
CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF SPECIAL EDUCATION PREPARATION 
AND PRACTICE 

Fern Aefsky, Jodi Lamb 
Saint Leo University (UNITED STATES) 

Abstract 
The field of special education is a challenge for most nations and in the Unites States, a recent court 
decision will mandate new Federal laws. Each state will have to change regulations to comply with the 
new Federal law. 

The change focuses on how students with disabilities, entitled to a "free, appropriate, public education 
(FAPE)" under the current law, has been newly defined, based on academic progress made by each 
student. This legal change re-defines what constitutes a FAPE for students with disabilities and how 
teacher preparatory programs can support new teachers, and how practitioners must support and be 
held accountable for the academic progress of students with disabilities in the prek-12 school setting. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
In March 2017, the Supreme Court of the United States, determined with greater specificity than in 
prior Federal law, that the standard for a “Free and appropriate education” (FAPE) must be 
determined by adequate, not minimal, progress made by students with disabilities as reflected in the 
individual education plan (IEP) annual process (Endrew F. v. Douglas City School District, 2017). 

The question that the court was asked to answer was what level of educational benefit that school 
districts must provide to students with disabilities provides those students with a free, appropriate, 
public education that is guaranteed by the individuals with disabilities act (IDEA, 2004). The standard 
the parents challenged in the courts was due to the fact that a child with autism did not make progress 
in public school, but in a private school, made substantial progress. 

FAPE was part of initial Federal laws passed in 1975 (P.L.94-142), and was intended to ensure that 
students with disabilities were entitled to an education in the least restrictive environment that was 
appropriate due to their level of disability, in which the student could make gains academically, 
socially, behaviourally, and emotionally. Eligibility determination processes and procedures, annual 
reviews of progress towards goals, and updated IEP’s based on that annual progress were all part of 
the procedural safeguards that supported students with disabilities, and their rights to a free, 
appropriate, public education. 

When parents and school districts disagree, courts become involved, at the local, state and Federal 
levels. When appellate court rulings are challenged, the top court in the country, the U.S. Supreme 
Court can choose to hear the case. This court then remands the lower court to review a case, based 
on new rulings, if appropriate, which is what occurred in Endrew F. v Douglas County. 

Based on this recent ruling, school districts must be able to demonstrate evidence of student 
achievement for students with disabilities differently than previous standards of measured growth. 

This has implications for teacher and leader preparatory programs for university programs and 
changes at the state education certification departments, as teachers and school leaders need to 
know what the standards are, how to use data to inform practice and how to correctly measure 
appropriate progress in offering students with disabilities an annual IEP. 

2 CURRENT TRENDS 
There is a national teacher shortage of special education teachers (Hale, 2015; Holdheide & DeMonte, 
2016). Forty-eight states (of 50) reported shortages, requiring teacher certification program 
modifications, such as the creation of modified training programs for general education teachers to 
gain certification in the area of special education, and the creation of alternative routes to certification 
for people with no prior training as teachers.  
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This has resulted in short-term, non-sustainable solutions, while the population of students with 
disabilities in need of services has increased. The need for university preparatory programs must 
address this trend, as teachers and leaders are prepared to meet the needs of schools, districts, 
regulations, and most importantly, children. 

Multiple reasons for the lack of qualified special education teachers have been identified, including the 
lack of leadership support, massive amounts of paperwork, and the change to state assessments that 
ignore the nature and severity of student’s disabilities and appropriate modifications utilized for 
students with disabilities (Mader, 2017). This situation has resulted in students being taught 
appropriately, due to their disability and need for instructional adjustments, and then having to take 
state exams for accountability of academic progress without the use of those appropriate 
modifications. 

Teachers and leaders need to have the skills, knowledge and support to effectively provide 
appropriate programs of instruction to students with a variety of needs due to multiple types of 
disabilities. The university programs for preparing teachers and leaders need to adjust their programs 
of studies, to ensure that this instruction is provided with embedded strategies, information, and skills. 

