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ABSTRACT

This research sought to understand the experiences and perceptions of special
education inclusion teachers (SEITs) from an urban county in Central Georgia. The
qualitative narrative analysis proposed here aims to give school districts insight into why
SEITs leave the field. This study followed a basic qualitative design. Participants were
pulled from an urban school district in Central Georgia by emailing or phone calling
through an open records request. A total of four participants were selected for this study.
Two of the chosen participants were female, and two were male. The two females were
aged 26 and 26; the two males were aged 23 and 25. The two male participants were
African American, while the female participants were white.

Data were collected in four interviews and coded by In Vivio, Pattern, and
Codeweaving during the analysis process. Five themes were developed through the
analysis process. Those themes were Job Choice, Preparation, Workload, and Job
Effectiveness. Implications for practice include lessening teacher workloads, developing
more robust mentorship programs, and improving how SEITs are prepared for the job.
Future research suggested would be to compare SEITs that left the field to those that are
still in the area. Also, reaching those with an innate desire to teach to those who choose
to teach for convenience would be essential. Lastly, the participants of this study all had
some disability they were diagnosed with at an early age. It could be helpful to look at

the differences between SEITs with a diagnosed disability and those without a disability.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
Background

The role of special education teachers has evolved, especially since The
Rehabilitation Act (1973), the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
(2004), and the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) were all enacted. IDEA is
different from the Americans with Disabilities Act and the Rehabilitation Act because it
does not simply prohibit discrimination based on disability (Stasio, Fiorilli, Benevene,
Uusitalo, & Chiacchio, 2017). Instead, it requires states to comply with IDEA
procedures as a condition of receiving federal funds (Stasio et al., 2017). More
specifically, IDEA requires states to have free and public education (FAPE) for children
with disabilities, including access to the general education curriculum. IDEA mandates
part of guaranteeing FAPE to include the evaluation of students suspected of having a
disability (Stasio et al., 2017), including creating an individualized education plan (IEP).
IEPs are developed by a committee, supporting a student with the tools they need to
access the curriculum. An IEP committee includes parents, guardians, teachers,
administrators, school psychologists, and the student.

Special education inclusion teachers (SEIT) work directly with students with IEPs
in a co-teach setting. SEITs are responsible for ensuring instructional accommodations

are being met in the classroom, scheduling IEPs for the annual reviews of each child on



their caseload, and working with general education and special education students within
the classroom (Robinson, 2011). Such a classroom setting illustrates the term inclusion.
Some SEITs can teach up to four different subjects, depending on their schedules, and
attend all four content area meetings to keep abreast of the lesson planning. Having
special education teachers attend content area meetings are crucial (Cancio et al., 2018).
SEITs are essential in working with general education teachers to accommodate lesson
plans for special education students when needed (Robinson, 2011). The SEIT provides
guidance when discussing the appropriate way to develop activities to meet the needs of
the special education students in the classroom (Robinson, 2011).

The primary responsibilities of the SEIT, as discussed thus far, reflect a partial
range of duties. Joining different committees upon request, counseling children with
challenging behaviors, dealing with conflicts when working in another adult’s classroom,
or being used as a behavior management specialist serve as a small sampling of assigned
responsibilities befalling the SEIT. The additional stressors may lead to a challenging
work environment and cause the SEIT to teach general education students exclusively or
leave teaching altogether.

SEITs have reported numerous stressors when teaching children with special
needs (Robinson, 2011). Increased caseloads, pressure attributed to student achievement,
addressing student behavior, and worries about the existence of their current positions
can cause significant stress (Cancio et al., 2018). This work-related stress may cause the
quality of service to decline or culminate to a point the SEIT leaves the profession
altogether. Escaping the profession was one of the main reasons for teachers leaving the

field (Table 1). Using exit surveys in the study, Cancio et al. (2018) found that the



special educator job is difficult, demanding, and stressful. According to Feng and Sass
(2018), the number of teachers entering the field of special education dropped by 17%
from 2006 to 2017, while the number of children being recognized as having special
needs decreased by only one percent.

Table 1

Reasons for SEITs Leaving Teaching (Cancio et al., 2018)

Reasons Percentage
Other 18.2
Personal Reasons 31.3
Escape Teaching 37.2
Retirement 42.1

37.2% of SEITs are leaving their jobs to escape teaching, but SEITs aren’t the
only jobs in education that are having difficulties with retention. General education
teachers are also leaving the field, specifically math and science teachers (Loewus, 2021).
Loewus (2021) reported that 33% of general education teachers said that it was very
likely that they would escape teaching within the next two years. While the numbers for
special education inclusion teachers are slightly larger based on Table I and Table 2,

there can be cause for concern for the field of education as a whole.



Table 2

Likelihood of General Education Teachers Leaving in the Next Two Years (Loewus,

2021)
Responses Percentage
Very Unlikely 27
Somewhat Unlikely 19
Somewhat Likely 21
Very Likely 33

The perception of the teaching profession has changed over time. Based on
surveys conducted by Park, Jacob, Wagner, & Baiden (2013), teaching is not viewed as
the profession it once was. Since the early 1990s, with the development of charter
schools, more rigorous academic standards have been adopted, teacher evaluations began
being tied to student performance on standardized tests, and structured lesson plans
offered less room for creativity (Park et al., 2013). As reported in 2013, only eight
percent of teachers earning a bachelor’s degree in education had a major in special
education. It further noted that those who did not major in special education indicated it
was because of the stressors associated with the job (Park et al., 2013). Participants
stated that other individuals within the profession would tell them to choose a different
career path because of the tremendous workload (Park et al., 2013). Radford (2017)
provided an example of what the workload can look like in the classroom, with a teacher
stating she was responsible for 20 middle school students with a spectrum of disabilities.
Teenagers with intellectual disabilities, emotional behavioral disabilities, and specific

learning disabilities were assembled in one classroom. The teacher would implement 20
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individual education plans in addition to 20 sets of classroom and testing
accommodations. Subsequently, the quality of education for the student declines as the
number of students within a classroom increases (Radford, 2017). This is especially true
when it applies to students with disabilities. The student-to-teacher ratio has increased
since the last recession ended in 2009 (Gilmour, 2019). This ratio went from 15:1 to 16:1
in Georgia, with some counties in the state experiencing more significant numbers
(Gilmour, 2019) and no pay increase (Park et al., 2013).

From 2001 until 2014, the attrition rate of SEITs has ranged anywhere from 10%
to 20% across the United States (Park et al., 2013). The rate is even more significant
when reviewing the attrition data of SEITs within the first five years of starting their
career (Tilos, 2019), which can be viewed in Table 3. The Georgia Professional
Standards Commission (n.d.) reported an attrition rate of 44% for SEITs within their first
five years of teaching. The attrition data for general education teachers are close behind
SEITs, with 44% reporting leaving after their first five years, as seen in Table 4 (Will,
2020). Considering this, school districts are dealing with a continuing recruitment,
hiring, and induction cycle. The time and resources leaders spend to induct SEITs must
be considered in relation to the cost of retaining them (Ronfeldt & McQueen, 2017).
Because of the value related to retention, the central office and local school personnel
must take steps to reduce the rate of attrition (Thornton et al., 2010). The special
education teaching profession should not be a cycle of new teachers who change careers
after only a few years (Thornton et al., 2010). The best way to accomplish this task is to

understand why teachers leave the field. District leaders have continually stated the SEIT



attrition issues we face throughout the country, including in the state of Georgia, but fail
to address the factors for why it is still an issue to this day (Maslach, 2015).
Table 3

Average attrition rates of SEITs in the first five years in the United States (Tilos, 2019)

Years Percentage
After 1 18.2
After 2 31.3
After 3 37.2
After 4 42.1
After 5 46.1

Table 4
Average attrition rates of general education teachers in the first five years in the United

States (Will, 2020)

Years Percentage
After 1 16
After 2 30
After 3 33
After 4 41
After 5 44




Theoretical Framework

Research on attrition rates of SEITs has focused on the internal struggles
occurring when one decides to leave their job. The results from surveys given to
participants throughout much of the research lay a foundation rooted in understanding the
concepts of burnout, feelings of helplessness, a lack of gratitude, and poor working
conditions (Gilmour, 2019). Poor working conditions have been associated with feelings
of inadequacy and a lack of support from the administration. A scarcity of resources for
students was noted as contributing to the burnout factor (Olson, 2014). The internal
struggles SEITs face when contemplating leaving the profession are best associated with
three theories: The Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice, the Labor Economic
Theory of Supply and Demand, and The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout.
The Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice

The Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice finds individuals making
systematic assessments of the net monetary and nonmonetary benefits from different
occupations leading to systematic decisions throughout their career to enter, stay, or leave
a profession (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). The nonmonetary benefits include working
conditions, support of peers and supervisors, compatibility of hours and schedules with
family and leisure needs, availability of adequate materials, students’ learning attitudes,
and parental support. Individuals will choose occupations with a maximum net return
(Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).

A monetary benefit is money associated with an occupation (Billingsley &
Bettini, 2019). Research in teaching has focused on financial bonuses for student

achievement based on standardized test scores (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). In some



school systems, a bonus may be given to teachers with high student achievement, while
other teachers without high-achieving students do not receive the bonus. This has the
opposite effect of improving morale and performance (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).
Some school districts tried to provide bonuses to the entire school for positive
performance instead of individual classrooms, but the impact has been inconclusive
(Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).
Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand

The Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand suggests that an individual
will work in a position if the overall compensation package makes it an attractive job
(Montrosse & Young, 2012). This theory states that compensation is not limited to salary
and benefits but includes any aspect of work influencing one’s desire to enter, stay, or
leave (Montrosse & Young, 2012). Those influences could range from the work schedule
to the job location. For teachers, it could be the intrinsic rewards one derives from
teaching. Intrinsic rewards initiate a positive emotional response in an individual and
depend on that individual’s effort. Examples of intrinsic rewards in teaching could be the
ability to inspire others, impact many lives, and allow your creativity to flow. Conditions
of service are an essential factor as to whether someone may stay on a job or leave
(Montrosse & Young, 2012). These conditions are then studied and broken into
categories to understand the overall makeup of the teacher labor market.
The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout

According to Maslach (2015), The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout
conceptualizes burnout in three core components: emotional exhaustion,

depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. She explains burnout as an



individual stress experience embedded in complex social relationships. It involves a
person’s conception of both self and others. Maslach (2015) explains emotional
exhaustion as being emotionally overextended and depleted of one’s emotional resources.
The sources of exhaustion are usually developed from work overload or personal
conflicts at work. Personal conflicts can develop from the co-teaching experience or
complex relationships associated with administrators. Maslach (2015) defines
depersonalization as a negative, cynical, or excessively detached response to other
people. This develops as a response to overloaded emotional exhaustion and represents
the interpersonal dimension of burnout (Maslach, 2015). According to Maslach (2015),
the last dimension, reduced personal accomplishment, is a decline in feelings of
competence and productivity at work. This lowered sense of self-efficacy has been
linked to depression and an inability to cope with the job (Maslach, 2015). This can be
exaggerated by a lack of opportunities to develop professionally. The individual
develops a growing sense of inadequacy in being able to help others. This represents the
self-evaluation component of burnout. Maslach (2015) states that this three-dimensional
model places the individual stress experience within a social context. This is what makes

the concept of burnout distinct from other types of stress.



