageable workload (Greenlee & Brown, 2009).  Due to emerging 

challenges and the absence of feelings of success in their chosen profession, teachers in high-
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needs schools abandoned their positions to secure positions in other districts outside of special 

education that were perceived as less difficult (Greenlee & Brown, 2009).   

 Along the same line, researcher O’Donovan (2011) suggested teachers made the decision 

to leave the field of special education due to general dissatisfaction with the profession, salary 

issues, and a decrease in funds available to purchase educational resources.  Researchers 

Albrecht et al. (2009) also suggested teacher workload, excessive paperwork requirements, and 

negative school climate were the primary themes mentioned most often when special education 

teachers left the profession.  Authors Kaufman and Ring (2011) wrote, “even when special 

education teachers entered the field with optimism and eagerness, they were at risk of burnout 

without a plethora of supports to guide and reinforce confidence” (p. 52).  Moreover, special 

education teachers who left after a short career often cited lack of support as their primary reason 

for leaving (Kaufman & Ring, 2011). 

 In another study focused on special education teacher burnout, researchers Bataineh and 

Alsagheer (2012) echoed that negative work conditions and low job satisfaction caused many 

teachers to leave the field.  Most burnout was due specifically to excessive workload, student 

misbehavior, and lack of perceived professional success (Bataineh & Alsagheer, 2012).  

Specifically, Bataineh and Alsagheer (2012) discovered special educators who experienced 

support from family and colleagues and a sense of “personal accomplishment” could better fight 

the propensity to burn out (Bataineh & Alsagheer, 2012, p. 10).   

 Researchers Emery and Vandenberg (2010) stated, “Special education teachers are 

chronically faced with the arduous task of teaching challenging student populations in the 

context of demanding working environments” (p. 119).  Both “professional stress due to student 

teacher characteristics and workplace manageability” were found to be associated with the high 
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burnout rate of special education teachers (Emery & Vandenberg, 2010, p. 119).  Special 

educators who expressed the desire to resign had lost energy and motivation, dreaded their jobs, 

and performed at a diminished level in the classroom prior to leaving the profession of special 

education (Emery & Vandenberg, 2010).  Upon surveying 203 special education teachers, 

researcher Berry (2012) discovered 89% of the teachers surveyed were “satisfied or very 

satisfied with the instructional aspects of their position.”   

However, 67% of teachers indicated they were “dissatisfied or strongly dissatisfied with 

the non-instructional aspects of teaching” (Berry, 2012, p. 9).  The most frequently mentioned 

negative, non-instructional aspect of special education teaching was paperwork (Berry, 2012).  

Sadly, only half of the teachers surveyed in the study expressed the intent to remain in their 

current special education teaching positions for the next five years (Berry, 2012). 

 Researchers Albrecht et al. (2009) framed two variables that proved to be significant 

factors contributing to the intent of special education teachers to leave the profession.  First, 

special education teachers were found to be more likely to leave when support was provided by 

district administration as requested by the teacher, as strictly opposed to unsolicited support on a 

daily basis from the district administration (Albrecht et al., 2009).  Secondly, researchers 

Albrecht et al. (2009) found that when special education teachers had been teaching between two 

and five years total, they were more likely to change professions.  Along the same line, 

researcher Kukla-Acevedo (2009) provided evidence that “Novice teachers were nearly 1.5 times 

as likely to leave the field of teaching and 2 times as likely to switch schools as were experienced 

teachers” (Kukla-Acevedo, 2009, p. 446).  These findings support the suggestion that school 

administrators should make every effort to retain special education teachers for five years or 

longer (Henderson, 2014).   
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Special Education Teacher Pre-Service Preparation  

Novice special education teachers need adequate preparation to prevent special education 

teacher burnout and attrition (Henderson, 2014).  To this point, researchers Feng and Sass (2009) 

noted: “Pre-service preparation in special education has statistically significant and quantitatively 

substantial effects on the ability of educators to promote gains in achievement for students with 

disabilities” (p. 1).  Importantly, the number one factor that determined student achievement was 

found to be teacher quality (Feng & Sass, 2009), and this idea was identified again by 

researchers Behrstock-Sherratt et al. (2014) in a later study entitled: “From Good to Great: 

Exemplary Teachers Share Perspectives Across the Career Continuum.”  Consequently, 

researchers Feng and Sass (2009) discovered professional development courses offered to special 

education teachers who entered the field without full pre-service training and certification were 

not insignificant in terms of student achievement gains, although this professional development 

did positively influence special education teacher productivity.  Further research contributed by 

Feng and Sass (2009) gave rise to the notion that special education teachers with advanced 

degrees, unlike their general education counterparts, were found to be more highly correlated 

with student achievement gains than were special educators with bachelor’s degrees only.   

 Notably, researcher Hanline (2010) is credited with linking special education preparation 

to specific differentiated instructional practices, practical and authentic pre-service teaching 

experiences, and opportunities to experience various inclusive settings.  This specific training 

separates general education teacher preparation from special education teacher preparation 

(Hanline, 2010).  Critically, Hanline (2010) found that when pre-service teachers initiated a 

successful learning incident with an individual student during a field experience, the special 

education teacher candidates were more likely to express enthusiasm and commitment to their 
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chosen profession.  Hanline (2010) also discovered the practicum student teachers were also 

appreciative of the expertise and guidance provided by cooperating teachers and were better able 

to reflect on the special education service delivery models they experienced firsthand.  

Morewood and Condo (2012) further extended this concept.  They are credited with identifying 

the need for practicum students to work in varied school settings with experienced teachers to 

allow for pre-service special education teachers to “make connections between coursework and 

practice” (Morewood & Condo, 2012, p. 16).  “These connections foster instructional knowledge 

as well as teacher confidence.” (Morewood & Condo, 2012, p. 16).   

 Researchers Freedman and Appleman (2009) also suggested that pre-service teacher 

candidates require adequate preparation, both pedagogically and practically, thus blending 

classroom instruction with practical field experiences as equal parts of the pre-service training 

experience.  Freedman and Appleman (2009) extended to suggest future educators will benefit 

from training in reflective action research and from ongoing support through their undergraduate 

student cohort peers.   

The cornerstone of the research conducted by Freedman and Appleman (2009) is rooted 

in the core belief that pre-service teachers need to practice and hone their teaching skills in the 

types of authentic settings in which they will eventually become fully-certified, practicing 

educators.  Along the same line, researchers Petty, Fitchett, and O’Connor (2012) surveyed new 

teachers, who reported an immediate need for more pre-service practicum experiences in 

classrooms within at risk and high needs school systems, districts, and buildings.   

 According to a study done by researchers Ingersoll, Merrill, & May (2012), 

nontraditional and alternative certification routes accounted for approximately 40% of all 

teachers.  Researcher Quigney (2010) found special education teachers who entered the field 
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through these alternative certification methods proved inadequate in the classroom without 

further training in special education-specific pedagogy.  “Alternatively certified special 

educators also required ongoing, job-embedded training and support, including mentoring and 

feedback from practicing special education mentors” (Quigney 2010). (Ingersoll, Merrill, & 

May, 2012, p. 16).   

 In effect, researchers Ingersoll et al. (2012) examined the preparation and retention of 

math and science teachers; however, their research has implications for all teachers, including 

special education teachers.  The study consisted of dividing first-year math and science teachers 

into two groups: those with little or no pedagogical preparation and those with comprehensive 

pedagogical preparation (Ingersoll et al., 2012).  Comprehensive pedagogical preparation 

included most or all of the following: courses in teaching methods and strategies, courses in 

learning theory or child psychology, materials selection instruction, practice teaching, 

observations of other teachers, and feedback on teaching (Ingersoll et al.).  “After dividing first-

year teachers into the two groups based on the national Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), the 

researchers examined the data and discovered math and science teachers were less likely to have 

completed comprehensive pedagogical preparation than were other teachers” (Henderson, 2014, 

p. 22).  “Of all first-year teachers in the study, those “receiving little or no pedagogy were more 

than twice as likely to leave after one year as those who received a comprehensive pedagogy 

package” (Ingersoll et al., 2012, p. 33).  “The researchers concluded that adequate pedagogical 

preparation may be even more important than strong subject-matter knowledge in terms of 

retaining teachers” (Henderson, 2014, p. 22). 

Research by Provasnik & Dorfman (2005) supported the idea that novice teachers make 

significant teacher quality gains in their first year of teaching and show continued gains over 
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their next several years in the profession.  To this point, researchers Feng and Sass (2009) found 

first year teachers were “outperformed by those with only a few years of experience, but after 

four to five years of teaching, the gains attributed to experience proved to be inconsequential” 

(Henderson, 2014, p. 23).  Dillon (2009) also noted, “It takes new teachers three to seven years 

to hit their stride and become quality instructional leaders within the educational environment” 

(Dillon, 2009, p. 27).  The research presented points towards an immediate need to retain special 

education teachers in the field for a minimum of five years for their skills and value to be 

developed and recognized for the direct benefit of students with disabilities.   

Attracting Special Education Teachers  

“School administrators must attract qualified and adequately prepared special education 

teachers so as to retain them” (Henderson, 2014, p.23).  Researchers Beasley et al. (2010) 

discovered a high correlation between difficulties associated with recruiting special education 

teachers and retaining them.  Researcher Carr (2009) suggested that administrators need to 

understand teacher motivations for joining the profession in order to attract educators to their 

districts.  “Although money does talk, educators were less likely than non-educators to cite 

money-related factors as a primary motivating contributor when choosing a career” (Henderson, 

2014, p. 23).  Carr (2009) further suggested teachers tend to be more intrinsically motivated, 

desiring to make a contribution or to make a difference in the lives of others.  As a result of the 

findings, researcher Carr (2009) encouraged districts to focus on providing initiatives such as 

mentoring, professional development, teacher support, and leadership development more than 

focusing on monetary incentives when recruiting teachers.  Carr (2009) further advised that 

administrators with the intention of attracting new educators utilize emotional appeals in an 

effort to promote relationship building regarding the types of students the teacher will be able to 
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reach.  Carr (2009) also suggested promoting district opportunities to attract younger talent 

through the use of social media and school websites that highlight relationship building 

opportunities within the school system.   

In addition to Carr’s (2009) findings, researchers Bruinsma and Jansen (2010) found 

intrinsic motives were primarily present when analyzing the reasons teachers chose to enter their 

profession.  Researchers Bruinsma and Jansen (2010) examined data points suggesting that pre-

service teachers who reported primarily intrinsic motivations for becoming educators were more 

likely to be interested in and participate fully in their pre-service teacher training.   

On the same token, researchers Morewood and Condo (2012) further ascertained the 

intrinsic motivation of pre-service special education teachers must move “beyond the idea of 

helping people to a deeper knowledge and commitment to educating all people” (p. 15).  

Cornerstone research from Morewood and Condo (2012) solidified the concept that “education 

program graduates were more likely to remain committed when they felt confident in their pre-

service preparation and when they perceived available support once they entered the teaching 

profession” (Henderson, 2014, p. 24).   

Moreover, researchers Freedman and Appleman (2012) studied high poverty and urban 

settings and factors that attracted educators to serving in these settings.  Results from the study 

support the hypothesis that educators are attracted to the teaching profession due to a “personal 

sense of mission and a propensity toward hard work and perseverance” (Henderson, 2014, p.24).  

Researcher Williams (2011) provided research findings that also support the hypothesis, 

suggesting that teachers who express a wish to make a “significant difference in the lives of their 

students” would prove more able to effectively manage the difficulties that would inevitably 

occur within their places of employment (Williams, 2011, p. 11).  To the point, researchers 
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Cochran-Smith et al. (2011) connected teacher disposition and commitment to the teaching 

profession as factors that point towards higher rates of special education teacher retention.   

In the same vein, researchers Ashiedu and Scott-Ladd (2012) discovered teachers “with 

higher intrinsic motivational drivers exhibited a more positive intention to remain in the field” 

(Ashiedu and Scott-Ladd, 2012, p. 12).  “These intrinsic motivational drivers included a 

philosophical belief in the power of teaching, the aspiration to work with children, and the need 

to make a difference in students’ lives (Henderson, 2014, p. 25).  With respect to the study 

conducted by researchers Ashiedu and Scott-Ladd (2012), the top five reasons attracting special 

education teacher candidates to the teaching profession were all characterized as intrinsic.  “The 

only exceptions to this strong inclination towards intrinsic motivation were those respondents 

who had already made up their minds to leave the field of education” (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 

2012, p. 12).  “Intrinsic motivation coupled with job satisfaction and fulfillment tended to result 

in the retention of experienced, quality teachers (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012, p. 13).   

Notably, researcher Baker-Doyle (2010) examined ways to attract and recruit special 

education teachers.  The research suggested too much emphasis has been placed on financial 

incentives, alternative entry requirements, and development of human capital, which are all part 

of a labor market perspective on teacher recruitment (Baker-Doyle, 2010).  These “front-end 

attractiveness solutions” tended to focus more on recruiting new teachers than on attracting and 

subsequently retaining them (Baker-Doyle, 2010, p. 3).  In fact, Beesley et al. (2010) established 

that signing bonuses were offered at a higher rate to new teachers in districts that proved to be 

unsuccessful than to those who were successful at retaining teachers (Henderson, 2014, p. 25).   

Comparatively, researchers Maranto and Shuls (2012) stated: “Although widespread, 

monetary incentives have not proved their ability to attract teacher; in Arkansas, the effects of 
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signing bonuses, housing assistance, and loan forgiveness on teacher recruitment were found to 

be unpredictable and to “undermine the public service ethic of the teaching profession” (Maranto 

& Shuls, 2012, p. 38).  Alternatively, researchers Maranto and Shuls (2012) offered the use of 

“financial incentives in combination with an emphasis on public service, classroom autonomy, 

advancement opportunity, professional growth and development, teamwork, and achievement 

results in order to attract teachers” (Henderson, 2014, p. 25).  To this end, author Baker-Doyle 

(2010) argued a social network perspective on teacher recruitment would better serve school 

districts that wished to attract and keep teachers than would monetary incentives (Henderson, 

2014, p. 26).   

 The research of Beesley et al. (2010) focused on specific recruiting and retention 

strategies used by credible, proven high school principals in rural settings.  After mining 

descriptive data from interviewing seven successful principals, a similar strategy was 

implemented in each of the seven schools.  This research pointed toward the ongoing success of 

an adopted “grow-your-own strategy” as principals built a culture around recruiting graduates 

from their home districts and promoting from within (Beesley et al., 2010, p. 15).  Additionally, 

local residents of talent and drive were identified, targeted, and provided assistance to become 

special education teacher trained with the promise of employment.  Federal and state dollars 

were leveraged to assist new teachers in attaining highly qualified status (Beesley et al., 2010).  

Universally, these high school principals aggressively and intentionally promoted the advantages 

of teaching in their community to residents who were potential employees (Beesley et al., 2010).   

Trademark research conducted by researchers Sundeen and Wienke (2009) highlighted 

the need for building administrators to work closely with universities in order to attract and 

recruit “highly qualified special education teacher candidates” (Sundeen and Wienke, 2009, p. 
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4).  The study also identified the need for building administrators to leverage partnerships with 

local colleges and universities for other hard-to-fill positions such as school psychologists and 

school social workers, all relevant to the field of special education (Sundeen and Wienke, 2009).   

