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Abstract

Special education teacher attrition has numerous negative impacts for students and schools. Administrators play an essential
role in supporting special educators, but they seldom receive adequate preparation to provide this support effectively. The
authors synthesize job characteristics theory, an area of research conducted by organizational psychologists. This theory is
used to provide practical suggestions for administrators interested in supporting and retaining special educators.
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In her 4 years as principal of an urban middle school, Jodie has
become increasingly frustrated by her efforts to support the
special education staff. The special education team is
disgruntled and has frequent turnover. She is tired of spending
time and money finding and training new teachers. This year,
she had to hire a long-term substitute for one position, because
no certified staff members applied. Jodie wants to provide an
effective education for students with disabilities, but without a
committed staff, she struggles to implement reforms. Jodie
knows that her students with disabilities are struggling
academically, and she knows that their success depends on
high-quality special educators, but she doesn’t know how to
overcome the persistent challenges on her special education
team. She wonders if perhaps the problem is not the special
educators, but the ways in which she has been supporting them.

(See Note 1.)

Jodie’s position is not unique; nationwide, the shortage
of qualified special educators has hovered at a level of about
10% for the past several decades (Sindelar, Brownell, &
Billingsley, 2010). Attrition is a major contributor to this
shortage, because more than half of new special educators
leave within the first 4 years of their careers (Boe, Cook, &
Sunderland, 2005). The attrition of special educators cre-
ates a number of serious consequences for students and
schools. Variability in the teaching workforce can reduce
schools’ ability to provide effective support for students,
because less experienced teachers must fill leadership roles
when experienced special educators leave. Staffing changes
disrupt school reform efforts, making changes difficult to

sustain over time, ultimately contributing to the gap between
research and practice (Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, &
Wallace, 2007; McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008).

However, administrators can play an essential role in
preventing special education teacher attrition. In a synthesis
of research on in this area, Billingsley (2004) found that
administrative support is one of the largest controllable
influences on attrition. Unfortunately, most states do not
require administrators to take course work in special educa-
tion as part of their certification (Kaye, 2002), and many
administrators report feeling unprepared to support special
educators (Wakeman, Browder, Flowers, & Ahlgrim-
Delzell, 2006).

Job design, an area of research conducted in organiza-
tional psychology, provides insights into how administra-
tors can proactively support special educators in ways that
reduce attrition and enhance effectiveness (Firestone &
Pennell, 1993; Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss,
2001). This research has consistently shown that supervi-
sors can create meaningful work environments for their
employees (Grissom, 2012), and employees who
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experience their work as meaningful are more effective and
less likely to leave (Humphrey, Nahrgang & Morgeson,
2007).

Job Characteristics Theory

The characteristics of jobs affect employees’ perceptions of
the importance of their work. When employees perceive
their work as meaningful, they are less likely to leave and
more likely to feel committed. Job design theorists have
examined a number of relevant job characteristics of special
interest, including

social support,
autonomy,

feedback,

task significance, and
task interdependence,

because they have strong links to employees’ performance
and attrition (Humphrey et al., 2007).

Social Support

Social support is the extent to which an employee partici-
pates in supportive, reciprocal relationships with col-
leagues. Humphrey et al.’s (2007) meta-analysis of job
design research found that social support is more highly
correlated with turnover intentions than any other job char-
acteristic. Social support improves organizational commit-
ment and reduces absenteeism, possibly by mitigating the
impact of stressful situations (Humphrey et al., 2007).

Social support plays a critical role in special educators’
work experiences. Billingsley (2004) noted that special
educators who perceive administrators as supportive are
more committed, more satisfied with their jobs, and less
likely to intend to leave. Supportive administrators may be
essential for cultivating collegial environments (Billingsley,
2004; Gersten et al., 2001). However, collegial support is
not something administrators can provide on an occasional
basis; it must be an integral part of the school culture
(Billingsley, 2004). Administrators can cultivate a support-
ive, collegial culture in many ways:

e Include special educators in school social net-
works: Ensure that special educators have equal
access to public spaces during the same time periods
as their colleagues. Include them fully in school
social events.

e Create time for special educators to collaborate
with one another: Special educators need opportu-
nities to provide one another with the unique support
necessary to do a unique job.

e Express an interest in special educators as indi-
viduals: Relationships with school leaders matter
(Oplatka, 2006). Let special educators know that you
care about them as people too!

Provide social support: The special educators at Jodie’s
school have always eaten lunch at a different time than other
teachers, and their classrooms were isolated at the end of a
hallway, far from the office. By reorganizing the schedule, such
that special educators could join other staff members at
lunchtime, and changing the locations of some classrooms,
Jodie took the first steps toward integrating special educators
into her school community.