Figure 1. Multidimensional Theory of Burnout

— Depersonalization

Emotional
Exhaustion

Reduced Personal
Acomplishment

Burnout

Figure 1. This figure is representative of Maslach’s (2015) Multidimensional Theory of
Burnout. The chart shows how the three factors of depersonalization, emotional
exhaustion, and reduced personal accomplishment all tie back to the concept of burnout.

This study will investigate the thoughts, feelings, and, more importantly,
experiences of SEITs having left the teaching field. The multidimensional theory of
burnout focuses on individuals' emotional exhaustion, in this case, SEITs, which is stated
in the literature review (Maslach, 2015). Since burnout is a social and emotional
construct impacting the concepts of self and relationships, it aligns well with this study
(Maslach, 2015) when answering the following research questions:

RQ1: What were the experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession?

RQ2: How do special education inclusion teachers, who have left the profession,
perceive their support as a special education inclusion teacher?

RQ3: What impact did special education inclusion teachers’ classroom

experiences have on their decision to leave the field?
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More specifically, the perception of performance and support would be negatively
impacted by the theory of burnout, which is one reason teachers leave the field of
education, according to Maslach (2015). Asking the overarching research questions will
allow the participants to reflect on their experiences by speaking about their feelings.
Those feelings could be tied to exhaustion from conflicts and overload in the work
environment. SEITs may also choose to stay or leave based on their job's monetary and
nonmonetary benefits, which inversely impacts the supply and demand of the teacher job
market. An analysis of the transcripts from the interviews revealed if these theories
played a role in SEITs leaving the profession.

Statement of the Problem

Being a SEIT causes stressors (conditions that trigger stress) that build over time
(Tilos, 2019). These stressors develop through increased workloads, high-stakes testing
for children with disabilities, and teacher performance evaluations. When a SEIT leaves
a teaching position because of stressors, their negative feelings toward the job can impact
the recruitment of future candidates. These teachers' negative thoughts and feelings can
spread throughout districts and communities. This can have an even greater impact the
more that leave the profession. High turnover rates raise a red flag for future candidates
and those already employed.

Currently, school systems throughout the U.S. cannot recruit and retain enough
teachers certified to teach in an inclusion setting; ideally, through the study of the
problem, recommendations will be made to improve retention. A certified teacher is

defined as a person meeting specific qualifications or standards (Tilos, 2019). One such
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qualification in Georgia is obtaining a passing score on the Georgia Assessment for the
Certification of Educators (GACE). This problem is worth studying because it continues
to occur in school districts throughout the country and impacts every district member,
including students.
Purpose of the Study

The scope of this study is linked to the concepts generated in Figure 2 and pulled
from the theoretical frameworks discussed earlier. The concepts are mapped based on the
significance level, with the main concepts beginning in the center of the figure and then
spreading out to the sub-concepts. The concepts and sub-concepts focus on the factors
impacting SEIT burnout rates and why they choose to leave or stay in the teacher
workforce, some of which overlap with the general education teacher population. These

concepts impact the supply and demand of the teacher work pool.
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Figure 2. Concept Map of Former SEITs Experiences

Student Performance
1. Low performance can lead to
frustration.

Professional Development

1.

Lack of PD offered can
impact performance,

2. Pressure from poor standardized
test scores.

2. Can also lower morale.

Workload Career Experiences of Former

Special Education Inclusion

1. Larger IEP caseloads can
lead to fiustration

Mentorship Programs
Teachers

Mentorship programs can in-

o . .
Working outside of school crease confidence in teachers.

can lead to burnout.

1. Perception of Support

Perception of Performance Need to be paired with someone

of the same skillset.

Administrative and/or Staff
Support

Teacher Evaluations

1. Low evaluations without
support impact burnout.

1. Lack of support can lead
to burnout.

Low evaluations impact
teacher performance.

Figure 2. The scope of this study is linked to the concepts generated in figure 2. It was
developed based on research conducted by Billingsley & Bettini (2019), and Tilos
(2019). The concepts are mapped based on the significance level, with the main concepts
beginning in the center of the page and then spreading out to the sub-concepts.

The purpose of the qualitative narrative analysis proposed here is to give school
districts insight into why SEITs leave the field. This perspective would come by way of
interviewing those having left the profession. This information could help school

districts change the hiring and recruiting practices of SEITs, along with improving

support after hire.
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This study will focus on the factors of the perception of on-the-job performance
and the perception of on-the-job support. Within these two elements, the study will
understand the impacts of workload (caseload size, paperwork, etc.), how SEITs are
evaluated (who conducted their evaluations and were the evaluations positive or negative
experiences), student performance (in the classroom and on high stakes testing), support
from administration, and the implementation of mentorship programs. An in-depth
narrative analysis of these factors will help achieve this study’s purpose. Life
experiences will be examined for relevance to this topic but not as a primary focus. It
will be essential to gather background information to paint a complete picture of each
participant, which may include family and educational background. This will also allow
the researcher to determine if any commonalities exist between participants in this area.
If so, then it might be worth exploring in future studies.

Research Questions

To develop an understanding of how the experiences of SEITs shape their
decisions to leave the field, I propose a narrative research level of inquiry to answer the
following three overarching questions:

RQ1: What were the experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession?

RQ2: How do special education inclusion teachers, who have left the profession,
perceive their support as a special education inclusion teacher?

RQ3: What impact did special education inclusion teachers’ classroom

experiences have on their decision to leave the field?
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Responses to the research questions will help achieve this study’s goal by
revealing the positive and negative aspects a participant may experience in their teaching
career. Career experiences are any experiences a person gains working in a specific field
or occupation. Gaining a better understanding of their experiences will help school and
central office personnel make sound decisions regarding teacher retention.

The perception of support greatly affects teachers’ leaving the field (Billingsley &
Bettini, 2019). If the participants describe a lack of support throughout their careers, then
insight into their experiences would help school personnel change current policy. The
policy could be anything from establishing or fixing mentorship programs to looking at
hiring practices.

While the first research question deals with general career experiences, such as
everything occurring outside the classroom, the third question focuses on events inside
the classroom. Classroom experiences may address workload concerns, student
performance, teacher evaluations, and professional development. Gaining insight into
those having left the field would help local, and school personnel make improvements to
the experiences of SEITs when they are in the classroom.

Significance of the Study

Hermann (2018) asserted that solving the SEIT attrition issues is essential to
improving the educational system. The results of this study will give school districts
personal insight into why SEITs leave the field. This information could help school
districts change their hiring and recruiting practices for SEITs. It is the researcher’s
intent, through this qualitative narrative analysis, to provoke discussions within the

impacted school systems to develop strategies for retaining SEITs.
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Researchers (Whitford & Villaume, 2014) continually discover reasons for
teachers leaving the field through the administration of surveys. These scales rate how
teachers feel based on particular situations and assist researchers in drawing inferences
about teachers’ struggles. Surveys do not describe the thoughts and feelings of SEITs in
detail. When we develop a better understanding of the personal struggles faced by
teachers, we increase the ability to retain them.

Therefore, researcher interviews of SEITs who have left the field of teaching to
help districts enact policies to improve retention rates have the potential to expand what
is currently known about teacher attrition. The results of this study could also positively
impact the methods by which SEITs are recruited.

Students suffer from SEIT attrition as it can cause long-term emotional and
academic stress. Student learning rhythms are disrupted when there is a lack of
consistency because of a constantly changing staff (Gilmour, 2019). Students are
impacted because they are left with long-term substitute teachers in the classroom who
never go through the process to get certified (Gilmour, 2019). This leads to significant
turnover rates every year. One year of poor instruction puts students at a tremendous
disadvantage in their future academic endeavors and directly impacts graduation rates
(Feng & Sass, 2018). This is evident in the graduation rate reported in an urban school
district in Central Georgia for the 2018 school year, which was 58.79% for students with
special needs (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.). In 2017, the graduation rate was
58.10%, and in 2016 it was 57.20% (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.). There is

consistently a 30% to 40% gap in the graduation rate between special and general
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education students each year. If we can keep certified SEITSs in these positions, it will
likely positively impact student outcomes, including graduation rates.
Definition of Terms

Americans with Disabilities Act (1990). The nation's first comprehensive civil
rights law addressing the needs of people with disabilities includes prohibiting
discrimination in employment, public services, public accommodations, and
telecommunications (Schneider, 2017).

Burnout. A state of physical or emotional exhaustion that also involves a sense of
reduced accomplishment and loss of personal identity (Maslach, 2015).

Co-Teach Classroom. This is when special education and general education
teacher are paired together to teach a classroom of students. Special education and
general education teachers are responsible for planning, instructing, and assessing
(Cancio et al., 2018).

Differentiated Instruction. A framework or philosophy for effective teaching
provides all students, within their diverse classroom community of learners, a range of
different avenues for understanding new concepts (Whitford & Villaume, 2014).

Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). The educational right of all students
in the United States is guaranteed by the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (Whitford & Villaume, 2014).

Individualized Education Plan (IEP). Individualized Education Program. A
written document was developed for each public school child eligible for special

education (Schneider, 2017).
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Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004). Provides very specific
requirements to ensure a free appropriate public education (FAPE) for students
with disabilities (Schneider, 2017).

Teacher Attrition. The percentage of teachers exiting the educational profession
in a given school year (Cancio et al., 2018).

The Rehabilitation Act (1973). Prohibits discrimination based on disability in
programs conducted by federal agencies, programs receiving federal financial assistance,
federal employment, and the employment practices of federal contractors (Whitford &
Villaume, 2014).

Summary of Methodology

This study was conducted through a qualitative narrative inquiry. A qualitative
narrative inquiry is a process where the researcher analyzes stories, journals, field notes,
letters, conversations, interviews, family stories, photos, and life experiences, to
understand the way people create meaning in their lives (Maxwell, 2013). More
specifically, the methodological approach focused on the biographical component of the
stories developed by each participant (Merriam, 2018). The stories were analyzed in
terms of the importance of life events and turning-point experiences and the impact of
other persons in the participants’ lives (Merriam, 2018). They were also analyzed based
on the impact of student performance bonuses, mentorship programs, teacher evaluations,
administrative support, classroom structure, caseload numbers, and professional
development offerings.

Participants were pulled from an urban school district in Central Georgia by way

of emailing or phone calling through an open records request. The urban school district
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has roughly 320 special education classroom teachers (Georgia Department of Education,
n.d.). Of those 320 teachers, ten to twenty leave each year (Georgia Department of
Education, n.d.). Their departure was either coded as personal reasons or transferring to
another district. These teachers have taught mainly in a co-teach environment. Co-
teaching is working with children with special needs in the general education classroom.
The general education and special education teachers share the workload in teaching the
entire classroom of students. The profiles required for this study were four participants
between the ages of 22 and 30 that have left the teaching field, specifically being a SEIT.
There were two male and two female participants, all previously coming from secondary
schools. This limit was set because any number greater than six has the potential to reach
saturation. Saturation happens when no new information is gained from interviewing
more participants. If saturation does not occur after six participants, then the number of
participants can increase. The sample size drawn would be between eight and nine to
protect from participant attrition. The personal insight would come from interviewing
those having left the profession, which would be coded for commonalities and themes.