Retaining Special Education Teachers 

Teacher Induction and Mentoring.  Researchers Billingsley et al. (2009) “stressed 

teacher induction programs with an emphasis on mentoring were generally accepted to improve 

the quality of novice teachers and to increase special education teacher retention” (Henderson, 

2014, p. 27).  Billingsley et al. (2009) extensively researched best practices for quality mentoring 

and induction of special education teachers.  Through this research they identified the process of 

teacher induction to include adjusting to the profession as well as establishing quality 

instructional practices, teaching routines, and relationship building approaches (Billingsley et al., 

2009).  Furthermore, Billingsley et al. (2009) organized their findings related to special 

education teacher induction within the following categories: “inclusion, collaboration, and 

interaction with adults; pedagogical concerns; and managing roles” (p. 16).  These findings by 

Billingsley et al. (2009) suggested “novice special education teachers gleaned support not only 

from assigned mentors, but from fellow special educators, other school staff members, building 

administrators, and district-level supervisors” (Henderson, 2014, p. 27).  Most importantly, 

combining informal emotional support and deliberate professional support was reported to be 

invaluable to new special education teachers (Billingsley et al., 2009). 

Through extensive research efforts to include the review of multiple studies, researchers 

Billingsley et al. (2009) concluded certain commonly cited recommendations for teacher 

induction programs leverage potential for special education teacher retention.  These commonly 

cited recommendations include the utilization of induction programs as an initial means of 



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 29 

encouraging inclusive collaboration and collegiality among school staff members to aim for 

increased retention by creating an environment of organic support for special education teachers 

new to the district. (Billingsley et al., 2009).  Additionally, it was recommended that systematic, 

structured, and supported district mentoring programs are beneficial for novice teachers 

(Billingsley et al., 2009).  “Within these programs mentors were expected to provide direct 

feedback, narratives that offered stories of their own experiences, and regular support” 

(Billingsley et al., 2009, p. 45).  Researchers Billingsley et al. (2009) also recommended the 

importance of goal setting, embedding professional development opportunities within the school 

day, and providing specific professional development opportunities focused on technology-based 

tools, as these prongs of induction and mentoring are vital for successful special education 

teacher induction programs.  Accessibility to mentors through mentoring options proved equally 

effective in supporting and increasing mentor-mentee interaction (Billingsley et al., 2009).   

With attention to mentoring and induction, researchers Billingsley et al. (2009) further 

recommended prioritizing certain issues in order to provide adequate support and to retain novice 

special educators after conducting an extensive review of current literature.  Improving work 

conditions for new special education teachers through the creation of quality mentoring and 

induction programs needs to be the highest priority for building and district administrators when 

looking to retain special education teachers (Billingsley et al., 2009).  Mentoring and induction 

programs should be designed to encourage a culture and climate that embraces special educators 

and the inclusion of students with identified disabilities (Billingsley et al., 2009).  Also, when 

possible, novice special educators should be assigned reduced responsibilities and workload 

(Billingsley et al., 2009).  Researcher Henderson (2014) extended to suggest, “this would allow 

new teachers to focus on improving job performance with the goal of increasing student 
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achievement” (Billingsley et al., 2009).  Henderson (2014) further suggested that induction 

programs should address the unique needs of special educators through comprehensive 

information, structured mentorships, and professional development opportunities as echoed by 

Billingsley et al. (2009).   

Researchers Wiebke and Bardin (2009) framed high-quality mentoring as a vital facet of 

comprehensive teacher induction programs.  Their research into the arena of special education 

teacher mentoring and induction suggested principals must provide support to establish the 

credibility of mentors and to provide the time and resources needed to promote effective 

mentoring (Wiebke & Bardin, 2009).  They further discovered that mentoring must be focused 

on instructional practices and professional support (Wiebke & Bardin, 2009).  Critically, 

researcher Henderson (2014) echoed the work of researchers Billingsley et al. (2009) as they 

reiterated mentors must also be carefully chosen and matched to novice special educators.   

 Critically, researchers Dempsey, Arthur-Kelly, and Carty (2009) identified that the initial 

professional experiences of early career teachers significantly impact longevity in the field.  In 

their extensive study, researchers Dempsey, Arthur-Kelly, and Carty (2009) defined mentoring 

as a structured, comprehensive program that included one-on-one personal interaction with 

mentors away from class, meetings with groups of mentors and mentees, telephone 

conversations, online discussion groups, and frequent classroom modeling and observation.  

Interestingly, novice teachers reported placing a high value on the mentor-mentee relationship; 

however, fewer than half reported they experienced true mentoring as defined in the study 

(Dempsey et al., 2009).   

To the point, researcher Henderson (2014) concluded that, in today’s schools, traditional 

mentoring was found to present difficulties in a recent study on mentoring for quality induction.  



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 31 

Researchers Billingsley et al. (2011) found that time for planning and feedback from peer 

observations was difficult to find; therefore, online resources were suggested as a supplement to 

conventional mentoring programs (Billingsley et al., 2011).  Along the same line, Billingsley, 

Israel, and Smith (2011) found in some situations online resources could be incorporated with 

traditional mentoring programs in order to support special education teachers with information 

focused on their immediate and unique needs.  Researcher Henderson (2014) extended to outline 

that quality online resources are discovered to contain extensive information on topics of concern 

to special educators, including content, instructional and behavioral strategies, assessment, 

collaboration, time management, and stress management.  Johnson, Humphrey, and Allred 

(2009) also described the establishment of online mentoring for special education teachers, 

specifically those in rural areas.   

With attention to the Novice Teacher Induction Program (NTIP) that was initiated in 

2002 by the U.S. Department of Education, researchers Huling, Resta, and Yeargain (2012) 

analyzed research into the program.  The program, completed 2009, revealed: “Program 

participants have remained in the profession at higher rates than nonparticipants” (Huling et al., 

2012, p. 141).  “The primary focus of the NTIP program was to insure quality, ongoing 

mentoring and support for new teachers, with the program facilitated through universities.  The 

mentorship component of the program enlisted paid, recently retired mentors to attend extensive 

mentorship training before spending two days per week with their novice mentees, observing and 

providing support” (Huling et al., 2012, p. 141).  Additionally, the mentors also spent one 

evening each week with a group of NTIP teachers, for which the NTIP novices earned free 

graduate credit through a grant (Huling et al., 2012).  The NTIP teachers “consistently reported 

high satisfaction with their program experience” (Huling et al., 2012, p. 141).  The results of the 
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study supported the idea that high-quality, structured mentoring and support strongly influences 

new teachers to remain in the educational profession (Huling et al., 2012). 

Similarly, researcher Henderson (2014) pointed to researcher Washburn-Moses (2010), 

who compared mentoring practices for general education and special education teachers.  

“Although the policies and programs utilized by most school districts for mentoring are the same 

for general and special educators, it was found mentoring practices for special education teachers 

often differed from established policy” Henderson, 2014, p. 31).  The special education teachers 

in the study reported mentors and related mentoring programming were less available to them 

than to general educators (Washburn-Moses, 2010). 

Teacher quality and professional development.  Much is to be determined regarding 

the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2016 as the highly qualified language has been removed 

(Marx, 2016).  The Pennsylvania Department of Education does not process stand-alone special 

education certifications.  They issue either a pre-K-8th grade special education teacher 

certification in addition to an elementary education certificate in grades pre-K-4th grade, or a 

content-specific certificate in the areas of either Math, English, Language Arts, Science, or 

Social Studies.  A secondary 9th-12th grade special education certificate can also be granted in 

addition to a content-specific certification in the area of grade 9-12 Math, Science, English, or 

Social Studies (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2017).   

Further research into the prior requirements of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) for highly 

qualified teachers showed it has proven difficult for special educators to become and to remain 

highly qualified (Beesley et al., 2010).  In the past, it has been common for a special educator to 

be the teacher of record for various subjects and classes, despite a lack of preparation and 

certification (Beesley et al., 2010).  Henderson’s 2014 research highlighted special education 
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teachers found it even more difficult to attain highly qualified status in rural areas, as it has been 

common for a special educator to be the teacher of record for various subjects and classes, 

despite a lack of preparation and certification (Henderson, 2014, p. 31).  To this end, researchers 

Berry et al. (2010) made the following observation: “In order to attain effectiveness and to 

remain committed to their teaching positions, these special educators need further training and 

administrative support” (Berry, et al., 2010, p. 3).  Researchers Beesley et al. (2010) also added 

to this point as they identified that, in many cases, rural special educators have been expected to 

provide a wide range of services for which they were not adequately prepared, trained, or 

certified (Beesley et al., 2010).   

Research uncovered by Therrien and Washburn-Moses (2009) found universities appear 

to hold the expectation that school districts are responsible for teachers becoming highly 

qualified, as opposed to adjusting teacher preparation programs to address the need.  Therrien 

and Washburn-Moses (2009) suggested a collaboration agreement between higher education 

institutions, K-12 public school districts, and state departments of education in order to assist 

new teachers with meeting the requirements for highly qualified status (Therrien & Washburn-

Moses, 2009).  Senior researcher Marx (2016) agreed that a tri-collaboration between local state 

department of education governing bodies, colleges, universities, and public school districts is 

still a warranted best practice even with the recent sunsetting of the No Child Left Behind Act 

(2001) and the associated “Highly Qualified Teacher” language (Marx, 2016).  Furthermore, 

Marx (2016) stated novice special education teachers should also be dually general education 

certified for the content they are assigned to teach, as special education training gives rise to 

advanced pedagogy and methods consistent with meeting the diverse learning needs of students 

with disabilities.  Marx (2016) equally argued that being content-certified for the subject areas 
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taught in special education classrooms was equally as important with regard to the quality of 

instruction provided to students with disabilities (Marx, 2016).  The Pennsylvania Department of 

Education [PDE] (2017) is in current alignment with this concept as special education teachers 

need to be content certified.  Researchers Therrien & Washburn-Moses (2009) found that novice 

special education teachers who become highly qualified increase their commitment to the 

profession.  Researcher Quigney (2009) supported the theory that institutions should work 

together to assist new special education teachers with becoming highly qualified.  Henderson 

(2014), in conjunction with Quigney (2009), offered this assistance would help potential special 

education teachers avoid the perception that “their role would not carry the prestige, credibility 

and respect afforded general education teachers without additional proof of their qualifications, 

and thus deter them from pursuing a career as special educators” (Quigney, 2009, p. 54). 

 Comparatively, researchers Provasnik & Dorfman (2005) studied special education 

teacher effectiveness and stated the following from their research: “Increased teacher turnover 

does not necessarily mean that there will be greater proportions of inexperienced teachers in the 

workforce” (Provasnik & Dorfman, 2005, p. 9).  Researcher Henderson (2014) unpacked their 

research to find that “many teachers who were newly hired in school districts were actually 

experienced teachers who transferred from other teaching positions” (Henderson, 2014, p. 32).   

 For example, other personal characteristics and personality traits of educators have been 

found to contribute to teacher retention.  Special education teachers who demonstrate the ability 

to cope calmly with difficult situations, have creativity, demonstrate decisiveness, show 

efficiency in use of time and energy, have effective communication skills, are empathetic to the 

needs of others, are able to solve problems, and have respect for diversity are more likely to be 

effective teachers who intend to remain in the teaching profession (Kaufman & Ring, 2011).   
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 According to researchers Boyd et al. (2010), special education teachers who experienced 

success in the classroom were more satisfied with their jobs and tended to remain in their current 

positions as opposed to special education teachers who entered the field from highly competitive 

colleges with higher exam scores.  The research suggested teachers from highly competitive 

colleges with higher exam scores were more likely to transfer from their current teaching 

positions to other educational positions (Boyd et al., 2010).   

 Researchers Berry et al. (2011) examined professional development as a strategy to 

encourage special education teacher retention.  Professional development linked to special 

education teacher interests was discovered to take the form of development offered in the areas 

of special education processes and paperwork consistent with the school or district initiatives or 

standard operating procedures, technology, behavior management, general curriculum content, 

and disability-specific information (Berry et al., 2011).   

Ongoing research confirmed equally identified critical areas of professional development 

needs include identifying best collaborative practices, working with parents, and including 

students with disabilities in the general education curriculum (Berry et al., 2011).  Most 

importantly, the work of the researchers Berry et al. (2010) gave rise to data highlighting that 

relevant and timely professional development may reduce stress, increase proficiency, and 

promote commitment of teachers to special education (Berry et al., 2010).   

Current research from Dufour & Reason (2016) extended their original landmark 

research in the area of professional learning communities to pre-service teacher development.  

Dufour & Reason (2016) examined graduates of professional development school models that 

center on professional learning.  Researchers Cochran-Smith et al. (2011) originally found that 

pre-service teachers receiving pre-service training in this cooperative learning model between the 
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college and the cooperative public school district felt more prepared to teach and to persist 

longer in the profession.  Dufour & Reason (2016) explored digital bridges within this 

professional learning model and drew similar conclusions.  Pre-service special education teacher 

candidates felt more prepared for the classroom upon graduation as they spent more time with 

on-the-job training, both in and out of the classroom setting, through the use of face-to-face 

practicum experiences and digital tools (Dufour & Reason, 2016).  To enumerate, the 

opportunity for on-the-job professional development in the pre-service training capacity for 

practicing special education teachers was cited as the most significant school climate and 

workplace condition contributing to teacher retention, as cited by researchers Albrecht et al. 

(2009) and affirmed by Cochran-Smith et al. (2011).  Current research from Dufour & Reason 

(2016) also provided validation that high-quality and meaningful professional learning in both 

the pre-service and service arenas contributes to the retention of special education teachers.   

Work conditions.  “Billingsley et al. (2009) reviewed literature related to special 

education teacher induction programs and discovered clear and evident support from building 

principals led special educators to express a greater overall sense of job satisfaction” (Henderson, 

2014, p. 34).  Researchers Billingsley et al. (2009) confirmed special education teachers who felt 

a strong sense of loyalty and support from their building leaders were positively influenced to 

stay in the profession and, more importantly, in their current teaching assignments.  Research 

identified a sense of loyalty and support felt by special education teachers manifested in the 

planning of relevant and meaningful professional development activities, perceived feelings of 

peer support, and fewer role confusion issues, and the teachers were less stressed due to the 

perceived feeling of support from building administrators (Billingsley et al., 2009).   
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Researcher Prather-Jones (2011) examined 13 special education teachers of students with 

emotional and behavioral disorders as reported by researcher Henderson (2014).  “As part of the 

research efforts these 13 special education teachers were interviewed extensively regarding their 

teaching backgrounds and their reasons for remaining in the special education teaching field for 

five years or longer.  Questions were divided into categories based on Billingsley’s 2004 work 

and addressed external factors, personality factors, and employment factors” (Henderson, 2014, 

p. 35).  The study yielded patterns that emerged showing a fundamental need for administrative 

and collegial support, especially during the first few years of teaching special education with 

students identified as having emotional and behavioral disorders (Prather-Jones, 2011).   

Further research lent to the formulation of three themes designed to frame administrative 

support (Prather-Jones, 2011).  Henderson (2014) reported these themes as: “First, special 

educators desired principals to enforce consequences and to include the teacher in decisions 

when discipline issues occurred (Prather-Jones, 2011).  Second, teachers wanted to feel respected 

and appreciated by their principals (Prather-Jones, 2011).  Finally, special educators wished for 

principals to create a culture and climate that enabled special education teachers to gain collegial 

support from the other teachers around them” (Prather-Jones, 2011), and this was linked to 

special education teacher retention (Henderson, 2014, p. 35).  Additional research conducted by 

Prather-Jones (2011) suggested principals should become more knowledgeable about special 

education in order to show their support to special educators.  To this end, Henderson (2014) 

highlighted the body of work constructed by researchers Albrecht et al. (2009), which also found 

administrative support was crucial for special education teacher retention.  In this specific study, 

special education teachers who were supported on a daily basis by administrators and other 

personnel expressed the intent to continue as special educators (Albrecht et al., 2009).   
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Moreover, researcher Berry (2012) affirmed the work of Albrecht et al. (2009) as the 

research from a new study, focusing on factors that influence special education teacher retention, 

further suggested that “perceived support increases the commitment of special education teachers 

to the profession” (Berry, 2012, p. 13).  Henderson’s 2014 research further identified the three 

variables defined by Berry (2012) as critical for job satisfaction of special educators.  Henderson 

(2014) explained that:  “First and foremost, the teachers desired administrative support, closely 

followed in importance by the support of general education teachers (Berry, 2012).  The final 

factor was the desire for colleagues to understand the role of special educators and to share in the 

responsibility of educating students with disabilities”, as researched Berry (2012) and explained 

by Henderson (2014, p. 35).  Henderson (2014) extended by highlighting that special educators 

seemed to agree the most helpful support they received was from other special education 

teachers in the same building (Berry, 2014). 