Autonomy

Autonomy is the degree of control teachers have over their
work. In other fields, high autonomy has been linked with
performance and commitment. DeVaro, Li, and Brookshire
(2007), in a large survey of British employees from a nation-
ally representative sample of professions, found that organi-
zations in which employees rated their jobs high on
autonomy were more productive than organizations in
which employees rated their jobs as having less autonomy.

Special educators’ autonomy has eroded in recent years,
as standards-based assessments have become a major force
driving instructional decisions for all students (Shealey,
McHatton, & Farmer, 2009; Valli & Buese, 2007). Special
educators may become frustrated when a lack of autonomy
limits their ability to use specialized expertise to support
their students (Scruggs, Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007).
However, it is still possible to afford special educators an
appropriate level of autonomy by allowing wide latitude in
how mandated standards may be taught. McLeskey and
Waldron’s (2012) profile of the principal of a highly per-
forming, inclusive school found that the principal was “ada-
mant and uncompromising” about her school vision, but she
allowed great flexibility in how teachers could meet this
vision (p. 54). Similarly, although all teachers must meet
the demands of the No Child Left Behind Act and other leg-
islative initiatives, administrators can facilitate autonomy
by allowing special educators to determine the most effec-
tive ways to meet these demands. Specifically, administra-
tors can take the following steps:

¢ Include special educators in decisions about their
work: Involving special educators in conversations
about their students, schedules, and curricula will
enhance their sense of control over their work.

e Trust special educators’ unique knowledge:
Provided they produce positive student outcomes,
encourage special educators to select the most appro-
priate ways of meeting students’ needs. This is espe-
cially important for special educators, because many
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of their students are likely to have unique needs that
cannot be met by generic instructional mandates.

Support special educators’ autonomy: Mr. Hughes has
frequently argued that the district-mandated special education
reading curriculum is not appropriate for some of his students.
This year, Jodie decides to trust him. She tells him to use
whichever curriculum he feels is most appropriate and to provide
weekly graphs of students’ progress; as long as students make
adequate progress toward their individualized education program
(IEP) goals, Mr. Hughes may select the method of instruction.

Feedback

Autonomy without accountability may be a recipe for disas-
ter. Feedback ensures that autonomous actions align with
school goals. Feedback also provides insights into how
one’s work contributes to meaningful outcomes (Parker &
Ohly, 2008). Humphrey et al. (2007) found that feedback
has a larger impact on performance than other job
characteristics.

Novice special educators value feedback from adminis-
trators and expect them to communicate the criteria for suc-
cess (Firestone & Pennell, 1993). Unfortunately they report
that most of the feedback they receive comes from col-
leagues (Billingsley, Carlson, & Klein, 2004) and students
(Firestone & Pennell, 1993). By providing regular feedback
to special educators, administrators communicate that spe-
cial educators’ work is important. Research in education
indicates that specific, positive, corrective, and immediate
feedback is more effective at changing teachers’ practices
than general, noncorrective, or delayed feedback (Scheeler,
Ruhl, & McAfee, 2004). Administrators can provide feed-
back to special educators in several ways:

e Meet with special educators to discuss students’
progress: Holding regular meetings to discuss stu-
dents’ progress communicates that special educators’
work is valued. Offer praise, suggestions, and logis-
tical support, not evaluation, during these meetings.

e Use formal evaluations to help teachers improve:
In an accountability context, policy makers, research-
ers, and practitioners are all struggling to understand
how evaluations can enhance teacher quality. In the
complexities of these conversations, it is easy to lose
sight of the fact that the goal of evaluation is to help
individual teachers improve their instruction
(Benedict, Thomas, Kimerling, & Leko, 2013;
Holdheide, Warburton, & Buzick, 2012). During for-
mal evaluations, offer special educators specific
advice about how to improve. If student data are part
of the evaluation process, help special educators to
interpret the data in ways that are meaningful for
their students, indicating specific steps they can take
to help students’ progress.

Provide effective feedback: Jodie did not feel that she knew
enough about special education progress monitoring to support
this process, so she asked the school psychologist to hold
monthly meetings with each special educator, to discuss
students’ progress monitoring data and to provide support and
feedback as needed. Jodie joined these meetings occasionally
to improve her own knowledge of the students in her school.