I used the Seidman (2019) three-part interview series to develop trust with the
participants. It also allowed each question to be explored as in-depth as possible. The
first interview focused on life history in a surface-level manner, allowing the participant
to feel comfortable and ease into the process (Seidman, 2019). The second interview
focused more on the participant’s current life as it related to the content of the topic for
this study (Seidman, 2019). The third interview required the participants to reflect on the
meaning of their experiences described in the second interview (Seidman, 2019). It

specifically focused on emotional and intellectual connections (Seidman, 2019). Tused
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the fourth interview for any follow-up questions for the participants. The responses to
the interview questions were transcribed and coded in three phases using MAXQDA,
data analysis software for qualitative and mixed-methods research. Interview dates and
times can be found in Appendix E. Once the field notes and interview responses were
transcribed, the results were used to answer the research questions for this study.
Limitations

There are two specific threats discussed by Maxwell (2013), researcher bias and
reactivity. These threats are particularly important for qualitative research. A qualitative
researcher’s awareness of the subjectivity they may bring to the study is known as bias
(Maxwell, 2013). Bias is when a conclusion contains data fitting the researcher’s
existing theory, goals, or preconceptions (Maxwell, 2013). According to Maxwell
(2013), it is virtually impossible to eliminate the researcher’s beliefs and theories from
their study. Therefore, it is essential to understand how a researcher’s values and
expectations may influence the conclusions of a study (Maxwell, 2013). I have thought
about my own bias regarding my research. It was vital for me to talk about my
experiences as a special education teacher so the reader has some background knowledge
of my perspective. It will allow the reader to compare the study’s results to my personal
experiences and their conclusions regarding the impact of bias.

Organization of the Study

This study will be presented in seven separate chapters. Chapter one discusses the
background of the research, the research questions, and the significance of the study.
Chapter two will be a review of the literature. More specifically, it will detail past

findings and implications of this current study. Chapter three details the qualitative
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narrative analysis used for this research, sample selection, and data collection methods.
Chapter four will present the research findings from the interviews conducted and field
notes taken during the various interactions with the participants. Chapter five will
discuss the coded results of the interviews and field notes, along with suggestions for
future research. Chapter six will discuss the analysis of the transcripts regarding themes
that are present. Lastly, chapter seven will discuss the discussion of results.
Summary

This chapter presented the study's background, purpose, and significance and the
research questions driving this study. The need for interviewing SEITs was discussed,
particularly improving previous studies that only scratched the surface of understanding
their thoughts and feelings. Additionally, this chapter presents the statement of the

problem, the definition of terms, and the study's limitations.
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Chapter 11
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

The review of the literature will be discussed in separate phases. The first area to
be addressed will be the background of special education. It will be important to
understand the laws encompassing the teaching profession and how it plays a role in a
teacher’s experiences, including teacher preparation programs. The next section will
address how the career experiences of special education teachers impact their perception
of support and feelings towards their given career, along with any coping mechanisms
they may use to deal with stressful situations. More specifically, literature on SEITs
perceptions of their teaching positions will be linked to the theoretical frameworks
discussed in chapter one. Lastly, section three will review solutions for retaining SEITs.
In summary, this chapter will examine the broad scope of research that has been
published regarding the experiences special education teachers face in their careers.

History of Special Education

Schools’ requirement to serve special education students occurred in the 1970s
(Tropea & Winzer, 1994). In earlier times, special needs students were either refused
enrollment (Tropea & Winzer, 1994) or inadequately served. As new laws were passed,
special education went from being a separate program to being integrated into the general
education program (Tropea & Winzer, 1994). These laws ensured the inclusion of

individuals with disabilities into the larger population of individuals (Rotatori, Obiakor &
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Bakken, 2011). It all started with the foundations that were built in the 1950s. In 1954,
the Supreme Court decided on the case of Brown v. Topeka Board of Education (Tropea
& Winzer, 1994). This case raised the importance of the claim that even though white
and black children were separate (Winzer, 2014), they were still provided equal
opportunities (Rotatori et al., 2011). The case proved that separate did not mean equal
(Tropea & Winzer, 1994). This became a foundation for legal actions for families of
children with disabilities (Winzer, 2014) to ensure they received a free and appropriate
public education (Rotatori et al., 2011). This decision also began the movement to
provide inclusive education to students with disabilities with their general education
peers (Winzer, 2014).

Following Brown v. Topeka Board of Education, court decisions have expanded
and upheld the educational rights of students with exceptionalities (Rotatori et al., 2011).
Before the passage of Education of All Handicapped Children in 1975, Pennsylvania
Association for Retarded Children v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania in 1972 established
the rights of special needs students and their parents to receive an appropriate education
that included special education services (Rotatori et al., 2011). Several court cases were
to follow, focusing on the inclusion of students with exceptionalities in the general
education setting (Winzer, 2014). Some of those cases were Sacramento City Unified
School District v. Rachel H. (1994) (Tropea & Winzer, 1994) and Board of Education of
the Borough of Clementon School District v. Oberti (1993) (Winzer, 2014). Winzer
(2014) noted that these cases not only encouraged school districts to educate all students
in general education settings but also provided guidelines for placing students in the least

restrictive environment (Rotatori et al., 2011). Those guidelines involved comparing the
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educational, behavioral, and social outcomes taught in a general education setting to
being educated in a special education classroom using those same outcomes (Tropea &
Winzer, 1994). An emphasis was placed on the importance of examining the impact of
students with disabilities on the education of their general education peers and teachers
(Winzer, 2014). Lastly, the guidelines for a least restrictive environment stated the
importance of considering the costs of educating students (Tropea & Winzer, 1994) in an
inclusive classroom and the effects of these costs on the district’s resources for educating
all students (Rotatori et al., 2011). All these cases were built from the foundations of
specific laws passed.

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was passed in 1975
(Rotatori et al., 2011) and provided students with disabilities access to public education
(Winzer, 2014). IDEA mandated children are taught in the least restrictive environment
and have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) (Rotatori et al., 2011). The IEP guides
the delivery of special education services and addresses academic and functional goals. It
focuses on a student’s postsecondary options, employment, and independent living
(Rotatori et al., 2011).

Special education initially focused on serving students with sensory disabilities
and then cognitive disabilities (Rotatori et al., 2011). Students with socially constructed
disabilities make up most of the special education student population (Winzer, 2014).
This occurred when socially constructed disabilities (Winzer, 2014) were added to the
eligibility categories to include emotionally disturbed and learning-disabled students
(Rotatori et al., 2011). Learning disabilities were described as poor performance (Tropea

& Winzer, 1994) by a student and not explained through sensory, physical, or severe
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cognitive disabilities (Rotatori et al., 2011). There was an increase in serving students
who fell on the autism spectrum disorder (Rotatori et al., 2011). These laws and court
cases eventually led to a reform in how teachers were prepared at higher education
institutions (Rotatori et al., 2011).

Preparation of Special Education Inclusion Teachers
History of Special Education Teacher Preparation

Teacher preparation first occurred in residential facilities, but with the demands of
educating all individuals (Feuer, Floden, Chudowsky & Ahn, 2013), the preparation
changed by the 1960s and early 1970s. Preparation moved away from residential settings
or facilities providing housing for children with severe and profound disabilities to
teachers’ colleges (Feuer et al., 2013). By the early 1970s, a series of laws designed to
enhance the educational opportunities of special education children (Feuer et al., 2013)
produced extensive growth in special education teacher education. The early college
programs were designed to teach individuals ways in which they could provide an
appropriate education to students with disabilities (Greenberg, McKee & Walsh, 2013).
By the 1980s, the education of special needs children moved in a different direction
(Greenberg et al., 2013).

College and university teacher preparation programs moved from a categorical
focus on disabilities to a more generalized approach (Feuer et al., 2013). Proponents of
this era questioned the categorical methods of focusing on specific disabilities to plan
instruction and behavior management (Feuer et al., 2013). The teacher preparation
programs viewed the learning and behavioral needs of students with disabilities on a

continuum of severity (Greenberg et al., 2013). In the 1990s, the move to educate
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students with disabilities in general education classrooms prompted further consideration
of the roles of special education teachers (Greenberg et al., 2013). Because of this shift
in focus, collaboration became a focal point (Feuer et al., 2013) in special education
teacher preparation. As more special education students entered the general education
classrooms, preparation programs focused on special education and general education
teacher collaboration (Feuer et al., 2013). Both were responsible for delivering
instruction.

Special education teacher preparation programs went through another transition.
IDEA legislation mandated that students with disabilities access the general education
curriculum (Feuer et al., 2013). When No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was passed in
2001, it mandated that schools be held accountable for the performance of students with
disabilities by using assessments tied to the general education curriculum standards
(Feuer et al., 2013). Special education teachers (SEITs) have a solid knowledge base for
understanding a multitude of disabilities, they must be proficient at knowing and fully
understanding the content of the general education curriculum (Greenberg et al., 2013).
Brownell, Sindelar, Kiely, and Danielson (2010) suggest that the ability of students with
disabilities to make adequate yearly progress depends on the skill level and motivation of
the SEIT. Some have discussed the possibility of requiring SEITs to become highly
qualified in the content they teach. Still, using this as a recruiting tool lessens the ability
to retain them (Greenberg et al., 2013). This means SEITs must pass an assessment to
show proficiency in a particular subject. Brownell et al. (2010) suggest that the
preparation of SEITs might need to change with a focus on recruiting skilled general

education teachers. Qualified general education teachers have a stronger knowledge of
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the curriculum and a better grasp of providing specialized instruction since they must
complete the RTI process for selected students (Greenberg et al., 2013). These skills
would translate well to working with students with disabilities.
The Effectiveness of Today’s Teacher Preparation for SEITs

Many special education programs reviewed by Brownell et al. (2010) lacked a
clear and concise vision and failed to integrate subject-matter pedagogy with educational
theory and field experience. Brownell et al. (2010) did find that such programs stressed
the importance of collaboration with faculty and school personnel (Greenberg et al.,
2013). Emphasis was placed heavily on well-planned collaboration and field
experiences. The one missing aspect of collaboration was among community
stakeholders and parents (Greenberg et al., 2013). Some of the programs did have
courses related to family engagement (Greenberg et al., 2013), but there was no evidence
of the coursework being applied to field experiences. Many SEITs expressed concern
about needing to feel adequately prepared to collaborate with parents in the school setting
(Greenberg et al., 2013). SEITs needed to learn how to bring parents into the planning
process. Planning usually occurs in isolation (Greenberg et al., 2013). Special education
programs offered diversity-related experiences (Greenberg et al., 2013), stressing the
importance of the individual learner. According to Brownell, Ross, Colén, and Mccallum
(2005), it was difficult to tell how diversity knowledge was implemented throughout the
students’ experiences in these teacher preparation programs. Special education programs
focused intensively on assessing students, but Brownell et al. (2005) described the need
for a more comprehensive focus considering the importance of monitoring student

progress.
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According to Brownell et al. (2005), programs will continue to need help defining
what a quality SEIT looks like in the classroom. This is due to the complexities of
special education teaching. Teacher preparation programs must define what it means to
be a qualified first-time special education teacher (Sharp, 2019). A measure tied to the
quality of the teacher must account for teaching students with dramatically different
needs (Sharp, 2019), providing instruction in multiple content areas, and the ability to
engage in multiple roles. Those multiple roles include interacting with students, parents,
and administration. Researchers must do better at measuring ways of identifying student
outcomes (Sharp, 2019) aligned to what the teachers can do in the classroom (Brownell et
al., 2005). State assessments and standardized tests should not be the sole indicators of
students with special needs growth. These assessments are not sensitive to achievement
growth, mainly when special education students are administered at grade level
(Brownell, Ross, Colon, & Mccallum, 2005). The assessments do not capture the value
outcomes of special needs students, such as the ability to live independently.