Researchers Kaufman and Ring (2011) studied factors that impact special education 

teacher retention pertaining to workplace conditions.  Their research suggests special education 

teachers need to build connections with like-minded professionals to build capacity in terms of a 

support system that may cultivate resolve and prevent attrition during challenging times.  The 

research conducted by Kaufman and Ring (2011) also supported the concept of a healthy 

work/life balance as a factor that is linked to the prevention of special education teacher attrition.  

Researchers Wiebke and Bardin (2009) and researcher Baker-Doyle (2010) highlighted a healthy 

work/life balance and a network of trusted job-alike professionals are vital factors that strongly 

influence special education teacher retention.   

 On the same token, researchers Freedman and Appleman (2012) suggested a dynamic 

support network is a primary reason that special education teachers choose to stay in the field.  
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Researcher Baker-Doyle (2010) also conducted extensive research in the arena of leveraging the 

power of social network for sustained success in the workplace.  An emphasis on professional 

communities and relationships is linked to a workplace condition that fosters sustainability in the 

field of special education (Baker-Doyle, 2010).  Consequently, researcher Baker-Doyle (2010) 

defined intentional professional networking in the workplace as a condition giving rise to a 

supportive mechanism for all special education teachers which, in turn, is a factor that is 

significantly linked to special education teacher retention.  Lastly, researcher Baker-Doyle 

(2010) put great emphasis on the capacity of professional social networks, as the research 

confirmed social networks increase the “development of teacher quality, school capacity, and 

student achievement” in schools (Baker-Doyle, 2010, p. 8).   

Equally, the quality of student-teacher relationships also contributes significantly to 

special education teacher retention (Cochran-Smith et al., 2011).  Researchers Greenlee and 

Brown (2009) discovered the most commonly-used method for attracting and retaining special 

education teachers in high needs school systems was some form of incentive program, which 

generally took the form of salary increases, bonuses, tuition reimbursement, or increased 

benefits.  However, while the results of their study show financial incentives do increase teacher 

retention, other retention factors, such as working conditions and administrator support, were 

equally, if not more, effective (Greenlee & Brown, 2009).   

Notably, working conditions such as adequate time to complete paperwork, access to 

technology resources, adequate classroom space, access to curricular materials, support from 

colleagues, overall positive school climate, and availability of other special education personnel 

were discovered by researchers Albrecht et al. (2009) to be factors that cultivate special 

education teacher retention.  Each of the aforementioned factors defined by researchers Albrecht 
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et al. (2009) were rated as significant workplace conditions that led special educators to remain 

in the field of special education (Albrecht et al.  2009).   

Administrative Leadership. Researchers Schlichte et al. (2005) studied the relationship 

between special education teachers’ perceptions of teaching, collaboration, and administrative 

support.  Research methods included interviews with special education teachers utilizing a semi 

scripted format.  Data from these interviews was mined utilizing transcription and audio taping.  

Data was then analyzed for common themes (Schlichte et al., 2005).  The study concluded that 

only one participant in the extensive research study “reported a positive first year experience 

during which he felt a connection to the school because of administrative support” (Schlichte et 

al., 2005, p.15).  Additionally, the study detailed all other participants “reported a lack of 

leadership and guidance from the building administration” (Schlichte et al., 2005, p.18).  

Participants in the study stated feelings of insecurity, isolation, and insignificance, especially 

when approaching an administrator with concerns or with praise (Schlichte et al., 2005).  

Specifically, one participant reported feeling isolated and disconnected, which resulted in leaving 

the profession after only one year of teaching in the field of special education (Schlichte et al., 

2005).  Recommendations from this study give rise to the need for more research on factors that 

support the retention of special education teachers.  Furthermore, Schlichte et al. (2005) 

recommend that school leaders be more proactive in the induction and mentorship of novice 

teachers to improve retention.   

To the point, researcher Kukla-Acevedo (2009) identified that administrative support was 

the only factor that highlighted a significant relationship to overall special education teacher 

mobility.  Researcher Kukla-Acevedo (2009) concluded: “The odds of a teacher leaving his or 

her current post were reduced by 16.9% for every standard deviation increase in perceived 
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support from the school’s administrative staff” (Kukla-Acevedo, 2009, p. 448).  Conclusions 

from the study suggest first year teachers are strongly influenced to persist in the field of special 

education or leave the special education teaching field than more experienced special education 

teachers (Kukla-Acevedo, 2009).  Furthermore, the study suggests school climate linked directly 

to perceived levels of administrative support is a significant factor that is interfaced with special 

education teacher retention (Kukla-Acevedo, 2009).  To this end, researchers Greenlee & Brown 

(2009) found special education teachers expressed the desire to work in buildings with principals 

who took the time to “build relationships with and advocate for staff members, allowed teachers 

to become leaders through participation in decision-making, were accessible to and receptive of 

teachers, and provided the resources and time for teachers to grow and develop” (Greenlee & 

Brown, 2009, p. 17). 

Greenlee and Brown (2009) reported the most effective  behaviors by principals in 

encouraging teacher retention included the following:   

creates a positive school culture (41%); creates conditions that enhance the staff’s desire 

and willingness to focus energy on achieving educational excellence (37%); demonstrates 

integrity and well-reasoned educational beliefs based on an understanding of teaching 

and learning (19%); and provides opportunities for teachers to think, plan, and work 

together (19%) (Greenlee and Brown, 2009, p. 102). 

Overall, researchers Greenlee and Brown (2009) offered supporting conclusions 

acknowledging the importance of financial incentives to teacher retention. However, the research 

concluded the incentives alone were not enough to convince teachers to remain in challenging 

schools, as principal support was framed as a paramount factor.   
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Likewise, researcher Gilbar (2012) explored special education teacher retention factors 

influenced by school principals, such as “school climate, administrative support, colleague 

support, mentoring, and professional development” (Gilbar, 2012, p. 2).  Gilbar (2012) 

determined a significant relationship between special education teacher retention and the 

establishment of positive school culture defined by clear vision and collaboration.  Positive 

school climate, as defined by Gilbar (2012), fosters an environment of support among all staff 

members as deemed essential for special education teacher retention.  Gilbar (2012) further 

concluded systematic mentoring programs supported by school principals, in addition to high 

quality professional development opportunities, reinforce the retention of special education 

teachers.   

Summary  

Recent research conducted over the past decade pointed towards the retention of special 

education teachers being influenced by various factors, both within and outside the control of 

building principals and district-level administrators (Billingsley et al., 2009).  With this intention, 

researchers Feng & Sass (2009) validated the fact that special education teachers are in short 

supply and that it continues to be difficult for school districts to hire and retain such teachers.  

Furthermore, researchers Berry et al. (2011) noted many issues may lead to teacher burnout; 

however, they pointed out certain additional factors cause special education teachers to leave the 

field.  Researchers Beesley et al. (2010) echoed that when special educators are well-trained, 

fully certified, and adequately prepared for their teaching positions, they are more likely to stay 

in the field.  Furthermore, teacher quality, preparation, professional development, work 

conditions, and mentoring can all contribute to greater retention success for special education 

teachers (Billingsley et al., 2009).  High-quality professional development, positive working 
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conditions linked to school climate, and administrative support that includes an emphasis on the 

provision of induction and mentoring programs are well within the influence and control of 

school district and building administrators.  These specific relational and organizational factors 

have been successfully linked to the recruitment and retention of special education teachers as 

identified in comparable studies by researcher Boeddeker (2010) and researcher Henderson 

(2014).  This study is designed to build upon this body of research in an attempt to identify and 

evaluate factors that lead to special education teacher retention in 13 school districts across 

northeastern Pennsylvania.   
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Chapter 3 

Methodology  

The purpose of this study was to identify and evaluate specific factors that influence 

public school special education teacher retention for five years or longer across 13 public school 

districts in northeastern Pennsylvania, in an attempt to build upon comparable special education 

retention studies by researchers Boeddeker (2010) and Henderson (2014).  The study consisted 

of a mixed methodology approach giving rise to the implementation of a Likert scale-style 

survey (quantitative) and focus group interview (qualitative) designed to mine relevant data in 

the arena of special education teacher retention and the factors that influence it.  Importantly, 

nonparametric descriptive statistics were utilized to examine the possibility of a difference 

between the reported influence of relational support and organizational factors on special 

education teacher retention in an attempt to build on the comparable studies conducted by 

researchers Boeddeker (2010) and Henderson (2014).  Special education teachers with a 

minimum of five consecutive years of service were surveyed through the utilization of a Likert 

style survey and interview questions were designed to elicit survey and quantitative descriptive 

data was mined to assist with identification and evaluation of factors that influence special 

education teacher retention.  Furthermore, qualitative data was abstracted through an interview-

style focus group with special education teachers that have five or more years of consecutive 

service.   

Problem and Purpose Overview  

According to the National Coalition on Personnel Shortages (2015), there is a national 

crisis that exists within the field of special education linked to recruiting and retention 

challenges.  According to data from the National Coalition on Personnel Shortages (2015), 
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public school districts across the United States are unable to meet the growing demand to 

provide special education services for over six million students nationwide with identified 

disabilities.  This identified national crisis prompts further research into the arena of special 

education recruitment and retention; specifically, the identification and evaluation of factors that 

influence teacher retention for special education teachers who remain in the field of special 

education for five or more consecutive years.  The aim of this study was to provide school 

administrators with insight into factors that influence special education teacher retention for the 

purpose of retaining experienced special education teachers.   

Researcher Henderson (2014) echoed the research conclusions gleaned from a similar 

study conducted by researchers Feng & Sass (2009), which suggested that when students with 

disabilities are taught by inexperienced and less qualified special education teachers, student 

outcomes in the areas of social growth and academic achievement suffer.  Furthermore, Feng and 

Sass (2009) further stated: “The effects of experience are much larger in special education 

classroom settings than in general education classrooms” (Feng & Sass, 2009, p. 20).  Researcher 

Henderson (2014) added to this body of research that “may help school administrators increase 

the longevity of special education teachers and thus prevent this setback in achievement of 

students with disabilities” (Henderson, 2014, p. 43).  With permission from Henderson (2014) to 

build on her 2014 study, the following research hypothesis and connecting questions were 

addressed to identify and evaluate factors that influence special education teacher retention 

across 13 public school districts in northeastern Pennsylvania.   

Research Questions.   

1. What difference exists, if any, between the influence of relational support factors and 

organizational factors as reported by special education teachers who work in either an 
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intermediate unit or district who remain in their current teaching positions for five years 

or more? 

2. What retention factors do special education teachers most often report as influential 

reasons for staying in their current teaching positions for five years or more? 

3. What attitudes are expressed by special education teachers regarding the influence of 

relational support factors and organizational factors on their decisions to remain in their 

current teaching positions for five years or more? 

Research Design 

 Permission was granted by Henderson (2014) to utilize the hypothesis and connecting 

research questions from her 2014 study, as the research design model mirrored this study in an 

effort to further identify and evaluate factors that influence special education teacher retention 

across 13 public school districts in northeastern Pennsylvania.  The design of this research study 

gave rise to a mixed-methods approach.  Specifically, this study utilized a quantitative Likert 

scale-based survey to mine data linked to the identification of factors that may influence special 

education teacher retention for special education teachers with five or more consecutive years of 

experience.  Equally, qualitative data was gleaned from an interview-based focus group designed 

to further evaluate the identified factors that influence special education teacher retention for 

special education teachers with five or more consecutive years of experience.   

 Henderson’s 2014 study highlighted the work of researchers Kisely and Kendall (2011), 

stating survey results call for inductive data analysis that allows “meaning to emerge from the 

data” (Kisely and Kendall, 2011, p. 364).   

Descriptive methods were used in this study to depict the data presented through analysis 

of coded survey responses.  Moreover, Henderson (2014) echoed the sentiments of researcher 
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Ravid (2011), as descriptive research involves the collection and interpretation of data “without 

any manipulation or intervention” on the part of a researcher (Ravid, 2011, p. 7).  Consequently, 

both the Likert-style “survey and interview questions were designed to elicit candid responses 

from participants that could be summarized and reviewed without bias” (Henderson, 2014, p. 

44).   

For purposes of this study, Likert-style surveys were distributed through the mode of 

electronic communication in which a Google Form link to the survey was embedded.  This 

electronic communication was emailed to 90 special education teachers with at least five 

consecutive years or more of experience across 13 school districts in northeastern Pennsylvania.  

Specifically, the electronic communication contained clear instructions in addition to the 

embedded web-based link to the online survey.  Importantly, the Google Form (online survey 

format) provided anonymity for all participants and all responses.  Access to the study 

participants was assured by the Colonial Intermediate Unit 20 Executive Director, who oversees 

all special education personnel in the 13 school districts across northeastern Pennsylvania 

included in the sample.  The electronic email addresses were made available through the 

Colonial Intermediate Unit 20 Gmail database.   

 The qualitative facet of the study, giving rise to a focus group-based interview consisting 

of nine special education teachers who have remained in their current teaching positions for a 

minimum of five consecutive years or more, was designed to further evaluate identified 

relational and organizational factors that may influence special education teacher retention.  

Potential focus group participants interviewed were identified through communication with the 

Executive Director of the Colonial Intermediate Unit 20, who oversees the special education 

teachers serving in 13 school districts across northeastern Pennsylvania who were included in the 



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 48 

sample.  The focus group interview was conducted in person with the nine selected veteran 

special education teachers with five or more consecutive years of service in their current 

positions.  Responses from the focus group interview were used to confirm themes and 

categories that emerged from the survey data.  Additionally, data mined from the focus group 

interview will aid in the evaluation of relational support and associated organizational factors 

that may influence special education teacher retention.   

Population and Sample 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2017), there were 473,800 special education 

in the United States during the 2015-2016 school year.  The recent 2014-2015 Schools and 

Staffing Survey by the National Center on Educational Statistics (NCES, 2015) indicated 

approximately 60% of teachers leave the building in which they teach before five years have 

passed.   

Kisely and Kendall (2011) outlined sampling as purposive, thus giving rise to the idea 

that participants have the capacity to provide data necessary and relevant to the topic of study.  

The participants in this study were representative of the population of public school special 

education teachers who teach either in a district or intermediate unit and have remained in 

special education teaching positions for five or more consecutive years in the Northeastern 

Pennsylvania public school system.  Specifically, the participating teachers have served as 

special education teachers in their current public school districts for at least the past five years, as 

mirrored by Henderson (2014).  The specific purposive sample for the survey portion of this 

study included 47 district special education teachers and 32 intermediate unit special education 

teachers who met the above criterion and who teach within the public school system in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania.  The sampling method employed was the cluster sample, which was 
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defined by Sullivan (2008) as the inclusion of all members within a selected subgroup of the 

population, as the sampling method was applied to mirror that of the comparable Henderson 

(2014) study.  The specific unit of analysis was the individual teacher, in order to model that of 

the comparable Henderson (2014) study.   