Task Significance

Task significance refers to perceptions of the importance of
one’s work. Employees who perceive their work as socially
significant express more positive feelings about their jobs
(Saavedra & Kwun, 2000), have higher rates of helping
behaviors (Grant, 2008), are more satisfied with their jobs
(DeLoach, 2003), and may also have improved overall per-
formance (Grant, 2008; Grant & Sumanth, 2009). Teachers
value task significance more than many other professionals;
educators are more likely than private sector professionals
to value making a contribution to society (Guarino,
Santibanez, & Daley, 2006). This is especially true for spe-
cial educators, who often choose this career to serve those
in need (Fish & Stephens, 2010).

Task significance is closely tied to feedback, because
feedback is the means by which one knows how one’s work
affects others. In addition to providing feedback, leaders
can also enhance employees’ perceptions of the significance
of their work by engaging in ethical leadership and by using
participatory decision-making processes. When employers
are perceived as ethical, employees perceive their work as
more significant, which in turn enhances performance
(Grant & Sumanth, 2009). Ethical leadership may affect
task significance by increasing employees’ value for the
organization’s mission (Paarlberg & Lavigna, 2010).

Participatory decision making also enhances task signifi-
cance. Employees who are involved in decision making
tend to view their work as more significant, which in turn
increases job satisfaction (Wright & Kim, 2004). Studies in
the private sector have linked participatory decision making
to increased retention (Griffeth, 2000), and a large educa-
tional study found that when school leaders are perceived as
effective, participatory decision making improves retention
(Grissom, 2012). Administrators can support special educa-
tors’ sense of task significance by taking the following
measures:

¢ Emphasize ethics in your own work and the work
of your employees: Special education law is an
obvious area in which ethics is required. Become
familiar with special education law, and communi-
cate respect for it through both words and actions.

e Include special educators in decision making
beyond special education: Special educators’
involvement should not end with special education
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issues; their work 1is relevant for the entire
school community. Therefore, special educators
should be involved in school decisions. Include a
special educator on the leadership team. Consult
with special educators when making changes in the
general education curriculum.

Communicate the significance of special educators’ work:
This year, Jodie focuses on making sure that special education
law is respected. Before the year starts, she meets with the
special education team to review each student’s IEP and
determine what resources will be needed. At this meeting,
Jodie realizes that a teacher needs training in reading
instruction, so she arranges for him to receive expert coaching.
Jodie also asks the receptionist to help teachers schedule IEP
meetings, to ensure that all IEPs are completed on time.

Task Interdependence

Task interdependence refers to the extent to which one’s work
affects and is affected by others (Oldham & Hackman, 2010).
Jobs that include elements of task interdependence have higher
organizational commitment, lower absenteeism, and reduced
turnover intentions (Humphrey et al., 2007). These benefits are
more likely to occur when employees are mutually dependent
on one another (Kiggundu, 1981) and mutually responsible for
outcomes (Wageman, 1999).

These findings have implications for special educators in
collaborative roles, who rely on general education teachers to
support their students. Scruggs et al. (2007) found that most
coteaching arrangements use the “one teach, one assist” model,
with special educators acting as assistants. In such arrange-
ments, without parity between special and general educators,
collaborative relationships are unlikely to be successful
(Murawski & Hughes, 2009). Administrators can promote
more effective, mutual, interdependence in several ways:

e Cultivate a balance of power and responsibility
between collaborators: Communicate that teachers
in collaborative assignments are equals. Teachers
who share responsibility for instruction should also
share responsibility for the results of all students’
assessments.

e Support shared responsibility through collabora-
tive professional learning: Conduct data-based pro-
fessional learning experiences that support
collaborators in using student data to improve their
instruction (Leko & Brownell, 2009).

e Provide sufficient resources and planning time
for collaborators: Implement and safeguard a
schedule that allows collaborators time to coplan.

Support interdependent work: To provide meaningful
collaborative professional learning and to ensure that
coteachers were equally responsible for students, Jodie invited

special educators to attend data team meetings with their
coteachers, and she invited general education coteachers to
attend special education progress monitoring meetings.

Conclusions

Research in other fields suggests that leaders have the
power to structure work in ways that enhance motivation,
by strengthening experiences of social support, autonomy,
feedback, task significance, and task interdependence.
Although the suggestions we have outlined may be time-
consuming, many of them can be implemented by princi-
pals, vice principals, curriculum facilitators, or school
psychologists. By sharing these responsibilities, leadership
teams can provide special educators with supported and
meaningful work roles. These efforts will pay dividends in
the long run, in the increased motivation, commitment, and
retention of special educators, and improved outcomes for
students with disabilities.
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Note

1. This vignette is a fictionalized account. Some aspects of this
vignette are based on authentic situations observed by the
authors. Other aspects of the vignette (especially the changes
Jodie makes) are drawn from relevant research. Jodie is a fic-
tional person.
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