All these factors must be considered when developing a strong teacher education
program for potential SEITs (Sharp, 2019) in collaboration with state and local school
boards. Without more refined programs, we will continue to lose SEITs because of the
stress and lack of training associated with the job (Sharp, 2019).

Perception of Teacher Preparation Programs

Bishop, Brownell, Klingner, Leko, and Galman (2010) interviewed teachers to
find out what was important to them when working through a teacher preparation
program. There were three factors teachers described as being essential to their

preparation. Those factors were content knowledge in special education and pedagogical
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understanding of academic content (Sharp, 2019), opportunities to practice and apply
knowledge in the classroom setting, and preparation in classroom management (Sharp,
2019). Teachers reported that their programs stressed the importance of basic reading
skills but ignored strategies when working with more complex disabilities (Bishop,
Brownell, Leko, & Galman, 2010). Courses lacked focus on preparing teachers for how
to educate students of all disabilities. Teachers discussed the importance of applied
practice when learning how to teach academic content. Those who were not as confident
in their teaching abilities said their preparation mainly consisted of theory and less
applied practice (Sharp, 2019). Field experience, teachers believed, was the best
supplement to learning (Bishop et al., 2010). The problem is that most programs focus
on classwork and less on-field experiences (Bishop et al., 2010). According to the
teachers interviewed, learning about theories and teaching methods was insufficient
(Bishop et al., 2010). Special education teachers reported needing more opportunities to
apply the information acquired from coursework (Bishop et al., 2010).

Leko (2018) questioned SEITs about the content of their undergraduate and
graduate courses. Fifty-seven percent of the teachers reported learning about direct and
implicit instruction regarding teaching math and reading to children with special needs.
The rest of the sample reported that the content learned was more text-based
collaborative learning. Seventy-one percent of the teachers surveyed reported that
undergraduate and graduate school classes were lecture-based with little practical
experience. In contrast, others reported student assessments as their instruction’s driving

focus (Leko, 2018). Forty-three percent of SEITs reported having the opportunity to
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observe a veteran teacher in practice, with only 32% of SEITs serving in a tutorial
capacity with students (Leko, 2018).

The SEITs reported on their perception of their undergraduate and graduate
coursework and if it adequately prepared them for their job. SEITs did not feel strongly
about their preparation for becoming special education teachers (Leko, 2018). Twenty-
nine percent stated they were adequately prepared, 29% believed they were not prepared,
13% expressed strong disagreement about being prepared, and 7% strongly agreed their
preparation was adequate (Leko, 2018). Twenty-three percent of the SEITs reported
being neutral. The participants of this study were asked if they had opportunities to
implement the coursework content from their undergraduate and graduate school classes.
Thirty-nine percent said they were able to implement the content they learned, while 16%
were not able to implement it (Leko, 2018). Nine percent strongly felt they were able to
implement what they learned, with 6% indicating strongly they were not able to
implement (Leko, 2018). Thirty percent reported a sentiment of indifference to the
question of implementation. A follow-up question about learned techniques was posed to
teachers who believed they could not implement what was learned from undergraduate
and graduate school. Fifty-six percent of those teachers reported that the learned
techniques did not align with the current needs of their classroom (Leko, 2018). Forty-
two percent of conveyed techniques were too dated (Leko, 2018). Twenty-eight percent
indicated that their current teaching context was not structured to support what they had
learned in their studies (Leko, 2018). Thirty-two reported a lack of time, 25% a lack of

appropriate courses offered, and 10% indicated a lack of funding (Leko, 2018). Finally,
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10% indicated they disliked the techniques they learned in their undergraduate studies
(Leko, 2018).
Theoretical Frameworks

The theoretical frameworks discussed in this section will be the Multidimensional
Theory of Burnout, the Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice, and the Labor
Economic Theory of Supply and Demand. These frameworks will be supported by
documentation of literature supporting the research questions of this study. The literature
will be reported based on its impact on this study and, specifically, what has been done in
the past and where the research needs to go.
Occupational Burnout

The concept of burnout is tied to the conceptual framework of this study.
According to Leiter and Maslach (2015), the Multidimensional Theory of Burnout is a
prolonged response to an occupation's chronic interpersonal and emotional stressors. It is
defined by three dimensions: exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficiency. Exhaustion refers
to feeling overextended and depleted of emotional and physical resources. The cynicism
component represents the interpersonal context dimension of burnout. This refers to a
negative or detached response to various aspects of the job (Leiter & Maslach, 2015).
The component of reduced efficiency represents the self-evaluation aspect of burnout.
This suggests feelings of incompetence and lack of achievement on the job.

The initial studies on burnout developed from studies conducted in the human
services and education sectors. The concern with these jobs was the number of emotional
challenges one could face while at a job with others, either in teaching or some caregiver

role. Research on burnout branched into other job sectors, such as computer
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programming, where relationships with other individuals were less prevalent. Leiter and
Maslach (2015) did not find burnout as pronounced in these jobs and kept thinking this
concept was uniquely tied to the emotional stressors of social services and teaching. This
is not to say that factors such as time pressures and workload did not correlate with
burnout for the nonsocial service jobs, but those factors were not as strong. More recent
research has focused on the emotional work-related factors encompassing certain
occupations. These emotional factors can require one to display or suppress emotions or
require the employee to be emotionally empathic throughout the day. According to
Leiter and Maslach (2015), these factors account for additional variance in burnout on top
of the job stressors mentioned earlier.

The impact of burnout on the field of teaching. A more specific approach
Leiter and Maslach (2015) took in studying burnout was to look at different jobs and how
defined job profiles were measured on three dimensions. Leiter and Maslach (2015)
learned that the teaching field received high ratings for exhaustion compared to other
professions. Cynicism and inefficiency are rated evenly with the national averages. The
information gained from these studies suggests that occupations' essential characteristics
affect workers' burnout experience (Leiter & Maslach, 2015). Leiter and Maslach (2015)
noted that their study’s data must be cautiously presented. There may be other
explanations as to why certain factors are present in some professions and not in others.
For example, males are predominantly employed in law enforcement, explaining why the
profession is rated high for cynicism.

The impact of specific job attributes on burnout was studied by Leiter and

Maslach (2015). Leiter and Maslach (2015) discovered that high job expectations, in
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terms of the nature of the work and achieving success, resulted in individuals
experiencing a high burnout rate. High expectations can lead to people working too hard
and doing too much. Exhaustion and cynicism quickly ensue. Subsequently, burnout
may occur when an individual puts more effort into a task than what they perceive to get
in return, sometimes known as compassion fatigue.

Compassion fatigue is a phenomenon special education teachers can experience
throughout their careers. Donahoo et al. (2017) sought to explore various alternative
therapies to help improve the compassion fatigue issues causing special education
teachers to quit their jobs at unexpected rates. “Teachers who work with children who
have experienced traumatic events are susceptible to secondary traumatic stress”
(Donahoo et al., 2017, p. 442). These traumatic events can range from a lack of attention
to academic weaknesses and violence. Special education teachers have reported
numerous stressors when teaching children with special needs. Increased caseloads,
pressure on student achievement, student behaviors, and worries about the existence of
their current positions can cause significant stress (Cancio et al., 2018). This work-
related stress often results in declining work quality and leaving the profession altogether.
Research indicates that the special educator's job is more complex, demanding, and
stressful than general educators (Cancio et al., 2018). According to Feng and Sass
(2018), the number of teachers entering the field of special education dropped by 17%
from 2006 to 2017, while the number of children being recognized as having special
needs increased.

Stress can develop due to external events (Thornton et al., 2010) negatively

impacting the body and mind. The efficiency of a SEIT is tied to their opinions, values,
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and behaviors directly correlated to their ability to teach (Thornton et al., 2010). Work
satisfaction declines along with teacher performance when stress is experienced in the
school setting (Tilos, 2019). The effects of job-related stress can be a serious problem
and lead to depression, low performance, lack of motivation, absenteeism, or fatigue
(Thornton et al., 2010). The outcomes of teachers’ work-related stress could lead to a
high turnover rate for districts across the country (Thornton et al., 2010).

Special education teachers have discussed a lack of funding for the appropriate
tools for their students as contributing factors to frustration and burnout (Tilos, 2019).
The students taught by special education teachers come with a litany of learning
difficulties. These difficulties sometimes require specialized instruction or adaptive tools
to help the students access the curriculum. In some instances, funds were never available
to get what the students needed (Tilos, 2019). Funding set aside for special education
was used to purchase items for general education students or items the principal deemed
appropriate (Tilos, 2019). In turn, SEITs take money out of their own pockets to offset
the cost of materials needed for each of their students. Administrators ignoring the
importance of fulfilling the needs of special education students can lead to stress, anxiety,
and burnout in the SEIT.

Cancio et al. (2018) surveyed special education teachers in Ohio, Illinois, Texas,
and Arizona. Convenience sampling was used to obtain the participants for the survey.
The rating survey contained stress and coping strategies scales. Four emails were
distributed to a sample pool of 512 special education teachers. Survey responses were
provided by 211 (41%) special educator teachers (Cancio et al., 2018). Eighty-seven

percent of the respondents indicated they were endorsed or licensed in the area they were

34



currently teaching. The data reflected that 94% of the special education teachers valued
their positions, 89% had positive relationships with their colleagues, and 81% were
committed to their field. Many participants (63%) noted a tendency to carry school
problems home, with 57% indicating that their work leads to frustration. A significant
number of SEITs (78%) expressed feeling constantly tired, with over half (61%) sharing
that the amount of work undertaken would interfere with job performance. Work
obligations lent themselves to a great deal of stress and gave rise to many SEITSs using
adaptive coping strategies to handle the pressure (Cancio et al., 2018).

As the results indicated, teacher stress significantly impacted the retention of
special education teachers. When teachers find their workload to be manageable, they
tend to plan to continue teaching (Dillon & Silva, 2011). When teachers see their
workloads as less manageable and stress-producing, they are more likely to quit and
become exhausted. How do these teachers develop coping strategies to deal with stress?
Dillon and Silva (2011) reported that the most used adaptive coping strategies were
listening to music and feeling supported by family and friends. Using coping strategies,
such as counseling, eating, perception medication, alcohol, and recreational drugs, were
indicators of increasing stress levels (Dillon & Silva, 2011). On the other hand, SEITs
involved in professional organizations, such as the Council for Exceptional Children,
exhibited reduced stress levels (Dillon & Silva, 2011).