To further disaggregate the data, two focus groups were designed to include nine 

elementary teachers in focus group 1, two middle school teachers, and two high school teachers 

in focus group 2; with permission, the groups were asked the same eight interview questions 

used in the Henderson (2014) study.  The interview sample was stratified by grade level cluster 

(elementary, middle, and high school) and each participating focus group member was required 

to take the study survey and to have five or more years of experience in the field of special 

education teaching within a specific grade level cluster, as defined by elementary K-6 and 

secondary 7-12.  The intention was to meet with at least four special education teachers who had 

taken the survey at each grade level cluster (elementary K-6, and secondary 7-12) and to present 

the eight focus group questions utilized with permission in the comparable Henderson (2014) 

study.  Each of the eight questions was presented to each focus group respectively and an open 

discussion was held to further disaggregate the data collected through the implementation of 

study survey.  Furthermore, the “Transcribe Me” app was utilized to record the dialogue 

exchanged in each of two focus groups.  Focus groups were then formed.  The elementary K-6 

focus group was comprised of nine district elementary special education teachers with five or 

more years of special education teaching experience, and a secondary focus group was 

comprised of four district special education teachers with five or more years of experience who 

teach in grades 7-12.   
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Instrumentation  

The instrumentation for this study included an online survey, borrowed with permission, 

that was utilized in a comparable study by Henderson (2014), which this study was designed to 

build upon.  The survey was accessed through a web-based link within an electronic 

communication, as mirrored in the comparable Henderson (2014) study.   

The electronic survey was borrowed for this study with written permission obtained from 

the author of the survey (Henderson, 2014).  The survey was designed to be aligned to the 

conceptual framework and recent research outlined in Chapter 2, as it addressed two main 

categorized factor groups the research suggested may influence special education teacher 

retention for five years or more (Henderson, 2014).  To this end, the survey included a five-point 

Likert rating scale for each closed item.  These closed items required the participants to rate the 

influence of specific factors on their decisions to remain in the field of special education.  The 

factors chosen for the closed Likert items included special education teacher retention factors 

outlined in previous research (Albrecht et al., 2009; Beesley et al., 2010; Berry, 2012; Berry et 

al., 2011; Billingsley, 2004; Carr, 2009; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; Prather-Jones, 2011).  The closed 

survey questions were designed to be as clear and unambiguous as possible.  A final, open-ended 

survey item allowed the participants to provide their own reasons for remaining in their special 

education teaching positions.  The survey was included as part of the Appendix within the 

dissertation (see Appendix A).   

 To further disaggregate the data gleaned from the survey, two focus groups were 

constructed.  Each of the two focus groups consisted of at least four special education teachers 

with five or more years of special education experience teaching within their respected levels 

(elementary K-6 and secondary 7-12).  The eight-question interview questionnaire was borrowed 
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with permission from Henderson (2014).  The methodology was adjusted from Henderson’s 

(2014) study, which utilized an individual interview process to focus group platform to further 

disaggregate the survey data gleaned for quantitative data analysis.  The focus group questions 

related directly to the survey items and were designed to elicit candid information from the 

participants about the retention factors that have influenced them to continue in their special 

education teaching positions for at least five or more years (Henderson, 2014).  The focus group 

questions were used to bring forth participant opinions about the relative influence of relational 

support and organizational factors on special education teacher retention as modeled after the 

Henderson (2014) study.  Prior to the design of each of the two focus groups, the focus group 

questionnaire was piloted by a combined group of eight special education teachers spanning 

grades K-12 with five or more years of experience who are currently working in a district or 

intermediate unit in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  The pilot group also completed the survey.  No 

suggestions were offered for adjustment to the focus group questions or to the borrowed study 

survey.   

Data Collection  

Following approval of the Centenary University Institutional Review Board (IRB) (see 

Appendix B), the data collection process began with an electronic communication sent to each 

participant of the survey sample containing a letter of recruitment and informed consent (see 

Appendix C).  The letter of informed consent specified the following assurances: responses were 

confidential, no risks or benefits of participation were anticipated, and initial and continued 

participation in the survey was voluntary.  The letter of informed consent was sent to participants 

upon initiation of the survey window.  Survey data were collected within a one-month survey 

window.  The window opened upon delivery of an instructional electronic communication 
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containing the web-based survey link.  Survey responses received within the one-month window 

were included in the data set for the research study, as directly modeled after the Henderson 

(2014) study with written permission.  To this end, data was collected through the utilization of 

Google forms.  As surveys were completed, participant responses were automatically recorded 

into a comprehensive spreadsheet accessible through Google forms.  The survey structure 

allowed an end date to be set for survey completion of one month from the instructional 

electronic communication.  Participants were prompted to complete all survey questions but 

were allowed to withdraw from the process at any time.  As a mechanism for study fidelity, the 

Google forms software prevented individual participants from completing more than one survey.   

Two focus groups were then assembled to further disaggregate survey data by factor 

themes, as study participants were invited to participate in the two focus groups via electronic 

communication with informed consent (see Appendix D).  The focus group questions (see 

Appendix F) and a reminder of the date, time, and location of each focus group (elementary K-6 

and secondary 7-12) were sent to each of the participants approximately one week prior to each 

of the two focus groups.  Each of the two focus groups were conducted in person and recorded 

by the TranscribeMe App for accuracy in a focused effort to further disaggregate the data 

gleaned from the student survey.  Participants were allowed to withdraw from the focus group 

process at any time as outlined in the electronic communication that solicited participation, as 

modeled after the comparable Henderson (2014) study.   

As notated in Henderson’s (2014) comparable study, Ravid (2011) described validity as 

the “extent to which a test measures what it is supposed to measure and the appropriateness of 

the ways it is used and interpreted” (p. 203).  Validity in studies involving surveys implies the 

instrument will be used in the way the researcher indicated it was to be used (Ravid, 2011).  The 



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 53 

survey and interview instruments utilized in this study were intended to bring forth honest 

responses from participants as initially designed by Henderson (2014) and then implemented 

with written consent for the data collection purposes of this study.  The responses were then 

recorded and analyzed, but they were not manipulated to fit any preconceived ideas; this reduced 

the possibility of researcher bias.   

Although the factors for special education teacher retention included on the closed survey 

items were predetermined, all survey participants were given the opportunity to provide their 

own unique answers on the open-ended survey question as embedded in the survey.  The two 

focus groups served as a platform to further identify common themes discovered in the survey 

data analysis and from the open-ended responses gleaned from question 50 of the survey.  Open 

and axial coding was used to identify common words and phrases that resulted from the two 

focus group discussions transcribed utilizing the TranscribeMe app. From those common words 

and phrases, themes and categories emerged as directly modeled to build upon the research 

conducted by Henderson (2014).   

Face validity was established for the study, because the survey and interview items were 

designed to elicit accurate information about the characteristics of special education teachers 

who have remained in the field for five or more years as modeled in the Henderson (2014) study 

respectively.  Ravid (2011) explained sufficient face validity should allow participants to 

recognize the survey’s relevance and increase their motivation and interest in involvement, as 

further outlined by Henderson (2014, p.50).  Although many researchers discount the value of 

face validity, in this study it proved to encourage appropriate and positive participant attitudes 

toward the survey and interviews (Ravid, 2011).  Selection bias did affect the external validity of 

this study (Ravid, 2011), as the sample was comprised of 34 public school districts supported by 
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two Pennsylvania intermediate units consequently limited in terms of geographic location and 

school district composition.  In other states or in districts with dissimilar demographics, the 

results might not be properly generalized.  As established by Niaz (2009), a survey of 76 special 

education teachers cannot be generalized as absolutely representative of the beliefs of all special 

educators who have remained in the special education teaching field for five years or longer.  

These survey responses can, however, be considered authentic by the research community (Niaz, 

2009, restated by Henderson 2014, p. 51).   

To extend, Niaz (2009) further stated, “It is generally accepted by…researchers that 

generalizability is neither desirable nor necessary, as such studies are not designed to allow 

systematic generalizations to some wider population” (p. 544).  “Loss of participants during the 

research process might also have affected the validity of the proposed study,” as notated by 

Henderson (2014, p. 51).  One teacher who participated in the proposed study failed to complete 

all survey items; as a result, that teacher was eliminated from the sample.   

According to Kisely and Kendall (2011) and restated in the Henderson study (2014, p. 

51), within research based on surveys, data must be assessed in terms of trustworthiness in order 

to assess its validity and reliability.  Moreover, Ravid (2011) maintained studies are reliable 

when they “provide consistent and accurate results” (p. 192).  In this study reliability was 

increased, as the survey and focus group questionnaire were borrowed with written consent from 

Henderson (2014).  Additionally, the focus group questionnaire was piloted with no further 

suggestions prior to implementation.  The results were then reported in an unbiased, descriptive 

manner as suggested by Ravid (2011).  All information and responses collected through the 

online survey and through the two focus groups remained anonymous.  At no time throughout 

the administration of the study or during the two focus groups were participants harmed, and all 
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participants could choose to discontinue their involvement at any time.  Ravid (2011) insisted the 

rights of all participants should be defended throughout the course of the study.  All ethical 

procedures were considered and addressed in order to prevent harm and to protect the 

participants in this study, as modeled after the comparable Henderson (2014) study.   

Data Analysis  

As is typical of descriptive research, this study was designed to “classify, organize, and 

summarize numerical data” (Ravid, 2011, p. 238).  Data was coordinated, organized, and 

summarized following the survey, as mirrored after the comparable Henderson (2014) study. 

Likert scales were developed in 1932 by Rensis Likert to examine attitudinal data 

through a quantitative measure (Paul, 2010), and the survey used in this study was designed to 

reflect that of a Likert scale.  In order to avoid respondent bias, Paul (2010) suggested five-point 

Likert rating scales were “preferable to scales with even-numbered rating choices when survey 

participants could be expected to express neutral feelings about items” (Henderson, 2014, p. 51).  

Henderson (2014) noted that “unfortunately, the option for a neutral response can lead to central 

tendency bias, wherein respondents tend to avoid extreme responses” (Paul, 2010).  

Nevertheless, the resulting neutral data may not provide the clear attitudinal information 

researchers are looking to quantify (Paul, 2010).  Data from Likert items are considered to be 

ordinal rather than nominal, interval, or ratio (Boone & Boone, 2012; Paul, 2010).  Ordinal data 

are ranked in an order of magnitude, but the difference among ratings on the continuum does not 

remain constant and cannot be quantified or standardized amongst respondents (Boone & Boone, 

2012).   

Specific to this study, as modeled in Henderson’s (2014) study, a frequency distribution 

of Likert ratings was presented for each survey factor (Ravid, 2011).  As suggested by Ravid 
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(2011), the raw scores of each factor, representing the frequency of Likert responses for each 

survey question, were converted to percentages to indicate how many participants chose each 

Likert scale level for each influential factor, as also modeled in Henderson’s (2014) study.  An 

additional step was then taken to ensure fidelity; there were 18 questions that specifically 

addressed organizational factors and 28 questions that specifically addressed relational factors 

within the 50 question survey.  To eliminate bias each closed survey item (46 in total) was 

weighted accordingly to create more equity between the two factor groupings identified in the 

survey.  As notated, there were 10 more relational (R) questions than organizational (O) 

questions embedded in the survey borrowed with written consent from Henderson (2014).  

Respectively, the 18 organizational factor group closed survey items were scored and then 

divided by 100 to provide an evenly distributed weight of 18%.   The 28 relational factor closed 

survey items were then respectively weighted higher, and the possible score of these questions 

was then divided by 150, respectively averaging out the combined weight to also be 18%, thus 

showing an equal distribution.  The remaining four questions in the survey were designed to 

identify the type of special education service (district of IU), level of education, and years of 

service, and to provide an open-ended opportunity to extend upon the information communicated 

in the survey.  A configuration of the frequency distribution of Likert score means was 

conducted through SPSS as a parametric paired sample T-test (Winter & Dodou, 2010) was 

utilized to determine if any possible significant difference existed between three data categories 

(defined below) and reported out in three separate data tables.   

1. Category 1: Combined district and intermediate unit special education teachers with five 

or more years of experience teaching in the field of special education linked to 
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organizational factors and relational factor means of the weighted closed survey 

questions. 

2. Category 2:  District special education teachers with five or more years of experience 

teaching in the field of special education linked to organizational factors and relational 

factor means of the weighted closed survey questions. 

3. Category 3: Intermediate unit special education teachers with five or more years of 

experience teaching in the field of special education linked to organizational factors and 

relational factor means of the weighted closed survey questions. 

The mode was then determined for each survey factor, and the data was presented in two 

additional tables containing the frequency percentage and mode scores for all survey items, as 

categorized into relational factors and organizational factors.  As noted in Henderson’s (2014) 

study and replicated in this study, the utilization of these statistical analyses allowed themes to 

emerge from the data (Ravid, 2011).  The factors that have influenced special education teacher 

retention were clearly ranked according to the responses of the participants.  In addition, the 

participant answers to the open-ended survey questions allowed for summarization of replies and 

identification of themes within the responses, which were then further disaggregated and 

organized by congruent themes from the transcriptions gleaned from the two separate focus 

group discussions.   

 To further disaggregate the data, two focus groups were planned utilizing the interview 

questions implemented as part of Henderson’s (2014) comparable study with written permission.  

Focus group criteria encompassed the following criteria: 
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1. Four or more special education teachers in a district or intermediate unit who took the 

survey and have five or more years of special education teaching experience at each 

level: 

a. Elementary (K-6) 

b. Secondary (7-12)  

The aim of each focus group was to collectively further elicit participant attitudes regarding 

relational support and organizational factors that have influenced special education teacher 

retention to build on the research conducted by Henderson (2014).  A standardized, open-ended 

discussion format was utilized during each focus group to ensure participants were asked 

identical open-ended questions in discussion format, which directly “offers the participants 

opportunity to contribute as much detailed information as they desire and it also allows the 

researcher to ask probing questions as a means of follow-up” (Turner, 2010, p. 756).  Common 

words and phrases were identified through open and axial coding of the transcribed discussions 

from each of the two focus groups.  Next, themes and categories emerged from these commonly-

used words and phrases, which were then used to further disaggregate the survey data, including 

the open-ended responses gleaned through open survey item 50.   

Summary  

  In summary, the purpose of this study was to identify the specific retention factors  

that have influenced special educators to remain in their special education teaching positions for 

five years or longer in an intentional effort to build on Henderson’s (2014) comparable study.   

Along the same line, once organized, analyzed, and detailed, the data collected through 

the returned submission of 76 completed surveys and the transcriptions from two focus groups 
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were available to inform and to assist school district administrators who wished to do all in their 

power to retain experienced special education teachers (Henderson, 2014).   

The study design was quantitative and non-experimental; it utilized a borrowed survey 

and focus group questions with written permission from Henderson’s (2014) comparable study.  

The survey involved 49 detailed, closed items requiring participants to rate influential factors on 

a Likert scale and one open item that allowed participants to detail any other factors relevant to 

their professional longevity.  Data collected from the survey were presented in the form of 

frequency distributions.  Mean scores of each categorized closed survey item were weighted and 

rated to reflect an equitable distribution, and the comparable means of each categorized item 

underwent a parametric T-test to determine whether a significant difference existed at the <.003 

level between special education teachers as influenced by organizational or relational factors that 

kept them in the field of special education for five or more years.  Mode scores were then 

analyzed to determine the most regularly-provided responses.   

Participant answers to the open-ended survey question were summarized and analyzed to 

identify possible underlying themes in addition to transcribed information collected through the 

utilization of three separate focus groups.  Comparable to Henderson’s (2014) study, the focus 

group portion of the study elicited attitudes from a stratified sample of special education teachers 

with five or more years of special education teaching experience that allowed for themes and 

categories to emerge following open and axial coding of responses (p. 54).   

The methodology, including research design, population and sample, instrumentation, 

data collection, and data analysis, was explained thoroughly in Chapter 3.  In Chapter 4, the 

results of the surveys and interviews were organized, analyzed, and synthesized.  Finally, in 
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Chapter 5, conclusions and implications of the research were elucidated (Henderson, 2014, p. 