3 PROGRAM CHANGE NEEDED 
In order for preparatory programs to effectively meet the needs of practitioners, the changes in the 
laws must be known by teachers and administrators; by university programs that prepare teachers and 
school leaders; and supported in practice in order to appropriately support the students in learning and 
demonstrating learning outcomes.  

Teacher prep programs should embed standards of educating students with disabilities into all 
methods and content knowledge classes, as differentiating instruction is applicable to all students, 
including those with disabilities. If the expectation for including all children in every aspect of teacher 
prep programs is actualized, teachers will be better prepared for the requirements in schools and by 
state assessment protocols. 

States are addressing these elements through the educator standards that are required through 
statute or state board rules that govern preparation programs.  In Florida, there are two areas 
identified in the Florida Educator Accomplished Practices that focus on these needs: 

The learning environment – To maintain a student centered learning environment that is safe, 
organized, equitable, flexible, inclusive and collaborative, the effective educator consistently 
adapts the learning environment to accommodate the differing needs and diversity of students 

Instructional delivery and facilitation – The effective educator consistently utilizes a deep and 
comprehensive knowledge of the subject taught to differentiate instruction based on an 
assessment of student learning needs and recognition of individual differences in students. 

(Florida Administrative Code 6A-5.065) 

A similar emphasis for attending to the needs of all learners is noted in New York State teaching 
standards I-V.  Each standard provides a clear expectation of providing instruction that is differentiated 
and accommodations that address that needs of ALL learners (NYS Office of Higher Learning, NYS 
Teaching Standards).   

While these are examples from two states, it is clear that general education and exceptional student 
education candidates both need to be familiar with instructional strategies that appropriately scaffold 
the content for struggling students. Both sets of teachers need an in depth understanding of the 
Response to Intervention (RTI) process, the application of a variety of intervention strategies and the 
methods of collecting data to determine the appropriateness of the applied interventions.  All 
struggling learners benefit from teachers being competent and confident in the behaviors described.   

School leaders must be cognizant of how the instructional program meets and supports the needs of 
diverse learners and how to best support the teachers.  The demands on the exceptional education 
teachers are significant and without proper support, burn-out rate and teacher turnover can be high. 

In New York State, leadership candidates are required to have experiences in schools that have 
students of diverse needs, backgrounds and developmental levels (NYCRR, Title 8, Chapter II, 
Subchapter A, Part 52, Section 52.21c). In California, the California Administrator Performance 
Expectations, set a clear focus on meeting the needs of diverse students as it relates to equity issues, 
instructional best practices, and full access to the curriculum (California Professional Standards for 
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Educational Leaders). Georgia requires its educational leadership candidates to have specific 
coursework that concentrates on children with special needs.  This includes both the identification and 
the instruction of the children (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, Georgia Standards for 
the Approval of Professional Education Units and Educator Preparation Programs). 

4 SUCCESSFUL CHANGE PROCESS 
University program developers can successfully implement change that will support teachers and 
school leaders by creating and sustaining collaborative partnerships (Aefsky, 2017). One approach to 
a collaborative program is to provide an inclusive program of studies for teacher candidates in 
elementary or secondary education programs with those in a special education program (Holdheide & 
DeMonte, 2017). This is similar to what is expected in k-12 school settings. The modeling within 
teaching pedagogy and training would assist teachers as they enter the field of special education, and 
retention rates of these teachers should improve. 

School and district leaders also need to build collaborative partnerships with district supervisors of 
special education, in order to better support one another, teachers, families and students. When a 
team of educators, teachers and administrators work together to support students with disabilities, 
measured student success increases. Workload responsibilities are shared and mutual support 
provides guidance and assistance to teachers in the special education process. 

Advisory councils at the university level, with graduates, faculty, and practitioners (teachers and 
administrators) can facilitate the much needed collaborative practices, ensuring that data from the field 
is collected and acted upon. This is one way to enhance programs of practice. 

5 SUMMARY 
The changes that the new law requires of teachers and school leaders for demonstrating evidence of 
the level of educational benefit for students with disabilities requires an enhanced level of training, at 
both the university preparatory levels and practitioner levels. The positive impact of changes 
discussed creates the opportunity for increased teacher, administrative and student success. 
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