Similar to studies conducted by Cancio et al. (2018), many researchers have used
surveys to collect data, but more needs to be done in conducting interviews with these
teachers. Interviews could allow a researcher to develop a deeper understanding of a

teacher’s feelings and motivations about their job. Regardless of the studies reviewed
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and analyzed, teacher burnout is a genuine concern, especially for special education
teachers. A study conducted by Stasio, Fiorilli, Benevene, Uusitalo, and Chiacchio
(2017) defined burnout as referring to the feelings of physical and psychological fatigue
and exhaustion experienced by an individual. Stasio et al. (2017) found that the strongest
variables impacting burnout were teachers’ happiness at school, self-esteem, and job
satisfaction. The expectation is for teachers with low self-esteem and unhappiness to
experience burnout in their personal lives and at work. Self-esteem, happiness, and job
satisfaction at school improve teachers’ resilience. They are better equipped to manage
the kinds of stressful situations special needs teachers experience in the classroom (Stasio
et al., 2017). Teachers can use coping mechanisms to maintain positive health but cannot
do it in isolation. Teachers need the support of family and friends and school and central
office administration. Fostering a positive work environment where everyone’s opinion
is valued and all are treated as equals lessens the likelihood of burnout.

The literature indicates burnout is widespread among social and human services
individuals, including teachers of all grade levels. The risk factors contributing to the
stress and burnout of these individuals, specifically teachers of special needs students,
found they were being required to cope with a variety of learning difficulties, student
aggression, conflict among co-teachers, time pressures, larger classrooms sizes, and
demanding parents (Stasio et al., 2017). Stasio et al. (2017) reported that teachers of
special needs children in Turkey had the same experiences as teachers from the United
States. Those teachers often reported feeling more exhausted and depersonalized than
their counterparts in general education classroom settings. This continues to be a

common theme throughout most research, regardless of country of origin.
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In Greece, Brittle (2020) conducted research to locate key stress sources for
SEITs and identify appropriate coping strategies to combat stress. Some of the stresses
identified included increased responsibility for the student’s well-being and education, a
general lack of support from state and local officials, and the pressure of time at school
(Brittle, 2020). There was a reported lack of resources to meet each child's individual
needs, which contributed to the teachers' stress levels. Men reported being more stressed
than women regarding dealing with behaviors in the classroom. The teachers mainly
discussed using active strategies to combat the stresses experienced on the job (Brittle,
2020). This means SEITs would try to remove or circumvent the stressors through task-
oriented or social support strategies. Task-oriented strategies include thinking about
steps to solve a problem, and social support strategies include having and maintaining
stable relationships (Brittle, 2020).

The women in Greece were more likely to seek to build relationships within the
school building than men (Brittle, 2020). This was a significant factor for women to
maintain lower stress levels (Brittle, 2020), whereas men experienced more considerable
stress. A substantial reason for these teachers to seek support was due to experiencing a
lack of support from state and local government (Brittle, 2020).

If we want to understand why special education teachers leave the profession,
Kaff (2004) suggests focusing on attrition rates. Not only is there a need to focus on
attrition rates of teachers in general, but the attrition rate of SEITs also needs to be
explored to determine if these teachers are leaving more than others. Kaff (2004)
reported a higher attrition rate for teachers working with students diagnosed with

emotional behavioral disorders than those teaching children with learning disabilities or
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intellectual disabilities. In Kaff’s (2004) study, 400 questionnaires were administered,
and 341 (85%) were completed. Random special education teachers were invited to
complete the questionnaire from a list provided by the Kansas State Board of Education.
One hundred questionnaires were given equally to teachers in the largest eligibility
groups; Emotional/Behavioral Disorders, Intellectual Disabilities, Learning Disabilities,
and Interrelated. Interrelated refers to those teaching across multiple disabilities. The
teachers were to fill out a second questionnaire a month after their first questionnaire was
completed. Of all the respondents working in the area of emotional or behavioral
disabilities, 63% reported wanting to leave the field. A similar response was noted by
43% of those working with learning disabilities, 37% of the intellectual disabilities
teachers, and 36% of the interrelated group.

Other factors contributing to teachers wanting to leave the field were the
following: administrative issues, lack of support, student issues, paperwork/regulatory
issues, how services were provided to students with disabilities, money concerns, parent
and community support, and time and training (Kaff, 2004). The most significant
contributor reported by teachers was administrative issues and lack of support. Many of
the teachers across the board said administrators did not understand the roles undertaken
daily. The teachers believed administrators and general educators were not very
supportive of their work (Kaff, 2004). Teaching had taken a backseat compared to all the
other duties and responsibilities required of special education teachers. Kaff (2004)
suggests that teacher preparation programs must refocus their agendas, so the special

education teacher is prepared to meet the job’s demands.
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Burnout and personality traits. Personality traits have been studied to see who
is at greater risk of experiencing burnout during their careers (Leiter & Maslach, 2015).
It was discovered that those who do not participate in daily activities or are open to
change had higher burnout scores (Leiter & Maslach, 2015), specifically with exhaustion.
Compared to those with an internal locus of control, those with an internal locus of
control experience higher rates of burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2015). Therefore, teachers
attributing successes and failures to their abilities will experience greater occupational
happiness (Leiter & Maslach, 2015). This type of teacher confronts situations actively
instead of passively (Lako, 2018). Individuals having low self-esteem are passive or
have an external locus of control and will often exhibit more significant levels of burnout
(Lako, 2018).

Burnout and demographic variables. Burnout is a social phenomenon rather
than an individual one. When demographics were examined as a whole, it was found that
age played a significant role in determining levels of burnout. Leiter and Maslach (2015)
found that young employees reported a higher level of burnout compared to those
between the ages of thirty and forty. Burnout appears to be more of a risk earlier in an
individual’s career, but few studies have thoroughly examined this aspect (Leiter &
Maslach, 2015). According to Leiter and Maslach (2015), gender does not appear to
factor in burnout. Specific jobs showed higher levels of burnout in males, and there were
specific jobs where females scored higher.

Williams and Dikes (2015) looked at the implications of demographic variables as
they relate to burnout among SEITs. It was reported that attrition for SEITs was at an

annual rate of 13% when their study was completed. In 2013, the United States
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Department of Education identified a special education teacher shortage as critical in
most states. Many districts are forced to hire teachers not certified in the respective
special needs field. Special education teachers, specifically SEITs, leave the classroom at
twice the rate of their general education colleagues (Williams & Dikes, 2015). High
levels of job stress were associated with decreased job satisfaction and a high turnover
rate.

The purpose of the study conducted by Williams and Dikes (2015) was to explore
special education teachers’ emotional exhaustion (EE), depersonalization (DP), and
personal accomplishment (PA) as they related to 10 demographic variables. The Maslach
Burnout Inventory-Educators Survey was used (1996) (Williams & Dikes, 2015). It
consists of three separate subscales to measure burnout. The MBI-ES is a seven-point,
Likert-type scale survey consisting of twenty-two statements concerning perceptions of
work (Williams & Dikes, 2015). Scores range from low to moderate to high (Williams &
Dikes, 2015). High burnout is reflected by high scores on the EE and DP subscales and a
low score on the PA subscale and vice versa (Williams & Dikes, 2015). The
demographic questionnaire asks about gender, age, marital status, degree attained, years
teaching, caseload number, grade level taught, number of students taught daily, additional
hours of completing paperwork, and teaching assignments. The study’s population
(Williams & Dikes, 2015) consisted of 215 special education teachers employed in an
Alabama school system. The sample size was 65 special education teachers.

Frequencies and percentages were compiled on the demographic information provided by
the participants and then compared to the responses on the MBI-ES using SPSS

(Williams & Dikes, 2015). A t-test was performed to determine if there were statistically
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significant differences between the demographics and scores on the EE, DP, and PA
(Williams & Dikes, 2015).

The results of the Williams and Dikes (2015) study reflected that male special
education teachers exhibited depersonalization more frequently than female special
education teachers. Females tended to score higher on the exhaustion scale. Special
education teachers who were not married or dating showed higher levels of burnout
(Williams & Dikes, 2015). As teachers’ years of experience increased, so did their levels
of stress (Williams & Dikes, 2015). This information contradicts what Leiter and
Maslach (2015) said regarding age and gender related to burnout.

Caseloads were linked to burnout. Williams and Dikes’ (2015) results found 15
or fewer cases per teacher to be manageable. Middle school and high school teachers
with high student-to-teacher ratios were found to be more prone to stress. Factors
positively correlated to stress were extra hours of completing paperwork and lack of
planning time during the school day (Williams & Dikes, 2015).

Brunstring, Sreckovic, and Lane (2014) conducted a synthesis of research from
1979 to 2013 tied explicitly to burnout rates of special education teachers. In five studies
by Brunstring et al. (2014), teacherage was negatively correlated to burnout. In essence,
the older the teacher is, the less likely they will be impacted by burnout and have a better
sense of personal accomplishment (Brunstring, Sreckovic, & Lane, 2014). Gender, too,
was a factor in burnout, with males being positively correlated with burnout. “Role
conflict, role ambiguity, and administrative support were found to be particularly salient

factors in teacher burnout related to male teachers” (Brunstring et al., 2014, p. 705).
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These factors might interest further research since previous findings have been
conflicting.

Coping strategies to combat burnout. When stress is the cause of burnout, it
can seem like an insurmountable problem to solve. Providing special education teachers
with coping strategies can assist in overcoming burnout, and better equip them to help
their students in the classroom (Radford, 2017). Coping is defined by Radford (2017) as
the attempts a person makes to master challenging or difficult circumstances. The three
coping strategies discussed (Radford, 2017) were direct, indirect, and active approaches.
Direct coping involves challenging the sources of stress, whereas indirect is how one
thinks about physically responding to stress to reduce its impact. Active coping requires
taking action to change oneself or the situation.

Radford (2017) cited a study by Elizabeth Cooley and Paul Yovanoff (1996)
where special education teachers were placed in two groups. One group received five
weekly, two-hour workshops focusing on the three different forms of coping (direct,
indirect, and active) (Radford, 2017). The other group did not receive any training. After
undertaking the workshop, the participants reported feeling more satisfied and committed
to their jobs which decreased the feeling of burnout. In contrast, those not participating
felt less satisfied and wanted to quit their jobs. This study demonstrated the importance
of teaching special educators how to cope with and manage stress related to their jobs
(Radford, 2017).

Gilmour (2019) went as far as to suggest that some of the struggles special
education teachers face occur when they are placed in inclusion settings. Retaining

teachers in an inclusion setting was more difficult because many needed to learn how to
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teach in that environment. Throughout Gilmour’s (2019) study, she reported that
teachers in an inclusion setting often change their instruction in undesirable ways when
students with disabilities are mixed with general education students. Usually, the teachers
would spend less time planning instruction and more time managing behaviors. Students
with disabilities are often placed in classrooms with low-functioning general education
students or students with behavior difficulties. This adds to the stress on special
education teachers. Gilmour (2019) suggests schools make improvements in scheduling
special needs students appropriately to reduce the stress levels of everyone involved.