56).   
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Chapter 4 

Analysis of Data 

Background  

The purpose of this study was to identify the factors that have influenced special 

education teachers to stay in their current teaching positions for five years or more. Factor groups 

studied were categorized into two distinct groups: 

1. Organizational Factors  

2. Relational Factors 

According to the National Coalition on Personnel Shortages in Special Education and 

Related Services (2017), 82% of all Local Education Agencies are reporting there are not enough 

special education teachers to meet the needs and demands of students who are classified with 

special needs.  Additionally, in 2017 49 of 50 states reported having a special education teacher 

shortage.   

Further research from Feng & Sass (2009) suggests that students with disabilities have 

been found to achieve more when they are taught by experienced and highly qualified special 

education teachers, as also noted in Henderson’s (2014) comparable study.  The data collected in 

this study is aimed at building on the comparable study conducted by Henderson (2014) in a 

focused effort to further inform school administrators on ways to address retaining experienced 

special education teachers.  This study further augmented the growing body of research focused 

on the retention of special educators rather than on the reasons they leave the field. 

Written permission was granted to utilize a 50-question survey created and implemented 

by researcher Henderson (2014) and designed to inform her study entitled “Factors that Influence 

Special Education Teacher Retention”.  In addition to the survey, written permission was also 

granted by Henderson (2014) for the utilization of eight interview questions that were universally 



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 62 

used as the platform for discussion of two separate focus groups comprised of at least two or 

more special education teachers with five or more years of experience at the elementary, middle, 

and high school levels respectively.   

As comparable to Henderson’s (2014) study, the online survey consisted of 46 closed 

Likert items that required participants to rate the influence of 46 specific retention factors on 

their decisions to remain in their current special education teaching positions for at least five 

years or more.  The factors chosen for the Likert items included retention factors outlined in 

previous research and were categorized as either relational support factors or organizational 

factors (Albrecht et al., 2009; Beesley et al., 2010; Berry, 2012; Berry et al., 2011; Billingsley,  

2004; Carr, 2009; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; Prather-Jones, 2011).  Furthermore, an open-ended 

item (survey question 50) was also included at the end of the survey, which allowed participants 

to provide input on additional factors that have influenced the retention of special education 

teachers.   

To further disaggregate the quantitative data gleaned by the survey, two separate focus 

groups were then conducted by at least four or more special education teachers with a minimum 

of five years of experience spanning 34 public school districts, to include the reach of two 

intermediate units in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  The information transcribed from each focus 

group was then used to further identify reasons for remaining in the field for five years or more 

and to solicit opinions about the relative influence of relational support factors and 

organizational factors on special education teacher retention in effort to build on the research 

conducted by Henderson’s (2014) comparable study.   
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Research questions.   

1.  What difference exists, if any, between the influence of relationship support factors 

and organizational factors as reported by special education teachers who work in either an 

intermediate unit or district and remain in their current teaching positions for five years or more? 

2.  What retention factors do special education teachers most often report to be influential 

reasons for staying in their current teaching positions for five years or more?  

3.  What attitudes are expressed by special education teachers regarding the influence of 

relational support factors and organizational factors on their decisions to remain in their current 

teaching positions for five years or more?  

Quantitative Analysis  

Research Question 1:  What difference exists, if any, between the influence of relational 

support factors and organizational factors as reported by special education teachers who work in 

either an intermediate unit or district and remain in their current teaching positions for five years 

or more? 

To perform the parametric T-test, the survey questions were divided into items 

representing relational support (R) factors and items representing organizational (O) factors.  

Although relational support factors and organizational factors were broadly defined by 

Billingsley (2004) in her landmark research study, the specific retention factors that were 

developed into closed survey items were categorized based upon those broad criteria, as the 

survey boasted approximately 18 closed survey items coded as organizational (O) factors and 28 

closed survey items as relational (R) factors.  As notated, an additional step was then taken to 

ensure fidelity, as there were 18 questions that specifically addressed organizational factors and 

28 questions that specifically addressed relational factors within the 50 question survey, and 
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three questions provided distinguishing information such as type of special education teaching 

experience, five or more years of special education teaching experience, and level of education, 

in addition to an open-ended final summary survey question.  The reason for the 10 additional 

relational (R) factor grouping items gave rise to the scope and capacity of the relational factor 

grouping potential as defined in Henderson’s (2014) comparable study.   

As outlined earlier in Chapter 4, to directly eliminate bias each closed survey item (46 in 

total) was weighted accordingly to create more equity between the two factor groupings 

identified in the survey.  As notated, there were 10 more relational (R) questions than 

organizational (O) questions embedded in the survey, which was borrowed with written consent 

from Henderson (2014).  Respectively, the 18 organizational factor group closed survey items 

were scored and then divided by 100 to provide an evenly distributed weight of 18%; then the 28 

relational factor closed survey items were respectively weighted higher, and the possible score of 

these questions was then divided by 150, respectively averaging out the combined weight to also 

be 18%, thus showing an equal distribution.  The remaining four questions in the survey were 

designed to identify the type of special education service (district of IU), level of education, and 

years of service, and to provide an open-ended opportunity to expand upon the information 

communicated in the survey.  A configuration of the frequency distribution of Likert score 

means was conducted through a parametric paired sample T-test (Winter & Dodou, 2010) to 

determine if any possible significant difference existed between three data categories (defined 

below) as the results were reported out in Table 1, Table 2, and Table 3 below: 
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Table 1 

T-Test All Subjects: Paired Samples Statistics 

  Mean N 

Std.  

Deviation 

Std.  Error 

Mean 

Pair 1 Org .5816 76 .12568 .01442 

Rel .6549 76 .11071 .01270 

  

 

Paired Samples Test 

  

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std.  

Deviation 

Std.  

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence Interval 

of the Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1 Org - Rel -.07333 .07373 .00846 -.09018 -.05648 -8.671 75 .000 

 

Note.  Survey sample comprised of 76 total combined participants.  When conducting a 

comparison of organizational and relational factors, the T-score was -8.671 with 75 degrees of 

freedom.  The outcome is significant at p<.01 level, as this shows a significant difference as 

relational factors (R) influence district and intermediate unit special education teacher retention 

for special education teachers teaching for five years or more.   
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Table 2 

T-Test District Teachers Paired Samples Statistics 

  Mean N 

Std.  

Deviation 

Std.  Error 

Mean 

Pair 1 Org .5687 46 .11891 .01753 

Rel .6546 46 .09559 .01409 

 

 

Paired Samples Test 

  

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std.  

Deviation 

Std.  

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence Interval 

of the Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Org - Rel -.08594 .08092 .01193 -.10997 -.06191 -7.203 45 .000 

 

Note.  Survey sample comprised of 46 district special education teacher participants.  When 

conducting a comparison of organizational and relational factors, the T-score was -7.203 with 

45 degrees of freedom.  The outcome is significant at p<.01 level, as this shows a significant 

difference as relational factors (R) influence district special education teacher retention for 

special education teachers teaching for five years or more.   
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Table 3 

 

T-Test IU Teachers Paired Samples Statistics 

 

  Mean N 

Std.  

Deviation 

Std.  Error 

Mean 

Pair 1 Org .6013 30 .13505 .02466 

Rel .6553 30 .13237 .02417 

  

  

Paired Samples Test 

  

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std.  

Deviation 

Std.  

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence Interval 

of the Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Org -  

Rel 

-.05400 .05710 .01042 -.07532 -.03268 -5.180 29 .000 

          

Note.  Survey sample comprised of 30 intermediate unit special education teacher participants.  

When conducting a comparison of organizational and relational factors, the T-score was -7.203 

with 45 degrees of freedom.  The outcome is significant at p<.01 level, as this shows a 

significant difference as relational factors (R) influence district special education teacher 

retention for special education teachers teaching for five years or more.   
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Research Question 2.  What retention factors do special education teachers most often 

report to be influential reasons for staying in their current teaching positions for five years or 

more?  

A total of 76 special education teachers (30 intermediate unit and 46 district special 

education teachers) who remained in their current teaching positions within the special education 

teaching profession for five years or more completed the online survey (see Appendix A).  The 

total number of certified special educators who were offered the opportunity to respond to the 

survey included 200 experienced special education teachers from 34 school districts spanning the 

geographic scope of Intermediate Unit 17, encompassing Tiago, Bradford, Sullivan, and 

Lycoming Counties respectively, in addition to Intermediate Unit 20, encompassing 

Northampton, Monroe, and Pike Counties, respectively located within the geographic boundary 

of Northeastern Pennsylvania.  The participation rate of the study reflected approximately 38% 

of the special education teacher population with five years or more teaching experience in the 

field of special education.  This study was designed to expand and further the research of 

Henderson’s (2014) study, as the study was sent out to 112 teachers in the Missouri public 

school system. Approximately 35 teachers participated in the study, thus demonstrating a 

31.25% participation rate.   

A summary of the frequency of responses for specific survey items designated as 

organizational (O) support factors was depicted below in Table 4 below respectively.  In addition, 

Table 5 below presented the modes of Likert rating responses for each relational (R) support 

factor.  Overall, teachers tended to rate relational support factors as somewhat influential or 

extremely influential.  No relational support factors were rated as the opposite of influential or not 

influential. 
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Table 4 

Frequency Data for Organizational Factors (18) 

Factor Question % of 1s % of 2s % of 3s % of 4s % of 5s Mode 

O 4 7.89% 13.16% 27.63% 42.11% 9.21% 4 

O 6 38.16% 14.47% 19.74% 14.47% 13.16% 1 

O 7 53.95% 13.16% 11.84% 14.47% 6.58% 

                

1 

O 8 18.42% 14.47% 23.68% 27.63% 15.79% 3 

O 9 26.32% 22.37% 25.00% 23.68% 2.63% 1 

O 10 13.16% 15.79% 31.58% 34.21% 5.26% 4 

O 11 48.68% 21.05% 13.16% 13.16% 3.95% 1 

O 15 23.68% 30.26% 32.89% 11.84% 1.32% 3 

O 16 7.89% 27.63% 27.62% 25.00% 11.84% 2 

O 19 0.00% 6.58% 15.79% 42.11% 35.53% 4 

O 20 13.16% 19.74% 46.05% 18.42% 2.63% 3 

O 21 2.63% 11.84% 30.26% 32.89% 22.37% 4 

O 22 1.32% 19.74% 52.63% 17.11% 9.21% 3 

O 24 5.26% 11.84% 50.00% 26.32% 6.58% 3 

O 25 6.58% 19.74% 42.11% 22.37% 9.21% 3 

O 26 50.00% 18.40% 10.53% 18.42% 2.63% 4 

O 28 6.58% 11.84% 39.47% 23.68% 18.42% 3 

O 30 18.42% 14.47% 38.16% 23.68% 5.26% 3 

 

Note.  Survey sample comprised of 76 participants.  Items rated 1 were defined as the 

“opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education).”  

Items rated 2 were defined as “not influential.”  Items rated 3 were defined as “neutral.”  

Items rated 4 were defined as “somewhat influential.”  Items rated 5 were defined as 

“extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator).” 
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Table 5  

Frequency Data for Relational Factors (28)  

Factor Question % of 1s % of 2s % of 3s % of 4s % of 5s Mode 

R 5 1.32% 25.00% 44.74% 26.32% 2.63% 3 

R 12 9.21% 21.05% 47.37% 19.74% 2.63% 4 

R 13 10.53% 17.11% 46.05% 18.42% 7.89% 3 

R 14 27.63% 22.37% 15.79% 26.32% 7.89% 1 

R 17 2.63% 17.11% 26.32% 44.74% 9.21% 4 

R 18 2.63% 17.11% 36.80% 36.84% 6.58% 4 

R 23 1.32% 17.11% 36.84% 22.37% 22.37% 3 

R 27 9.21% 6.58% 22.37% 30.26% 31.58% 5 

R 29 1.32% 3.95% 1.32% 22.37% 71.05% 5 

R 31 3.95% 7.89% 18.42% 38.16% 31.58% 4 

R 32 25.00% 13.16% 11.84% 32.89% 17.11% 4 

R 33 19.74% 15.79% 19.74% 32.89% 11.84% 4 

R 34 17.11% 14.47% 21.05% 36.84% 10.53% 4 

R 35 10.53% 10.53% 32.89% 30.26% 15.79% 3 

R 36 1.32% 9.21% 17.11% 38.16% 34.21% 4 

R 37 6.58% 23.68% 30.26% 31.58% 7.89% 4 

R 38 6.58% 21.05% 51.32% 18.42% 2.63% 3 

R 39 5.26% 18.42% 28.95% 34.21% 13.16% 4 

R 40 1.32% 19.74% 48.68% 21.05% 9.21% 3 

R 41 2.63% 19.74% 57.89% 11.84% 7.89% 3 

R 42 22.37% 13.16% 19.74% 27.63% 17.11% 4 

R 43 13.16% 13.16% 31.58% 27.63% 14.47% 3 

R 44 21.05% 18.42% 23.68% 32.89% 3.95% 3 

R 45 0.00% 5.26% 10.53% 43.42% 40.79% 4 

R 46 5.26% 7.89% 26.32% 36.84% 23.68% 4 

R 47 2.63% 5.26% 44.74% 40.79% 6.58% 3 
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R 48 10.53% 6.58% 25.00% 38.16% 19.74% 4 

R 49 31.58% 23.68% 19.74% 18.42% 6.58% 1 

 

Note.  Survey sample comprised of 76 participants.  Items rated 1 were defined as the “opposite 

of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education).”  Items rated 2 

were defined as “not influential.”  Items rated 3 were defined as “neutral.”  Items rated 4 were 

defined as “somewhat influential.”  Items rated 5 were defined as “extremely influential (this 

factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a special educator).” 

Among the 28 survey items categorized as relational support factors (R), a combined 16 

retention factors were ranked by veteran special education teachers as being either influential or 

extremely influential.  Fourteen of the 16 survey items received the influential rating, and two of 

the 16 survey items were rated as extremely influential.  In all, 57% of the relational factor 

closed survey items were rated as being influential in the retention of special education teachers 

with five or more years of experience.   

Further analysis demonstrates that, of the 76 special education teachers surveyed, 72.37% 

indicated they are influenced by being able to make a difference in the lives of the children they 

serve, as notated in survey item 36.  Along the same line, special education teachers with five or 

more years of experience identified the relational factor (R) of fellow special education colleague 

support at 84.21%, as delineated in survey item 45, to be highly influential when examining 

special education teacher retention.  Support from special education administrators was rated at 

40% influential, and support from building-level administrators was rated at 46% influential 

respectively.   