Gilmour (2019) reported that the number of special education teachers declined
by more than 17% between 2005 and 2012. The number of students with special needs
decreased by only 4%. The student-to-teacher ratio in special education is currently more
significant than the overall student-to-teacher ratio. Special education students need to get
the required services.

Donahoo et al. (2017) used a quasi-experimental design with a pre/post-test
evaluation to see if alternative therapies would alleviate some of the stress teachers face
throughout their careers. “All participants received an educational session on stress and
selected alternative interventions such as mindfulness and prayer to reduce stress and
compassion fatigue” (Donahoo et al., 2017, p. 443). The participants included 67 special
education teachers employed by a rural Western Kentucky school district. Teachers were
eligible to participate and were contacted by email through the school district's central
office. All subjects were fully informed, and a signed consent form was required. The
participants were placed in two specific groups. One group was randomly assigned to

receive weekly electronic reminders on ways to reduce stress (Donahoo et al., 2017).
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The other group did not receive any reminders. The effectiveness of these reminders was
analyzed using pre-and post-evaluations. The evaluations used were the Professional
Quality of Life (ProQOL) and Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) (Donahoo et al., 2017). The
PSS is a 10-item scale measuring perceived stress based on self-reported feelings and
thoughts (Donahoo et al., 2017). An average score is 13, while 20 or above is
experiencing an increased level of stress (Donahoo et al., 2017). The ProQOL was
designed to measure the quality of life for professionals in helping fields (Donahoo et al.,
2017) and contains subscales of Compassion Satisfaction (CS). The average scores for
each subscale are 50, while higher scores indicate happiness with work and little
compassion fatigue (Donahoo et al., 2017). Lower scores indicate compassion fatigue
(Donahoo et al., 2017). Statistical Analysis Software (SAS) analyzed the data obtained
from the evaluations.

Donahoo et al. (2017) suggest that prayer and mindfulness may reduce stress
levels and compassion fatigue. Analysis revealed lower PSS scores for individuals using
a higher frequency of mindfulness. The practice of prayer and mindfulness not only
decreased PSS scores but improved CS scores. Therefore, it is essential to assess levels
of compassion fatigue in special education teachers throughout a given school year.
Practices can be implemented to improve the overall well-being of special education
teachers, directly impacting retention rates.

Feng and Sass (2018) explained that removing stressors from the teaching
environment is difficult. Therefore, SEITs need to learn strategies and techniques to help
in managing the school environment effectively. Feng and Sass (2018) proposed a model

called ABC (activating events, beliefs, consequences) to deal with stress management
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where the SEIT can develop an understanding of the causes and consequences of their
current stress. The SEIT then changes the behavior leading to the identified stress.

These steps would be used to improve interactions with students, parents, and colleagues.
School administration must be proactive, and address staff needs to improve retention
rates. A list of strategies should be developed to include personal stress management,
cognitive-behavioral techniques, and flexibility.

Research on burnout reduction has focused on the individual’s ability to manage
the workplace. The primary goal of research in this area is to alleviate burnout. Leiter
and Maslach (2015) found that educational sessions focusing on team building and
coping strategies tended to lower feelings of burnout. Jobs being more time-constraining
in nature made it difficult for individuals to practice coping strategies. Teachers would
require autonomy for this to occur and for burnout impacts to lessen. Various programs
such as relaxation training, interpersonal and social skills training, and time management
training were noted as reducing exhaustion in most participants. The one construct this
training did not impact was cynicism.

Changing the workplace starts with a focus on leadership. Altering the mindset of
leaders and teaching employees coping strategies is the best way to combat burnout. It is
difficult for one strategy to exist without the other when employees and leaders
participate in weekly sessions to brainstorm ways of reducing perceived inequalities in
the workforce; exhaustion levels correlate to decreasing feelings of burnout (Leiter &

Maslach, 2015).
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Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice

The Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice states that individuals make
systematic assessments of the net monetary and nonmonetary benefits from different
occupations and make systematic decisions throughout their careers, to enter, stay, or
leave a profession (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Feng (2011) looked at some studies
done in the past on teacher attrition and occupational choice. Hanushek, Kain, and
Rivkin (2001), as cited in Feng (2011), interviewed Texas public school teachers and
found they preferred working with high-achieving, non-minority, and non-low-income
students in their classrooms. These were some factors contributing to teachers' choices in
choosing a school district. Some of the teachers interviewed were African American and
favored finding schools with a higher black student enrollment (Feng, 2011).

Using the Baccalaureate and Beyond Survey, combined with the Common Core
data from various districts, Feng (2011) used a multinomial logit hazard regression to
determine why teachers leave their initial school placements. It was reported that
teachers who obtained higher degrees tended to stay in the field of education compared to
those with only a bachelor’s degree (Feng, 2011). Those teachers with a higher degree
were more invested in the field than someone having only completed their undergraduate
studies (Feng, 2011). When schools with high minority and poverty rates were assessed,
the desire for higher salaries was a factor in deciding to leave or stay (Feng, 2011).

Improving intrinsic and extrinsic values. Loan forgiveness programs have
become more popular over the years as an incentive to keep teachers from leaving.
Those teaching in high-needs areas (math, science, special education) for at least five

years were given up to 10,000 dollars to put towards their student loans (Feng & Sass,
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2018). Years of duty for each teacher and loan forgiveness amounts were statistically
analyzed and compared. What Feng and Sass (2018) found was that the loan forgiveness
component of the FTCSP (Florida Tax Credit Scholarship Program) had substantial
positive effects on the likelihood that an individual would remain in teaching (Feng &
Sass, 2018). Loan forgiveness would be a monetary benefit, as stated in the Human
Capital Theory of Occupational Choice, boosting extrinsic values of the job. Positive
effects were found for the largest shortage areas being special education and gifted
teachers (Feng & Sass, 2018). The reimbursement scale ranged from 500 to 2,500 dollars
per year with a cap of 10,000 depending on the teacher’s subject area (Feng & Sass,
2018).

As it relates to administrative support, Brunstring et al. (2014) reported that it is
essential for administrators to provide teachers with emotional support. Administrators
being available to listen to concerns or solve conflicts greatly improves the overall rates
of teacher burnout (Brunstring et al., 2014) and is a nonmonetary benefit to improving the
intrinsic values of the job. Assisting with supplying resources for classrooms, or
providing professional learning opportunities when needed, proved to be beneficial. A
specific professional learning opportunity needed for most, if not all, teachers is the
application of appropriate classroom management techniques (Brunstring et al., 2014).
Experiencing difficulty in managing behaviors is a significant contributor to burnout. If
the administration provides teachers with professional solid learning opportunities to
improve classroom management, burnout rates should decrease over time (Brunstring et

al., 2014).
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Creating a supportive work environment to retain highly qualified teachers is
essential. This can be accomplished by having an open-door policy (Brunstring et al.,
2014). Teachers need to feel they can express concerns to the administration when
needed. It is important to provide leadership opportunities (Brittle, 2020), establish
mentorship programs, and reach out to the local community. A lack of leadership
opportunities can contribute to teacher dissatisfaction (Brittle, 2020). Teachers need to
feel trusted, especially when it comes to giving them opportunities to lead in their
classrooms and during professional development (Brittle, 2020). Mentorship programs
can help boost confidence and give teachers an outlet they might not be able to find with
their colleagues (Brittle, 2020). Lastly, when the community is involved, teachers will
feel as if their jobs matter and their work is supported outside of the school setting
(Brittle, 2020). These examples enhance the extrinsic values of teaching and will lead to
the retention of SEITs.

Kang (2011) found that 95% of teachers reported being in a mentorship program
during their careers, 30% never analyzed lesson plans or student work together, and their
mentor never observed 25% throughout the school year. A reported 45% indicated their
mentor was not certified in a similar field (Kang, 2011). Mentorship programs are
critical when developed correctly (Kang, 2011).

Professional development for SEITs plays an essential role in retaining quality
teachers. A survey by Berry, Petrin, Gravelle, and Farmer (2011) asked SEITs their
thoughts on improving their professional development to promote confidence in their
knowledge of teaching special needs children. When a group of rural SEITs was asked a

list of open-ended questions, Berry et al. (2011) concluded that the teachers needed more
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professional development on strategies for working with paraprofessionals and parents.
SEITs need more professional development working with low-incidence disabilities,
emotional and behavioral disorders, classroom management, collaborative and inclusive
practices skills, and curriculum content (Berry, Petrin, Gravelle, & Farmer, 2011).
According to Berry et al. (2011), the retention rates of SIETs improve when a school or
school district considers these areas when forming a professional development plan. A
school district in Oregon reported a retention rate of 95% after building-level
administrators focused solely on building professional development around the concerns
of their SEITs (Berry et al., 2011). These special education inclusion teachers reported
being more confident and capable of successfully teaching their students (Berry et al.,
2011) because of their support.

Lowering standards and shortening training are stop-gap measures that will only
increase attrition rates (Kang, 2011). Combining necessary stop-gap measures with
comprehensive, long-term solutions is needed to address the shortages in special
education. According to Williams and Dikes (2015), policymakers, state and local
districts, and preparation programs should consider a three-pronged approach to address
teacher shortage concerns. One is to ensure financial incentives are grounded in research
and combined with other long-term solutions. The second is to provide well-designed
preparation, ongoing induction, and instructional-focused professional learning (Williams
& Dikes, 2015). Third, developing supportive work environments attending to issues of
workload manageability will reduce stress and improve retention concerns (Williams &

Dikes, 2015).
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Caseload numbers should be below 15 for optimal efficiency, and student-to-
teacher ratios should be ten or fewer special education students per general education
classroom (Williams & Dikes, 2015). This means schools need to be adequately staffed.
School districts and policymakers must reduce unnecessary paperwork for SEITs
(Williams & Dikes, 2015). Paperwork considered essential should be streamlined. If
data is kept in a computerized format, then SEITs should be required to keep hard copies
of IEPs (Williams & Dikes, 2015). These changes must not merely be talked about but
must be implemented, practiced, and enforced. Administrators should schedule SEITs
during the most extended planning period possible so that enough time is available to
complete essential paperwork (Williams & Dikes, 2015). SEITs need to be allowed to
determine the subjects they feel most comfortable teaching (Kang, 2011). SEITs should
be matched with a compatible general education teacher and be afforded ample
opportunities for meaningful professional development (Williams & Dikes, 2015). These
are some ways a school system can improve a teaching job's intrinsic and extrinsic values
to improve retention rates.

Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand

The Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand examines the teacher labor
force to understand their behaviors as a group (Richards, Stroub & Guthery, 2020).
Instead of looking at the individual teacher and understanding how they make choices,
the Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand looks at trends associated with
teacher attrition (Richards et al., 2020). In a study by Richards, Stroub, and Guthery
(2020), school closures were examined as to how they impacted teachers staying in the

field or leaving and pursuing a different career. Richards et al. (2020) looked at school
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closures throughout Texas over seventeen years and found that only one in every seven
teachers returned to teaching after two or more years. Many teachers affected by school
closures were not employed in a school setting after two years (Richards et al., 2020).
Teachers with twenty or more years of experience tended to leave the teaching field if a
school closure impacted them. The departure of these experienced teachers weakened the
teacher workforce (Richards et al., 2020).