With attention to organizational factor survey items, 77.64% of the 76 special education 

teachers surveyed with five or more years of experience rated job security and tenure on survey 
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item 19 as an influential factor for special education teacher retention.  With attention to the most 

influential relational support factor (R) giving rise to the support provided by fellow special 

education teachers as rated at 84.21%, tenure and job security trails this level of influence by the 

highest rated organizational factor (O), as a 6.57% difference was discovered between these two 

specific relational and organizational factors.  Lastly, only five of the 18 defined organizational 

factors (O) outlined in the survey were rated as influential.  No organizational factors were rated 

as highly influential; in comparison, two relational factors received this rating, and 14 relational 

factors received a rating of influential.  The five organizational factors out of 18 organizational 

factors (O) that received an influential rating mode of 4 presented on the survey were: 

1. Survey item 4:  Clearly Defined Teaching Roles 

2. Survey item 10:  Salary and Benefits   

3. Survey item 19:  Job Security/Tenure  

4. Survey item 21:  Support with paperwork 

5. Survey item 26:  Time for Special Education Paperwork 

The 14 relational factors that received an influential rating mode out of 28 relational factors 

presented on the survey were:  

1. Survey item 12:  Personal connection to school/area 

2. Survey item 17:  Student behavioral climate within the assigned district building 

3. Survey item 18:  Respect and appreciation of others 

4. Survey item 31:  Climate of shared responsibility for all students 

5. Survey item 32:  Support of district-level non-special education administrators  

6. Survey item 33:  Parental support 

7. Survey item 34:  Proof of student achievement gains 
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8. Survey item 36:  Ability to make a difference in the lives of students 

9. Survey item 37:  Support of district-level or IU special education administrators  

10. Survey item 39:  Support of general education colleagues 

11. Survey item 42:  Climate supportive of inclusion and collaboration 

12. Survey item 45:  Fellow special education colleague support  

13. Survey item 46:  Community support 

14. Survey item 48:  Support of district-level non-special education administrators  

The two relational factors (R) that reported a highly influential rating mode out of 28 

relational factors presented on the survey were:  

1. Survey item 27:  Enjoyment gained from the job 

2. Survey item 29:  Personal connection to the school/area  

Lastly, an open-ended survey item, number 50, concluded the survey.  The open-ended 

survey item provided an opportunity for study participants to share additional factors that had 

influenced them to stay in the field of special education for more than five years.  Approximately 

43 responses were reported out of the 76 survey participants.  Themes were comprised based on 

the responses linked back to both the defined organizational (O) and relational (R) factors 

outlined above.  The most frequent reported theme out of the 43 open-ended responses gave rise 

to the theme of:  “Overall job satisfaction”, which linked directly back to relational factor (R) - 

survey item 27:  “Enjoyment gained from the job” and relational factor (R) and survey item 36: 

“Ability to make a difference in the lives of students”.  Overall job satisfaction appeared in 34 

responses out of the 43 open-ended responses reported in the survey; thus, this theme was 

present in 94% of responses received.  The second theme most consistent throughout the 43 

responses gleaned from open-ended survey item 50 gave rise to the theme of “Importance of 
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colleague relationships,” which linked to relational (R) survey item 39: “Support of regular 

education colleagues” and relational survey (R) item 45: “Fellow special education colleague 

support”.  The theme of the importance of colleague support did not delineate between special 

and general education teachers supporting each other.  This theme was present in 22 of the 43 

responses (51%) received on the open-ended survey item 50.  These two themes were delineated 

based on being over 50% of all responses received.  Other relational factors (R) provided in 

open-ended survey item 50 discussed the importance of teaching and giving back to the 

communities special education teachers live in or grew up in as factors that also contribute to 

retention.  Three responses out of the 43 discussed salary, benefits, and tenure as organizational 

factors (O) that contribute to the retention of special education teachers.  Two out of the 43 

responses discussed burnout linked to paperwork demands but specifically listed tenure (O) as 

the only factor contributing to retention.   

Research Question 3.  What attitudes are expressed by special education teachers 

regarding the influence of relational support factors and organizational factors on their decisions 

to remain in their current teaching positions for five years or more?  

Focus Group Results.  Two focus groups were established to further disaggregate the 

closed item survey data analysis and linked themes generated by open-ended survey item 50, 

with a specific focus on teacher attitudes regarding the influence of relational support factors and 

organizational factors on their decisions to remain in their current teaching positions for five 

years or more.  The two focus groups were comprised of nine elementary K-6 special education 

teachers at the elementary level and four special education teachers in grades 7-12 at the 

secondary level who had been teaching for five or more years in the field of special education.  

Focus groups were comprised of district special education teachers from two of the seven 
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counties within the studied geographic location in Northeastern Pennsylvania as shown in Table 

6 below.  Each focus group was provided with the same eight interview questions, which were 

designed to spark discussion regarding specific relational (R) and organizational (O) support 

factors that may further influence special education teachers to remain in their current special 

education teaching positions for a minimum of five years or more.  All special education teachers 

who participated in the focus groups took the survey prior to participating.  Moreover, focus 

groups were designed based on responses to electronic correspondence soliciting participation to 

further be part of this study, as notated in Appendix B.  Themes were then captured in each focus 

group and linked to specific survey items to further disaggregate the analyzed survey data.  As 

defined by Ryan and Bernard (2014), themes were identified as consistent information was 

provided in four out of the eight questions, giving rise to 50% of the information provided by 

each focus group. The eight interview questions are notated below and also identified in 

Appendix B.   

1. What retention factors have most influenced you to remain in your current special 

education teaching position for more than five years? 

2. What is the single factor that has most influenced your decision to remain in your current 

special education teaching position for more than five years?  Why? 

3. Has that most influential factor changed over time throughout the course of your career?  

Why or why not? 

4. Do you think you possess personality traits that have kept you in your profession for  

five years or longer despite the presence or absence of the retention factors you have  

mentioned?  Why or why not?  If so, what are those personality traits? 

5. As a whole, to what extent have relational support factors influenced your decision to  
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remain in your profession?  [Provide definition and examples of factors]. 

6. As a whole, to what extent have organizational factors influenced your decision to  

remain in your profession?  [Provide definition and examples of factors]. 

7. What factors do you think building-level administrators should address in order to retain 

special education teachers?  Please explain why you feel this way. 

8. What factors do you think district-level administrators should address in order to retain 

special education teachers?  Please explain why you feel this way. 

Table 6 

Focus group participation  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 Level & Grouping                     Number of Participants  Disaggregated Survey Items   

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Elementary Group 1    9                     (R) 18,31,33,39,45  

               (O) 10,19 

Secondary Group 2    4          (R) 27,32,34,36,37,39,45,48 

               (O) 10, 19 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note:  District special education departments are not delineated as part of this study.   

Focus Group 1.  Focus group 1 was comprised of nine special education elementary 

teachers (K-6) who taught for five or more years in their current positions as special education 

teachers.  Two main themes were reported from this focus group:  

1. Relationships with students, colleagues, and student families were named as the main 

factors that led to special education teacher retention and were evident in each of the 

eight group responses to each of the eight questions presented.   
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2. Salary, tenure, and medical benefits brought stability and a sense of necessity and 

were defined as factors that contributed to special education teacher retention.   

Analysis Theme1:  Relational Factors (R).  Focus group 1 was comprised of nine 

elementary level special education teachers who defined one primary theme consistent in all nine 

responses to the eight questions presented to the focus group. Relationships with students, 

colleagues, and student families influence special education teacher retention and linked directly 

to relational factors (R) identified as influential in the survey; specifically, survey items 18, 31, 

39, and 45.  To this end, relationships with students linked directly to relational factor 18 (respect 

and appreciation of others), as the group shared that, without “respect and appreciation”, 

relationships wouldn’t be meaningful.  Relational factor (R) survey item 31 (climate): shared 

responsibility for all students also linked to this theme, as it was stated: “Colleagues being on the 

same page is everything when it comes to supporting students and sharing responsibilities for 

student achievement.  The people we work with every day, doing this work helps us share the 

responsibility and kids win!” Relational factor (R) survey item 39 (support of general education 

colleagues) and item 45 (fellow special education teacher colleague support) also linked back to 

this statement.   

Analysis Theme 1 Organizational Factors (O).  Salary, tenure, and medical benefits 

bring stability and a sense of necessity and were defined as factors that contribute to special 

education teacher retention linking back to the following organizational factors: (O) survey item 

10 (salary and benefits), and survey item 19 (job security and tenure).  Stability was also 

discussed as a factor that linked back to this organizational factor, as it was stated: “Salary and 

benefits provide a sense of stability along with tenure as consistent reliable income also brings 

forth a high quality of life and leads to retaining us.”  
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Focus Group 2.  Focus group 2 was comprised of four special education teachers 

assigned to grades 7-12 who taught for five or more years in their current positions as special 

education teachers.  The main theme gleaned from the discussion gave rise to the importance of 

the relationships between colleagues, administrators, and parents.  There were three main themes 

presented: 

1. Relationships with other teachers, colleagues, and administrators are highly 

influential and will help prevent special education teacher burnout.   

2. Tenure, job security, health benefits, and consistent salary contribute to the retention 

of special education teachers. 

3. Job satisfaction, as related to being part of students’ learning and growing, influences 

special education teacher retention.   

Analysis Theme 2:  Relational Factors (R).  The participating teachers shared the 

importance of the support of colleagues, through the following statements: “[They are] the ones 

that help us work through complex problems and are our constants.” “If it wasn’t for my 

colleagues, I would have left the field a long time ago.” “It is also important to have positive 

relationships with administrators; however, they frequently change.”  The following discussion 

points further assisted to disaggregate identified relational (R) factor survey items that pointed 

towards influencing special education teacher retention: survey item 32 (support from district 

level non-special education administrators), survey item 33 (parental support), survey item 37 

(support from district level special education administrators or intermediate unit special 

education administrators), survey item 39 (support from general education colleagues), survey 

item 45 (support from fellow special education colleagues), and survey item 48 (district level 

non-special education administrators).   
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Analysis Theme 2:  Organizational Factor (O).  The focus group members shared 

consistently in their responses to 80% of the eight questions presented that “consistent salary, job 

security, health benefits, and tenure are very important organizational factors that provide a 

strong sense of stability that is just not found in other professions.” Additionally, they stated that 

“these perks also allow the stability needed to grow in the profession as risks can be taken for the 

benefit of students.” The organizational factors (O) that were further disaggregated gave rise to 

survey item 10 (salary & benefits), and survey item 19 (job security and tenure).  With attention 

to the second theme presented in all eight interview questions, the focus group participants 

reported that job satisfaction was related to “being part of students learning and growing has 

greatly influenced us to stay year in and year out.” Other responses included the following: “We 

do this work for them, the students.  They are [the] reason why we do this work.”  “The salary 

and benefits help, but the students are the reason we sustain and stay.”  “Administration comes 

and goes; the students stay consistent as there is no greater joy than helping them succeed.  This 

is what provides job satisfaction.”  

The information gleaned from this focus group further disaggregated relational factor (R) 

survey item 27 (enjoyment from the job), survey item 34 (proof of student achievement gains), 

and survey item 36 (ability to make a difference in the lives of students).    
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Summary  

Within Chapter 4, research question 1 was analyzed:  

1.  What difference exists, if any, between the influence of relationship support factors and 

organizational factors as reported by special education teachers who work in either an 

intermediate unit or district and who remain in their current teaching positions for five years or 

more? 

This question was answered as the results of an initial paired sample T-test were outlined, 

which demonstrated a significant difference at the p<.01 level and showed a significant 

difference between relational factors (R) that influence 76 district and intermediate unit special 

education teacher retention for special education teachers teaching for five years or more.  In 

addition, a second paired sample T-test revealed that 46 district special education teachers were 

also equally influenced by relational factors at the p<.01 level, as this significant difference was 

discovered between special education teachers and relational factors that influence it.  Lastly, a 

final paired sample T-test was administered to determine the difference (if any) between 

relational or organizational factors that may influence special education teacher retention.  The 

outcome was significant at p<.01 level, as this showed a significant difference as relational 

factors (R) influence district special education teacher retention for special education teachers 

teaching for five years or more. 

Within Chapter 4, research question 2 was analyzed:  

2.  What retention factors do special education teachers most often report to be influential 

reasons for staying in their current teaching positions for five years or more?  

 Out of the 50 survey items, 16 relational factors and 5 organizational factors were 

determined to be influential or highly influential, thus influencing special education teacher 
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retention for teachers staying in the field of special education for a minimum of five years or 

more.   

 Within Chapter 4, research question 3 was analyzed:   

3.  What attitudes are expressed by special education teachers regarding the influence of 

relational support factors and organizational factors on their decisions to remain in their current 

teaching positions for five years or more?  

 Two focus groups further disaggregated the survey data as 12 relational factors and two 

organizational factors were defined and analyzed based on the discussion in each focus group at 

the elementary (K-6) and secondary (7-12) levels respectively.   

In sum, analyzing the survey data from 76 participants in three paired sample T-tests 

revealed the same consistent result: a significant difference at the p<.01 level between relational 

factors (R) that influence special education teacher retention for special education teachers with a 

minimum of five years or more of experience.  Secondly, an analysis of the each survey item 

mode gave rise to specific relational (R) and organizational factors that may influence special 

education teacher retention for special education teachers with a minimum of five years or more 

experience.  Lastly, a review of discussion group themes further disaggregated specific relational 

factors (R) and organizational factors (O) that may influence special education with a minimum 

of five years or more experience.   

 In Chapter 5, the quantitative findings of the study are further discussed and 

disaggregated.  Conclusions based upon the data collected during the study are also discussed 

and extended upon, and the answers to the three research questions are reviewed.  Implications 

for practices that could increase special education teacher retention, as well as recommendations 
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for future research in the area of retention of special education teachers, are outlined.  

Limitations of the study are also reviewed. 
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Chapter 5 

Summary and Conclusions 

The purpose of this study is to build on the research conducted in Henderson’s (2014) 

study.  Specific retention factors that have influenced special education teachers to stay in their 

current teaching positions for five years or more are identified and analyzed.  As alluded to by 

Henderson (2014), the U.S. Department of Education (2016) has repeatedly recognized there is 

an ongoing shortage of qualified special education teachers.  As of 2016, more than 60,000 

special education teaching positions were left vacant or were filled by teachers who were not 

considered highly qualified (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  When provided instruction 

by experienced and highly qualified special education teachers, it has been established students 

with disabilities achieve more than when they are instructed by novice teachers with limited 

qualifications (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  To this end, the data collected and 

analyzed in this study carves opportunities for intermediate units and school district level 

administrators to address and review influential teacher retention factors within their control, in 

order to increase the chances of retaining experienced and qualified special education teachers in 

an effort to build on the teacher retention work of Henderson (2014).  Current research continues 

to focus on reasons why special education teachers choose to leave the profession; however, this 

study focuses on reasons why special education teachers stay.  Furthermore, this study augments 

the limited body of research focused on the retention of special educators rather than on the 

reasons they leave the field, and it continues to build on the special education teacher research 

conducted by Henderson (2014), as written permission was granted to utilize the survey and 

interview questions used in her comparable study.   
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 Survey methodology was primarily utilized to support this quantitative study as an open-

ended survey item, and two focus groups were then leveraged to further disaggregate the online 

survey data, which consists of approximately 49 closed Likert survey items and one open-ended 

survey item respectively.  To mirror Henderson’s (2014) study, the factors chosen for the Likert 

items on the survey include retention factors delineated in previous research and are categorized 

as either relational support factors or organizational factors (Albrecht et al., 2009; Beesley et al., 

2010; Berry, 2012; Berry et al., 2011; Billingsley, 2004; Carr, 2009; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; 

Prather-Jones, 2011).  Written permission was granted by Henderson (2014) to use the same 

open-ended item at the end of the survey, which allowed participants to describe additional 

factors that have influenced their longevity as special educators.  However, where Henderson 

(2014) individually interviewed special education teachers who ranged in experience levels, two 

focus groups were conducted to include at least four or more special education teachers with a 

minimum of five years of experience at the elementary (K-6), and secondary level (7-12) 

respectively.   

 Within this chapter, findings from the quantitative research data are discussed.  

Conclusions are also drawn based upon the data in order to answer the three research questions 

outlined in the previous chapters of this dissertation.  Further implications for future practice 

based upon the results of this study are proposed.  Finally, recommendations are made to guide 

future research related to the retention of special education teachers, and limitations to this study 

are identified.   

Findings from Quantitative Data 

 Data gleaned from the 76 survey responses received (out of 200 sent) from special 

education teachers with a minimum of 5 years of experience in either a district or intermediate 
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unit spanning seven counties in Northeastern Pennsylvania was treated by three separate T-tests 

to tease out any bias and maximize validity and the reliability of all findings.  To this end, the 

first paired sample T-test was administered to conduct a comparison of organizational and 

relational factors as the T-score was found to be -8.671 with 75 degrees of freedom.  The 

outcome is significant at the p<.01 level as this shows a significant difference, because the 

relational factors (R) influence district and intermediate unit special education teacher retention 

for special education teachers teaching for five years or more.  A second paired sample T-test 

was then administered; this sample included 46 district teachers only, who comprised 61% of the 

surveyed sample size set at 76.  The second paired sample T-test demonstrates that, when 

conducting a comparison of organizational and relational factors, the T-score is -7.203 with 45 

degrees of freedom.  The outcome is also significant at the p<.01 level and shows a significant 

difference as relational factors (R) influence district special education teacher retention for 

special education teachers teaching for five years or more.  To ensure fidelity with the results a 

third paired sample T-test was then administered to showcase a sample of 30 intermediate unit 

special education teacher participants as 39% of the total sample size set at 76.  The results show 

that, when conducting a comparison of organizational and relational factors, the T-score is -7.203 

with 45 degrees of freedom.  The outcome is, again, significant at the p<.01 level, as this shows a 

significant difference as relational factors (R) influence district special education teacher 

retention for special education teachers teaching for five years or more.  Notably, Henderson 

(2014) utilized a Mann-Whitney U test to analyze the data; however, it was discovered that this 

treatment requires the determination of an independent variable.  To extend the work of 

Henderson (2014), a paired sample T-test was utilized to replace the Mann-Whitney U test, as 

both treatments are enhanced by identifying an independent variable.  Additionally, the sample 
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n=76 was larger and could be analyzed utilizing the paired sample T-test, as the aim was to 

determine if a significant difference was present at the p<.01 level.  All three paired sample T-

test treatments, which combine and break out special education teachers by whether they work 

for a district or an intermediate unit, demonstrate a significance level of .000 as defining a 

significant difference between special education teacher retention for special education teachers 

who remain in the field for five or more years and relational factors (R) as further defined to 

influence the decision to stay.   

 Furthermore, relational support factors (R) comprise 28 of the 50 survey items.  Of these 

28 items, 16 relational support factors were most frequently rated by the surveyed special 

education teachers as being either influential or extremely influential, meaning this factor has 

been a major influence on the decision to remain a special educator, to further extend the 

research of Henderson (2014).  Organizational factors comprise the other 18 survey items, and 

only two of those items are most frequently ranked as influential.   

Further Disaggregation of the Data  

Survey Findings.  The online survey was completed by 76 of 200 potential participants.  

The survey was presented to 200 special education teachers from across six counties in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania who work in both public school districts and intermediate units as 

defined in Chapter 1 of this study.  All special education teachers surveyed in this study have 

remained in their current special education teaching positions for at least five consecutive years. 

Comparable to Henderson’s (2014) study, data collected through the online survey was utilized 

quantitatively in order to determine which retention factors were most frequently reported to be 

influential on the decision of educators to remain in the special education teaching profession for 

a lengthy period of time.   
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Also comparable to Henderson’s (2014) study, the survey consisted of 49 closed survey 

items. Twenty-eight were categorized as relational support factors and the remaining 18 items 

were categorized as organizational factors.  The survey was slightly modified to allow special 

education teachers to delineate years of experience, level of education, and type of special 

education service, as special education teachers were asked to delineate between working within 

an intermediate unit or district.  Additionally, the 28 closed relational factor survey items were 

weighted higher than the 18 closed organizational factor survey items to make for an equitable 

distribution of data as detailed in Chapter 4. 

The survey concluded with one open-ended item to provide opportunities for participants 

to expand upon factors that were felt to influence special education teacher retention.  This study 

further extends the work of Henderson (2014), and written permission was obtained to use the 

survey, which consisted of a five-point Likert rating scale that was chosen for the survey as 

preferable to an even-numbered Likert rating scale, because survey participants were reasonably 

expected to express neutral feelings about some items.  Like Henderson (2014), this option for a 

neutral response could have contributed to central tendency bias wherein participants avoid 

extreme responses (Henderson, 2014).  Out of 49 total closed survey items, the mode response 

rating of somewhat influential (rating 4) was the most commonly chosen response.  Somewhat 

influential (rating 4) was selected most frequently on 28 of the 50 survey items.  There were16 

relational factors most frequently rated by the surveyed special education teachers as being 

influential and extremely influential on the decision to remain in the profession; these 16 factors 

were rated as influential or extremely influential by more than 50% of the survey participants.  

Seven of these 16 factors were essentially student-related relational factors (R).The ability to 

make a difference in the lives of students was rated as extremely influential by 72% of the 
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teachers surveyed, which was, overall, one of the most highly-rated influential factors on the 

survey.  Additionally, fellow special education colleague support was the highest rated out of the 

most influential factors; it was rated at 84.21% collectively by the special education teachers 

who were surveyed.  In addition, 32% of the survey participants found enjoyment gained from 

the job to be extremely influential on their decisions to remain in the special education teaching 

profession.   

In comparison, only two of the 18 items designated as organizational factors were most 

frequently ranked by the special education teachers surveyed as being extremely influential to 

include salary, benefits and job security written in the form of tenure.  Unlike Henderson (2014), 

who presented 50% of the teachers surveyed reported organizational (O) factors as being 

extremely influential, none of the organizational factors received the extremely influential 

ranking from any of the surveyed teachers during this study.  Four organization factors were 

discovered influential, such as the importance of clearly defined teaching roles, salary and 

benefits, job security/tenure, support with paperwork, and time allotted for special education 

paperwork respectively.   

 To expand further, open survey item number 50 provides the opportunity to share 

additional factors that had influenced them to stay in the field of special education for more than 

five years.  Approximately 43 responses were reported out of the 76 survey participants.  Overall 

job satisfaction and enjoyment gained from the job were the most frequently articulated 

throughout the 43 responses received, in addition to the special education teachers’ ability to 

make a difference in the lives of the students they teach.  Another key theme that emerges is the 

importance of colleague support, which is present in 51% of the responses to question 50.  

Salary, benefits and tenure were discussed in three responses respectively, accounting for less 
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than 6% of the total responses given.  Lastly, two responses discussed special education teacher 

burnout linked to demands of the job; specifically, the paperwork demands that contribute to 

teachers leaving the field.  Overall, the responses to the open item provide information consistent 

with the survey data from survey items 4-49.   

Focus group findings.  Two focus groups (one elementary K-6 and one secondary 7-12) 

were convened.  The focus groups consisted of at least four special education teachers with at 

least five years or more of experience who work for either an intermediate unit or district in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania.  The purpose was to explore the attitudes expressed by special 

education teachers regarding the influence of relational support and organizational factors on 

their decisions to remain in their current teaching positions for five years or more.   

The design of each of the two focus groups included an eight-question interview 

questionnaire which became the template for open group discussion.  The interview questions 

were the same set of interview questions utilized in Henderson’s (2014) study, as written 

permission was granted from Henderson to utilize the questions.   

Information gleaned from each of the two focus group discussions was further utilized to 

disaggregate the data mined from the itemized survey.  The following core themes were 

discovered as a result of conducting the focus groups: 

1. Relationships with students, colleagues, and student families were named as the main 

factors that lead to special education teacher retention and were evident in each of the 

eight group responses to each of the eight questions presented.   

2. Salary, tenure, and medical benefits brought stability and a sense of necessity and were 

defined as factors that contributed to special education teacher retention. 
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3. Relationships with other teachers, colleagues, and administrators are highly influential 

and will help prevent special education teacher burnout.   

4. Job satisfaction, as related to being part of students’ learning and growing, influences 

special education teacher retention.   

Theme 1.  Special education teachers with five or more years of experience reported that 

relationships matter most when looking at their desire to stay in the field of special education.  

Relationships between students, parents, and colleagues were present in both focus groups.  

Relationships were framed as vital, connecting them to overall job satisfaction and a feeling of 

making a difference.   

Theme 2.  Special education teachers with five or more years of experience also reported 

the importance of a fair wage and the need for competitive medical benefits as driving 

organizational factors (O) that lead to special education teacher retention.  Special education 

teachers also reported that these are secondary to the right fit founded on the bedrock of 

relationships.  In each of the two focus groups, discussion consistently gave rise to the 

importance and necessity of a good salary and benefit package, with much emphasis on the 

importance of needing to make a difference in the lives of the students and the school 

community. 

Theme 3.  Special education teachers with five or more years of experience detailed the 

importance of relationships with their colleagues despite administrative turnover.  It was stated in 

each of the focus groups that administrators come and go, but it is “the teacher working to the 

left and right of our classrooms, that we come to rely on and build vital sustaining relationships 

with for the benefit of our students.” It was also discussed that when administrators are 

supportive and do stay in their roles it only strengthens the overall capacity of everyone, and this 
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also may be a valuable relational support factor (R) leading to special education teacher 

retention. 

Theme 4.  Job satisfaction linked to making a difference was also notated as a core theme 

consistent in each focus group. Job satisfaction was stated to trump salary as it was stated: “Why 

leave, even for more money, if we know we are making a difference right here.  We are 

supported and have built great relationships with families, students, each other, and the 

administration.  Why leave this as this is worth its weight in gold.” Overall job satisfaction and 

the special education teachers’ ability to make a difference are two relational support (R) factors 

that were further defined as retaining special education teachers.   

Conclusions   

Two focus groups were utilized as a mechanism to further disaggregate the quantitative 

data gleaned from the survey to identify common themes relevant to the three research questions.  

Meaningful information provided in the literature review in Chapter Two, in combination with 

the data outlined in Chapter Four, was utilized to formally answer the three research questions 

outlined in this study.   

Research question 1:  What difference exists, if any, between the influence of relational 

support factors and organizational factors as reported by special education teachers who work in 

either an intermediate unit or district and remain in the current teaching positions for five years 

or more? 

To answer this question a paired sample T-test was administered to conduct a comparison 

of organizational and relational factors as the T-score was found to be -8.671 with 75 degrees of 

freedom.  The outcome is significant at the p<.01 level and shows a significant difference, 



SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER RETENTION 92 

because the relational factors (R) influence district and intermediate unit special education 

teacher retention for special education teachers teaching for five years or more. 

A second paired sample T-test was then administered; this sample included only 46 

district teachers, who comprised 61% of the surveyed sample size set at 76.  The second paired 

sample T-test demonstrates that when conducting a comparison of organizational and relational 

factors the T-score is -7.203 with 45 degrees of freedom.  The outcome is also significant at the 

p<.01 level as this shows a significant difference as relational factors (R) influence district 

special education teacher retention for special education teachers teaching for five years or more.   

To ensure fidelity with the results, a third paired sample T-test was then administered to 

showcase a sample of 30 intermediate unit special education teacher participants (39% of the 

total sample size set at 76).  The results showed that, when conducting a comparison of 

organizational and relational factors, the T-score is -7.203 with 45 degrees of freedom.  The 

outcome was again, significant at p<.01 level as this showed a significant difference as relational 

factors (R) influenced district special education teacher retention for special education teachers 

teaching for five years or more. 

Research question 2.  What retention factors do special education teachers most often 

report to be influential reasons for staying in their current teaching positions for five years or 

more?   

 To answer this question a 50 question survey was disseminated to 200 special education 

teachers spanning seven counties in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  Approximately 76 special 

education teachers with five or more years of experience responded to the survey.  The survey 

was designed to have 28 questions that focused on specific relational support factors (R) and 18 

organizational factors respectively.  Current research defined a higher volume of relational 
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support factors (R) as compared to organizational factors, which is consistent with the survey 

(Henderson, 2014).   

Among the 28 survey items categorized as relational support factors (R), a combined 16 

retention factors were ranked by veteran special education teachers as being either influential or 

extremely influential.   

Fourteen of the 16 survey items received the influential rating, and two of the 16 survey 

items were rated as extremely influential.  In all, 57% of the relational factor closed survey items 

were rated as being influential in the retention of special education teachers with five or more 

years of experience.   

Further analysis demonstrates that, of the 76 special education teachers surveyed, 72.37% 

indicated they are influenced by being able to make a difference in the lives of the children they 

serve, as notated in survey item 36.  Along the same line, special education teachers with five or 

more years of experience identified the relational factor (R) of fellow special education colleague 

support at 84.21% as delineated in survey item 45 to be highly influential when examining 

special education teacher retention.  Support from special education administrators was rated at 

40% influential, and support from building-level administrators was rated 46% influential 

respectively.   

With attention to organizational factor survey items, of the 76 special education teachers 

with five or more years of experience surveyed, 77.64% rated job security and tenure on survey 

item 19 as an influential factor for special education teacher retention.  With attention to the most 

influential relational support factor (R) giving rise to the support provided by fellow special 

education teachers as rated at 84.21%, tenure and job security trails this level of influence by the 

highest rated organizational factor (O), as a 6.57% difference was discovered between these two 
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specific relational and organizational factors.  Lastly, only five of the 18 defined organizational 

factors (O) outlined in the survey were rated as influential.  No organizational factors were rated 

as highly influential, as compared to the two relational factors that received this rating, and in 

addition to the 14 relational factors that received a rating of influential.  The five organizational 

factors (O) out of 18 presented on the survey that received an influential rating mode of 4 : 

1. Clearly Defined Teaching Roles 

2. Salary and Benefits   

3. Job Security/Tenure  

4. Support with paperwork 

5. Time for Special Education Paperwork 

The 14 relational factors that received an influential rating mode out of 28 relational factors 

presented on the survey were:  

1. Personal connection to school/area 

2. Student behavioral climate within the assigned district building 

3. Respect and appreciation of others 

4. Climate of shared responsibility for all students 

5. Support of district-level non-special education administrators  

6. Parental support 

7. Proof of student achievement gains 

8. Ability to make a difference in the lives of students 

9. Support of district-level or IU special education administrators  

10. Support of general education colleagues 

11. Climate supportive of inclusion and collaboration 
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12. Fellow special education colleague support  

13. Community support 

14. Support of district-level non-special education administrators  

The two relational factors (R) that reported a highly influential rating mode out of 28 

relational factors presented on the survey were:  

1. Enjoyment gained from the job 

2. Personal connection to the school/area  

 The open-ended survey item provided an opportunity for study participants to share 

additional factors that had influenced them to stay in the field of special education for more than 

five years.  Approximately 43 responses were reported out of the 76 survey participants.  Themes 

were comprised based on the responses linked back to both the defined organizational (O) and 

relational (R) factors outlined above.  The most frequent reported theme out of the 43 open-

ended responses gives rise to the theme of:  “Overall job satisfaction” which linked directly back 

to relational factor (R) survey item 27:  “Enjoyment gained from the job” and relational factor 

(R) survey item 36:  “Ability to make a difference in the lives of students.”  Overall job 

satisfaction appeared in 34 responses out of the 43 open-ended responses reported in the survey; 

thus, this theme was present in 94% of responses received.  The second theme most consistent 

throughout the 43 responses gleaned from open-ended survey item 50 gives rise to the theme of 

“Importance of colleague relationships,” which links to relational (R) survey item 39:  “Support 

of regular education colleagues” and relational survey (R) item 45:  “Fellow special education 

colleague support.”  The theme of the importance of colleague support did not delineate between 

special and general education teachers supporting each other.  This theme was present in 22 of 

the 43 responses (51%) received on the open-ended survey item 50.  These two themes were 
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delineated based on being over 50% in all responses received.  Other relational factors (R) 

provided in open-ended survey item 50 discussed the importance of teaching and giving back to 

the community in which special education teachers live or grow up as factors that also contribute 

to retention.  Three responses out of the 43 discussed salary, benefits, and tenure as being 

organizational factors (O) that contributed to the retention of special education teachers.  Two 

responses out of the 43 responses discussed burnout linked to paperwork demands but 

specifically listed tenure (O) as the only factor contributing to retention.   

Research question 3.  What attitudes are expressed by special education teachers 

regarding the influence of relational support factors and organizational factors on their decisions 

to remain in their current teaching positions for five years or more?  