Reasoning behind teacher supply shortages. Teacher shortage issues have been
occurring in the United States and other countries for years. A review of the literature
conducted by O’Doherty and Harford (2018) showed that twenty-six countries were
experiencing a teacher shortage. The demand for teachers continues to increase as the
supply lessens (O’Doherty & Harford, 2018). A country can only meet the demand if
they increase the supply. This means a policy change is necessary. When factors such as
salary and working conditions remain the same, the pool of potential applicants lessens
over time (O’Doherty & Harford, 2018). Through analysis of surveys conducted in
multiple countries, shortage issues were addressed by understanding the motivations of
those in the field and what attracted them to the job (O’Doherty & Harford, 2018). In
Belgium, it was more difficult to attract teachers to Brussels because of the high cost of
living and increased number of disadvantaged students. The 1,600 teacher shortage in
Germany, reported in 2015, was due to poor work conditions. Another common factor
across countries was the relatively low pay (O’Doherty & Harford, 2018).

The U.S. Department of Education reported that the overall number of teacher
candidates has decreased by thirty-one percent since 2008 (O’Doherty & Harford, 2018).

California recorded diminishing numbers of issued preliminary teacher credentials in
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elementary and secondary education and special education (O’Doherty & Harford, 2018).
This is because enrollment in teacher preparation programs dropped by fifty percent
between 2009 and 2013 (O’Doherty & Harford, 2018). These issues are not just isolated
to California. Many across the United States are experiencing the same concerns.

There have been competing ideas on increasing teachers’ supply while
maintaining quality. Anderson, Cameron-Standerford, Bergh, and Bohjanen (2019)
suggested that teacher evaluations must be more conducive to the teacher’s working
conditions. When evaluations support teacher growth, teachers are more likely to remain
in their positions and attract others to join the profession, thus increasing the supply of
applicants (Anderson, Cameron-Standerford, Bergh, & Bohjanen, 2019). Anderson et al.,
(2019) conducted a mixed-methods study on the effectiveness of teacher evaluations and
how they correlated to teachers being content with their current job. Teachers in
Michigan were interviewed (Anderson et al., 2019), and data were analyzed from their
evaluations. The sample from the study revealed that 99% of the teachers were rated as
effective or highly effective on their evaluations, but this did not correlate to them being
happy or content with their jobs (Anderson et al., 2019).

Teachers felt stressed because of a competitive culture and a distrust of the system
(Anderson et al., 2019). These factors were perceived barriers to job satisfaction.
Teacher evaluation mandates hurt teacher effectiveness and well-being (Anderson et al.,
2019). Many of the administrators interviewed were critical of the evaluations. One
solution offered was to increase the time given to evaluations (Anderson et al., 2019). An
increase in the time for evaluations gives administrators more time to spend with the

teachers and share more constructive feedback (Anderson et al., 2019). Providing an
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environment fostering teacher growth would improve the well-being of everyone
involved and could improve the attrition rates of teachers while bolstering the supply
chain. Competitive salaries and mentorship programs could also help (Anderson et al.,
2019).

To level the supply and demand of classroom teachers, districts revert to relaxing
qualification requirements during the hiring process (Berry & Shields, 2017). If there are
not enough highly qualified teachers to fill positions, a less eligible applicant will usually
be hired. Some will even issue emergency certificates with filling a vacant position
(Berry & Shields, 2017). Hiring teachers with poor performance records is
counterproductive to policies trying to enhance the quality of teaching practices in the
classroom (Berry & Shields, 2017).

Financial incentives can increase teacher supply and maintain highly qualified
teachers (Berry & Shields, 2017). The problem is that if these incentives do not work,
administrators will find less productive ways of evening the supply and demand efforts
(Berry & Shields, 2017). This can be done by increasing the workload of existing
teachers by making classroom sizes larger (Berry & Shields, 2017). A larger student-to-
teacher ratio does not improve the quality of teaching and, in some cases, can have the
opposite outcome.

Conclusion

Numerous studies have been done to determine specific reasons for special
education teachers leaving their field of work. Through questionnaires and short answer
responses, many results have pointed in the direction of the burnout theory. That is a

response to emotionally taxing workplace events that lead them to leave their jobs. Some
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research even goes so far as to explain how some teachers manage and positively cope
with their stressors. The problem is that questionnaires (the basis of study for most of
these studies) can only provide a reader with surface-level responses. Very little has been
done regarding understanding the stories of those who face struggles in their day-to-day
jobs and have no choice but to leave. One way to understand teachers' stories is to
conduct in-depth interviews and field observations. In doing so, the reader will be able to
dig beneath the surface and get a better understanding of the experiences of teachers that

are chosen as participants.

54



Chapter 111
METHODOLOGY
Introduction

The purpose of the proposed qualitative narrative inquiry study is to give insight
into why special education inclusion teachers (SEITs) leave the field. This perspective
will be gleaned from interviewing those who left the profession. This information could
potentially help school districts change the recruiting and retention practices of SEITs.

Previous researchers have demonstrated that age and teaching in urban school
districts can significantly impact SEITs leaving their jobs (Richards et al., 2020). The
participants for this study will have worked in an urban school district and be between the
ages of 22 and 30 at their time of employment. I will look to understand a SEIT’s
perception of on-the-job performance and perception of on-the-job support. An in-depth
narrative analysis will help in achieving the purpose of this study.

Research Design

I used a qualitative narrative analysis approach to capture the stories of special
education inclusion teachers in an urban district in Central Georgia. This method allowed
an open-ended approach to understanding possible trends in why SEITs in this school
district have chosen to leave the teaching field (O’Doherty & Harford, 2018). The focus
was on understanding how participants interpret their experiences in the workplace. The
interview process included an in-depth, phenomenological-based approach, which was

used as the primary data source (Seidman, 2019). This approach
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focused on an individual’s lived experiences within the world we live in. It is appropriate
for this study because I focused on the experiences of SEITs to assist in understanding
the continuous need to fill SEIT positions within an urban school setting due to a low
retention rate. Maxwell’s (2013) discussion of reactivity and researcher bias was used to
highlight how my influences may impact the study. A discussion of my influences in the
conclusion section allowed the reader to make his or her judgments regarding the
credibility of this research. The overall process of this study was grounded in the
theoretical frameworks discussed throughout the first two chapters. These include the
following: the Multidimensional Theory of Burnout, the Human Capital Theory of
Occupational Choice, and the Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand.
Population & Sample

An ethnically diverse student population in an urban school setting can lead to
increased levels of burnout (Anderson et al., 2019). Other factors that can cause
increased levels of burnout are the low socioeconomic status of the student population, a
lack of appropriate resources, including professional development, and a lack of
perceived support (Leiter & Maslach, 2015). The general population for this research
was special education inclusion teachers (SEITs) who worked in an urban school setting
in Central Georgia middle and high schools. The ability to compare to other urban
districts was based on research conducted by Milner and Lomotey (2014), and Perez,
Uline, and Johnson (2019). The other urban districts were similar in the ethnic makeup
of the student body, percentages of Title 1 schools, and student-to-teacher classroom
ratios (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.). Title 1 schools receive federal funds for

Title 1 students (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.). These schools with large
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concentrations of low-income students receive supplemental funds to assist in meeting
the educational needs of these students (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.). There
are roughly 320 special education teachers in the county where this study was conducted
(Georgia Department of Education, n.d.).

Of those 320 teachers, on average, ten to twenty leave each year (Georgia
Department of Education, n.d.). Their leave is either coded as personal reasons or
transferring to another district (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.). The school
district reports the names and codes on the Board Briefs. These teachers have taught
mostly in a co-teach environment (Richards et al., 2020). Co-teaching refers to working
with children with special needs within the general education classroom (Richards et al.,
2020). The general education and special education teacher share the workload in
teaching the entire classroom.

I focused on interviewing SEITs who have left the teaching field within the past
four years. I looked at the Board Briefs from an urban school district in Central Georgia
to review the names of the employees listed. The Board Briefs provided information on
those employed outside of education or left the field without explanation. I wrote a
request for research or an open records request, requesting the personal email address of
those that left the field, which was directory information. I then sent out a letter about the
study to gauge who would be willing to participate from the identified population. The
letter can be reviewed in Appendix C. The Institutional Review Board Protocol
Exemption Report can be reviewed in Appendix D.

The number required for this study was four participants. The four participants

were chosen based on age and gender. Two male and two female SEITs were chosen
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between the ages of 22 and 30 when they leave their teaching position. Two male and
female participants were chosen because research on gender and teacher attrition has
been inconsistent (Williams & Dikes, 2015). Some researchers have shown that males
exhibit higher attrition rates because of their inability to cope with the emotional
components of teaching (Williams & Dikes, 2015). Other researchers have shown that
females exhibit higher attrition rates because of a lack of autonomy in their classrooms
(Williams & Dikes, 2015). The inconsistency also comes from a greater difference in the
number of male and female teachers employed (Leiter & Maslach, 2015).

The age range of 22 to 30, from middle or high school, was established for the
participants of this study. Previous researchers identified this age range, and school
levels, as having the highest attrition rates for SEITs (Williams & Dikes, 2015). This is
relevant because this group of teachers was rated as exhibiting the highest burnout
compared to older teachers (Williams & Dikes, 2015). This is also the age range that
urban school districts have the most difficult time retaining (Williams & Dikes, 2015).
Ethnicity demographics were not reported as a factor in SEIT attrition rates (Williams &
Dikes, 2015).

To protect from participant attrition, the sample size drawn was larger than the
four participants used for this study. The participants were selected using purposeful
sampling. The cases were selected strategically and purposefully based on how the
participants could assist me in answering the research questions for this study (Patton,
2009). In the case of this research, it was SEITs that have left the field in an urban school
setting in Central Georgia. The Board Briefs from the 2018-2019, 2019-2020, and 2020-

2021 school years were used to access the participants for this study.
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An average of five to six SEITs leave the field each year. Once the Board Briefs
were reviewed, and individuals were identified that meet the criteria for this study,
contact was be made with each of those individuals. The individuals were identified as
having left the teaching field, fell within the 22 to 30 age range, and were a mix of male
and female gender from middle or high schools. The gender and age of each participant
was identified through an open records request. These individuals were a SEIT before
they left the field of teaching, which was stated in the Board Briefs. If an average of 12
to 15 teachers left the district within the three school years stated, then at least four meet
the criteria for this study. The first two females and the first two males that respond to
the interview request and fell within the specified age range were chosen to participate in
the study. The participants left the profession within the last three school years. If a
participant decided to leave the study for specified or unspecified reasons, another
individual could have chosen from those contacted that meet the criteria. If saturation
was not reached with the four interviewed participants, then the sample size could have
increased from the identified population. Saturation would occur if no new information
was gained after interviewing the four participants for this study.

Data Collection Methods

Participants were interviewed using a set of questions developed for this study.
The questions were crafted with the intent of being able to assist in answering the
research questions. The set of questions for the first interview was developed so that I
could get to know the participant, including their upbringing and higher education
experiences. The questions for the second interview were developed to understand the

experiences of the SEIT in their job. The third interview questions were developed to
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provide a more in-depth understanding of responses from the second interview. A fourth
and final interview was established to answer any follow-up questions necessary for
gaining the most information to answer the research questions. Even though a fourth
interview is not part of the Siedman (2019) process, I thought it was necessary for this
study. The interview questions were targeted at answering the following research
questions:

RQ1: What were the experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession?