To answer this question, two focus groups were designed (one elementary K-6 focus 

group and one secondary 7-12 focus group), consisting of at least four special education teachers 

with at least five years or more experience who work for a district in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  

These focus groups were convened to explore the attitudes expressed by special education 

teachers regarding the influence of relational support and organizational factors on their 

decisions to remain in their current teaching positions for five years or more.   

Information gleaned from each of the two focus group discussions was further utilized to 

disaggregate the data mined from the itemized survey, giving rise to five core themes that 

expressed teacher attitudes regarding the influence of relational support factors and 

organizational factors on their decisions to remain in their current teaching positions for five 

years or more.  Listed below are the five core themes that define teacher attitudes regarding the 

influence relational support factors and organizational factors have on their decisions to remain 

in their current teaching positions for five years or more.   
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1. Relationships with students, colleagues, and student families were named as the 

main factors that lead to special education teacher retention and were evident in 

each of the eight group responses to each of the eight questions presented.   

2. Salary, tenure, and medical benefits brought stability and a sense of necessity and 

were defined as factors that contributed to special education teacher retention. 

3. Relationships with other teachers, colleagues, and administrators are highly 

influential and will help prevent special education teacher burnout.   

4. Job satisfaction, as related to being part of students’ learning and growing, 

influences special education teacher retention.   

Theme 1.  Special education teachers with five or more years of experience reported that 

relationships matter most when looking at their desire to stay in the field of special education.  

Relationships between students, parents, and colleagues were present in both focus groups.  

Relationships were framed as vital, connecting them to overall job satisfaction and a feeling of 

making a difference.   

Theme 2.  Special education teachers with five or more years of experience also reported 

the importance of a fair wage and the need for competitive medical benefits as driving 

organizational factors (O) that lead to special education teacher retention.  Special education 

teachers also reported that these are secondary to the right fit founded on the bedrock of 

relationships.  In each of the two focus groups, discussion consistently gave rise to the 

importance and necessity of a good salary and benefit package, with much emphasis on the 

importance of making a difference in the lives of the students and the school community. 

Theme 3.  Special education teachers with five or more years of experience detailed the 

importance of relationships with their colleagues despite administrative turnover.  It was stated in 
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each of the focus groups that administrators come and go, but it is “the teacher working to the 

left and right of our classrooms, that we come to rely on and build vital sustaining relationships 

with for the benefit of our students.” It was also discussed that when administrators are 

supportive and stay in their roles it only strengthens the overall capacity of everyone, and this 

also may be a valuable relational support factor (R) leading to special education teacher 

retention. 

Theme 4.  Job satisfaction, linked to making a difference, was also notated as a core 

theme consistent in each focus group. Job satisfaction was stated to trump salary, as it was stated: 

“Why leave, even for more money, if we know we are making a difference right here.  We are 

supported and have built great relationships with families, students, each other, and the 

administration.  Why leave this as this is worth its weight in gold.” Overall job satisfaction and 

the special education teacher’s ability to make a difference are two relational support (R) factors 

that were further defined as retaining special education teachers.   

Implications for Practice 

 As stated by Henderson (2014) and Boyd et al. (2010), the role of the special education 

teacher is vital to the success and inclusion of all students across the national public education 

landscape.  Sadly, there is a defined national special education shortage (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017) which is making it harder to find and retain highly trained/experienced special 

education teachers (Berry et al., 2011).  Special education, district, and building-level 

administrators need to make every effort to retain experienced and highly skilled special 

education teachers for as long as possible (Henderson, 2014).   

 With attention to the data collected and analyzed in this study, building-level principals 

and special education administrators must work collaboratively to create the types of 
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environments and systems needed to retain highly skilled special education teachers who stay in 

their positions (Henderson, 2014).  Such environments need to foster a positive building culture 

and climate that endorses and expects collaboration, collegiality, and the acceptance of all 

students and teachers as valuable (Henderson, 2014).  There must be a strong emphasis on 

relationship building.  A caution is not to force these relationships but, instead, to create the 

space for these relationships to happen organically and intentionally over time.  This can be 

achieved by creating a safe, open, and transparent learning environment designed to protect 

teachers and students from the adversity of failure while holding high expectations blended with 

clearly defined supports at every turn.  Showing appreciation for a job well done and defining 

what this means within the culture of the school building to students, teachers, parents, 

administrators, the board of education, families, and the community at large has the potential to 

amplify learning outcomes for students and job satisfaction rates for all teachers.  Furthermore, 

creating a culture of support for teachers when students struggle, easing case management loads, 

conducting transparent contract negotiations, and celebrating  successes will enhance special 

education teachers’ desire to stay and sustain.   

 As echoed by Henderson (2014) at the district level, non-special education administrators 

should promote the retention of special education teachers by acting as good stewards of 

financial resources so that the salaries and benefits offered to special educators are competitive.  

Critically, district level administrators need to focus on setting the tone for a positive culture 

from the top down by soliciting input from all stakeholders and including the input of all highly 

skilled special education teachers.  It is equally important for these administrators to build 

relationships with special education teachers as well as all teachers and staff and to include the 

students as much as possible.  Relationships matter at every level and when support is in place 
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and perceived to be strong, special education teachers are more prone to stay in their positions 

for five years or longer.   

 Lastly, district level administrators need to continually review platforms for efficiency in 

all arenas of the school day, as the data show that organizational factors critical to special 

education teacher retention include time to complete the demanding paperwork associated with 

the field of special education.  Case management loads can be overwhelming but when time is 

prioritized and allocated to complete these responsibilities, special education teachers feel they 

are organizationally and relationally supported by their administrators.  Additionally, 

intentionally allocating time in teachers’ schedules for collaboration also gives rise to influential 

relational factors that lead to special education teacher retention for five or more years.   

Limitations 

The number of participants who returned surveys to this study posed a limitation. The 

survey was sent to 200 special education teachers in seven counties in Northeastern Pennsylvania 

with five or more years of experience who teach for a district or intermediate unit.  

Approximately 76 surveys were returned, which represents 38% of the total possible study 

participants.  This provided a limitation, as more study participation would have contributed to a 

larger sample size.   

The timeframe of the study posed a second limitation.  Structuring this study as a 

longitudinal study, focusing on special education teacher retention over the course of an 

expanded time frame, may have further enhanced the findings.   

Lastly, focus group participation presented as a limitation at the middle (6-8) and high 

school (9-12) levels.  Increased participation would have further assisted in disaggregating the 

data, as the capacity to provide meaningful input would have increased.  To address this 
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limitation, a secondary focus group was formed to include four special education teachers across 

the secondary arena from grades 7-12.   

Recommendations for Future Research   

  Importantly, much previous research has focused primarily on the reasons special 

education teachers leave the profession rather than on the reasons they stay.  This study built 

upon the work of Henderson’s (2014) study to continue to supplement the limited research on 

retention factors that influence special education teachers to remain in their teaching positions 

for more than five years.  Recommendations for future research deriving from this project 

include, but are not limited to, the following:  

1.  Investigate and analyze the relative influence of defined relational support factors and defined 

organizational factors on the retention of special education teachers in other demographic areas 

outside of Missouri and Northeastern Pennsylvania on a national scale.  Surveys and focus 

groups similar to those utilized in this study could be conducted with a much larger sample of 

veteran special education teachers (Henderson, 2014).   

2.  Investigate and analyze the effect of special education teacher retention on the achievement of 

students with disabilities.  Achievement scores could be quantitatively compared based upon the 

mobility rates of special education teachers and could be reviewed at the elementary level, 

middle level, and high school level, accordingly (Henderson, 2014).   

3.  Conduct research to determine whether or not the quality of mentorship and teacher induction 

programs affects the influence of those programs on special education teacher retention, as 

mentorship was determined to be a non-influential factor in this study (Henderson, 2014).   

4.  Qualitatively identify the methods and procedures that best enable building-level 

administrators to create a collaborative culture and climate that is accepting of students with 
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disabilities.  Determine whether or not schools with positive morale and an inclusive 

environment actually have lower rates of special education teacher mobility and attrition and 

provide recommendations and best practices as a result (Henderson, 2014).   

Summary 

  The purpose of this study was to identify specific factors that have influenced special 

education teachers to remain in their current teaching positions for at least five years or more.  

This study was designed to build on the research outlined in Henderson’s (2014) comparable 

study.   

As of 2017, more than 60,000 special education teaching positions were left vacant or 

were filled by teachers without adequate qualifications (U.S. Department of Education, 2017).  

Students with disabilities have been found to achieve more when they are educated by 

experienced and highly qualified special education teachers (Henderson, 2014).  Seventy-six 

experienced special education teachers, defined as special education teachers who have been 

teaching in the field of special education for five years or more working either for intermediate 

units or districts across seven counties in Northeastern Pennsylvania, provided relevant and 

meaningful input that contributed to the study outcomes.  The results of the data analysis yielded 

a p<.01 significance level in three separate paired sample T-tests, demonstrating a significant 

difference between special education teacher retention and the relational support factors that 

influence it. 

Next, an analysis of the modes of each research item was conducted to further identify 

specific factors that may influence special education teacher retention.  The findings defined the 

following organizational (O) and relational support factors (R) as being influential or highly 

influential when examining special education teacher retention:  
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Organizational (O) 

1. Clearly defined teaching roles 

2. Salary and benefits   

3. Job security/tenure  

4. Support with paperwork 

5. Time for special education paperwork 

Relational (R)  

1. Personal connection to school/area 

2. Student behavioral climate within the assigned district building 

3. Respect and appreciation of others 

4. Climate of shared responsibility for all students 

5. Support of district-level non-special education administrators  

6. Parental support 

7. Proof of student achievement gains 

8. Ability to make a difference in the lives of students 

9. Support of district-level or IU special education administrators  

10. Support of general education colleagues 

11. Climate supportive of inclusion and collaboration 

12. Fellow special education colleague support  

13. Community support 

14. Support of district-level non-special education administrators  

15. Enjoyment gained from the job (Highly Influential)  

16. Personal connection to the school/area (Highly Influential)  
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Two focus groups were then conducted, and five core themes were derived from them 

relating back to defined influential organizational and relational support factors that influenced 

special education teachers to remain in the field of special education for five or more years.   

1. Relationships with students, colleagues, and student families were named as the 

main factors that lead to special education teacher retention and were evident in 

each of the eight group responses to each of the eight questions presented.   

2. Salary, tenure, and medical benefits brought stability and a sense of necessity and 

were defined as factors that contributed to special education teacher retention. 

3. Relationships with other teachers, colleagues, and administrators is highly 

influential and will help prevent special education teacher burnout. 

4. Tenure, job security, health benefits, and consistent salary contribute to the 

retention of special education teachers. 

5. Job satisfaction, as related to being part of students’ learning and growing, 

influences special education teacher retention.   

Making a difference in the lives of students and gaining enjoyment from the profession 

were the attitudes most frequently shared by focus group respondents and were consistent with 

over 50% of the open-ended responses received.   In addition, they were identified in this study 

as influential factors in which both were categorized as relational support factors according to 

Billingsley’s (2004) work and then again demonstrated in the Henderson’s (2014) comparable 

study.   

To close, the research design and methodology triangulated the data analyzed and 

presented in this study.  Initially, quantitative survey data identified the aforementioned five 

organizational (O) and 16 relational support (R) factors that then resurfaced in open-ended 
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response data gleaned from open-ended survey item 50.  Themes were then derived during the 

two focus groups that linked back to both identified organizational (O) and relational support (R) 

factors that influenced special education teacher retention for five years or more.   

Notably, Feng & Sass (2009) extend to state that instruction delivered by competent and 

experienced special educators typically leads to increased academic and social achievement for 

special education students.  Retaining special education teachers is essential to the delivery of 

quality instruction linked to student outcomes (Henderson, 2014).  The outcomes of this study 

further identified both relational support (R) and organizational (O) factors that influence special 

education teachers to stay in the field of special education for five years or more.   
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Appendix A  

Survey 

Please rate the following factors in terms of how much each has influenced your decision to 

remain a special education teacher in your current position for five years or longer. 

 

1.  Please define where you are a special education teacher:  

 

 IU 

 District  

 

2.  I have taught in the field of Special Education for a minimum or 5 years or longer.   
 

 Yes 

 No – I am in year 1-4 
 

3.  Level of Education: 

BA 

M.Eds. or Second MA 

Ed.D. or Ph.D. 

 

4.  Clearly-defined teaching roles 

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 
 

5.  Access to quality teaching materials 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

6.  Access to technology 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 
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4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

7.  Professional development opportunities (in-district, out-of-district/in-house IU PD or out of 

IU PD, tuition reimbursement, etc.) 

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

8.  Special education-related training provided by the district or IU  

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 
 

9.  Manageable caseloads 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

10.  Salary and benefits 

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 
 

11.  Manageable paperwork demands (volume and complexity) 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 
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4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 
 

12.  Personal connection to school/area 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

13.  Class size 

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 
 

14.  Adequate planning time 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 
 

15.  Professional Learning Communities 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

16.  Opportunity to advance professionally within the district or IU 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 
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5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

17.  Student behavioral climate within the district and/or school building where I am assigned:  

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

18.  Respect and appreciation of others 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

19.  Job security/tenure 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

20.  Quality of education in district or IU 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

21.  Support with paperwork  

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 
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5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

22.  Opportunity to teach in varied contexts (co-teaching, resource, self-contained) 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

23.  Scheduling of students/services 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

24.  Location of the school building  

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

25.  District demographics 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

26.  Time for paperwork 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 
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5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

27.  Enjoyment gained from job 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

28.  Classroom space  

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

29.  Personal connection to school/area 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

30.  Classroom autonomy 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

31.  Climate of shared responsibility for all students 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 
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5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

32.  Support of district-level non-special education administrators  

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

33.  Parental support 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

34.  Proof of student achievement gains 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

35.  Scheduling of students/services 

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

36.  Ability to make a difference in the lives of students 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 
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5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

37.  Support of district-level or IU special education administrators  

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

38.  District demographics 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

39:  Support of general education colleagues 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

40.  Location of the school building 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

41.  Personal influence over building and district or IU policies and procedures 

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 
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5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

42.  Climate supportive of inclusion and collaboration 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

43.  District or IU process for handling special education meetings and evaluations 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

44.  Classroom budget 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

45.  Fellow special education colleague support  

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

 46.  Community support 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 
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5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator) 

 

47.  School size 

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

48.  Support of district-level non-special education administrators 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

49.  School district or IU reputation 

 

1.  Opposite of influential (this factor has caused me to consider leaving special education) 

2.  Not influential 

3.  Neutral 

4.  Somewhat influential 

5.  Extremely influential (this factor has been a major influence on my decision to remain a 

special educator 

 

50.  What other additional factors have influenced you to stay in your current position as a 

special education teacher? 
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Appendix B  

Interview Questions  

1.  What retention factors have most influenced you to remain in your current special  

education teaching position for more than five years?  

2.  What is the single factor that has most influenced your decision to remain in your current 

special education teaching position for more than five years?  Why?  

3.  Has that most influential factor changed over time throughout the course of your  

career?  Why or why not?  

4.  Do you think you possess personality traits that have kept you in your profession for five 

years or longer despite the presence or absence of the retention factors you have mentioned?  

Why or why not?  If so, what are those personality traits?  

5.  As a whole, to what extent have relational support factors influenced your decision to remain 

in your profession?  [Provide definition and examples of factors].   

6.  As a whole, to what extent have organizational factors influenced your decision to remain in 

your profession?  [Provide definition and examples of factors].   

7.  What factors do you think building-level administrators should address in order to retain 

special education teachers?  Please explain why you feel this way.   

8.  What factors do you think district-level administrators should address in order to retain 

special education teachers?  Please explain why you feel this way.   

 