RQ2: How do special education inclusion teachers, who have left the profession,
perceive their support as a special education inclusion teacher?

RQ3: What impact did special education inclusion teachers’ classroom
experiences have on their decision to leave the field?

The questions in Appendix A were developed to be open-ended while avoiding
any leading questions. Leading questions have the potential to lead participants’
responses in specific directions (Seidman, 2019). Open-ended questions allow for more
exploration of the topics by the participants (Seidman, 2019). Follow-up questions were
also developed, but some may be asked during the interview that are not developed pre-
interview. Some follow-up questions may not be developed beforehand to allow for
more flexibility and to maintain fluid responses (Seidman, 2019).

The responses to the main questions caused me to think of follow-up questions
that did not come to mind previously. The interview questions can be examined further
in Appendix A of this research. Field notes and memos were used to support the research

process, through documenting needed contextual information. The contextual
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information was in the form of a description of the interview environment, and the
mannerisms of the interviewee (Maxwell, 2013). This information will give the reader a
better understanding of how and why answers were given to questions by the participants.
Memos were my analysis of the interview process and what I learned from the
interviewees’ responses (Maxwell, 2013). Memos are summaries of any findings that
give me a better understanding of the data collected, and, more specifically, what I
learned from the process (Maxwell, 2013). Memos and field notes were coded and
analyzed by the same method as the transcripts from the interviews. The coding process
is explained in more detail in this study's data analysis procedures section.

The research questions for this study focused on perceptions, life, and career
experiences. In-depth interviewing allowed the researcher to gather information about
the experiences of special education inclusion teachers who have left the field in an urban
school setting in Central Georgia. I used the Seidman (2019) three-part interview series
to develop trust with the participants. The Seidman (2019) interview series allowed each
question to be explored as in-depth as possible. The first interview focused on life
history in a surface-level manner, allowing the participant to feel comfortable and at ease
with the process (Seidman, 2019). The second interview focused more on the
participant’s current life as it relates to the content of the topic for this study (Seidman,
2019).

The last interview required the participant to reflect on the meaning of their
experiences described in the second interview (Seidman, 2019). A fourth and final
interview was established for any follow-up questions that were necessary. The

interviews were face-to-face, 90 minutes per session. There was a three to seven day
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break between each interview to allow for reflection (Seidman, 2019). The break
allowed the participants to think about what was discussed during the previous interview.
The participants had the opportunity to clarify anything said when we met again. If the
participant needed to change anything they said previously, or if they feel they were
misrepresented in the transcripts, then an amendment was made to the transcripts. Copies
of the transcripts were sent to the participants after each of the three interview sessions.
This process helped maintain trust and transparency throughout the study. The interview
protocol can be reviewed in Appendix A. Interview dates and times can be reviewed in
Appendix E.

We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions (Patton, 2009). “We cannot
observe behaviors that took place at some previous point in time” (Patton, 2009, p. 341).
The purpose of interviewing is to allow us to understand the participant’s perspective
(Patton, 2009), more specifically, their perspective on career experiences and what
caused them to leave the field of education. We interview to find out what is in and on
someone else’s mind and to gather their stories (Patton, 2009). Therefore, the procedures
outlined previously produced findings based on the transcribed interviews, along with
field notes and observations. The questions were open-ended and tied to each
participant's potential stories. There were also follow-up questions, which can be
reviewed in Appendix A, along with the open-ended questions.

Data Analysis Procedures

The transcription of the interviews took an average of four to six hours per

interview (Seidman, 2019). This amount of in-depth interviewing generated vast

amounts of text, so the words, sentences, paragraphs, and pages were reduced to what
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was significant and of interest to the study (Saldana, 2016). The analysis was
accomplished using the software program MAXQDA, specifically developed for
qualitative analysis. Once the transcriptions were uploaded to the program, the software
was used to code the extensive dialogue. The first cycle of coding used for this study was
In Vivo Coding (Saldana, 2016). Once the interview transcripts were uploaded to the
MAXQDA program, I grouped three to five sentences of the transcripts starting from the
beginning. This type of In Vivo Coding is also known as “lumper” coding (Saldana,
2016) since some of the dialogue from the interview is lumped together. Then, I derived
codes from the data by using each participant's exact language and terminology (Saldana,
2016). The codes were three to five-word phrases taken directly from the interview.

This type of coding helps a researcher obtain an in-depth understanding of the stories told
by each participant (Saldana, 2016). The codes were listed on a text editing page and
then cut and pasted into outlined clusters of chronological life events (Saldana, 2016).

I employed pattern coding for the next cycle (Saldana, 2016). I took the
summaries from the first coding and group them into smaller categories. I identified
emergent themes, configurations, or explanations between participants through Pattern
Coding (Saldana, 2016). Pattern Coding allowed me to put the information obtained
from the first cycle into more meaningful units of analysis. Also, Pattern Coding is
appropriate when looking for causes or explanations in the data. For example, after In
Vivo Coding was completed, I looked at the codes assigned to a particular area of interest
in the transcripts from the 4 participants of this study. The area of interest might be the
working conditions of the SEITs. The codes generated from the first round of coding for

the area of interest were listed together to determine a pattern code. The pattern code was
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a phrase to describe the area of interest of all 4 participants. This process occurred after
each interview phase was completed for each interviewee. For example, the transcribing
and coding would begin once the first interview was completed for the first interviewee.
When he or she completed the second interview, transcribing and coding would occur,
and this was the same process once the last interview was completed. This was the same
process for all four participants.

Lastly, codeweaving was used as a post-coding technique to integrate keycode
words and phrases into a narrative form (Saldana, 2016). Codeweaving provided a more
cohesive picture of special education inclusion teachers' shared or unshared experiences.
Codeweaving helped me investigate how the items might interrelate, indicate a process,
or suggest causation, which will assist in writing my final report (Saldana, 2016). 1
looked for evidence to support summary statements or evidence that suggested a revision
of those statements.

The way that I mapped the coding helped to pull detailed and relevant information
from the interviews. The last phase integrated the coding into a narrative form, allowing
the research questions to be answered in detail. It was also important to have the
participants review this study’s results to ensure that they represent the message they
wanted to convey, which is member checking. This step helped bolster the credibility of
the answers generated for each research question.

Threats to Validity

Maxwell (2013) discusses two specific threats: researcher bias and reactivity.

These threats are particularly important for qualitative research. Qualitative researchers

need to be aware of the subjectivity they may bring to their study, also known as bias
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(Maxwell, 2013). Bias is when the “selection of data that is used fits the researcher’s
existing theory, goals, or preconceptions” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 124). According to
Maxwell (2013), it is virtually impossible to eliminate the researcher’s beliefs and
theories from his or her study. Therefore, it is important to understand “how a particular
researcher’s values and expectations may have influenced the conduct and conclusions of
the study (which may be either positive or negative) and avoiding the negative
consequences of these” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 124). I thought about my own bias regarding
my research. It was vital for me to understand my personal experiences as a special
education teacher. Understanding my personal experiences was done by writing a memo
at the start of the interview process. Maxwell (2013) called this type of memo The
Evolution of a Research Design. This memo is where the researcher discusses what they
are studying and how they developed their research design, including personal
experiences’ impact (Maxwell, 2013). When quality checks were completed after every
hour of coding, which is described later, the initial memo that I wrote was used to ensure
personal experiences remain absent. I may have had negative experiences, or my
literature review primarily discusses burnout rates, but it did not mean that those were my
participants’ experiences.

I had to ensure that my personal experiences remained separate from the analysis
of the interview transcripts. Still, my personal experiences were discussed in the
discussion section of this study. Keeping personal experiences separate from the analysis
of transcripts was done by following the coding procedures outlined in the Data Analysis
Procedures section of this chapter. I also mitigated bias by ensuring interview questions

were open-ended to prevent the participant from agreeing or disagreeing. The questions

65



in Appendix A were framed to help the participants feel accepted no matter what their
responses were to the questions (Williams & Dikes, 2015). Idid not use leading
questions to prompt a participant to answer in favor of a particular assumption (Williams
& Dikes, 2015).

Quality and coding checks were made periodically throughout the transcript
analysis to ensure that the processes outlined in the previous section were being
implemented as stated. The analysis of the transcripts is of high quality when the data
can be used to answer the research questions. The quality and coding checks occurred
once at the end of every hour of coding. Changes were made during those checks as
needed. I did not go back to previous hours of data analysis since those checks would
have been completed following the outline I have provided.

The goal of a qualitative study is not to eliminate the researcher’s influence, “but
to understand it and use it productively” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 125). Maxwell used the term
“reflexivity” to describe this validity threat. It was essential for me to describe my
influence on how each participant responded to the given questions, and how this may
affect the validity of the inferences I drew from the interview process (Maxwell, 2013).
My influences were stated in the reflection section of my field notes and memos and
discussed at the end of this study. I used field notes and memos to assist in the
monitoring of subjectivity.

Memos are notes of ideas about codes and their relationships that stand out to the
analyst while coding the interviews (Maxwell, 2013). Field notes are notes that I created
so I could remember the behaviors of the participants as well as any defining

characteristics of the setting (Maxwell, 2013). The field notes and memos were written
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in labeled notebooks throughout the process, one notebook for each participant of field
notes, and one for each coding session of memos. I used a specified template for the field
notes that can be reviewed in Appendix B. The memos and field notes helped me know if
my personal feelings or thoughts were interjected into the research process at any point
(Maxwell, 2013). The reflective content of field notes and memos was intended to
contextualize what I observed based on my perspective and personal, cultural, and
situational experiences (Maxwell, 2013). Field notes were completed during the three
interviews for each participant. I wrote the field notes at the end of each interview
session, with three separate field notes for each participant. Memos were written during
the interview process for each participant, which were short. I wrote memos every 15
minutes for one to two minutes at a time. There was an average of six memos per
interview session. The shorter memos ensured I did not divert too much attention away
from the participant. Memos were also written after the data was collected from the
interviews. Those memos took 10 to 20 minutes to write and were more detailed to
provide for greater reflection. Memos were a mini analysis of what I thought I was
learning during the interview and data collection process. Identifying subjectivity
concerns occurred once all the data was analyzed, and my field notes and memos were
reviewed. I looked at my thoughts and feelings about the process and if those thoughts
and feelings impacted the study results. For example, did my personal experiences of
being a special education teacher influence the responses of the participants? If there
were subjectivity concerns, I incorporated those findings within the discussion section of
this study.

Summary
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Numerous studies have addressed the reasons why SEITs leave the field, yet the
issue remains prevalent today. Simply using a questionnaire to gauge the thoughts and
feelings of these teachers is not enough. Very few have told their stories. The research
questions of this study were best answered by conducting interviews, which allowed the
participants to tell their stories. Responses to the questions were analyzed and compared

to the theoretical frameworks discussed earlier.
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Chapter 1V
DESCRIPTION OF SITE AND PARTICIPANTS
Introduction

Four participants met the criteria outlined in Chapter three for this study. Each
participant left the field of teaching specifically from their role as a special education
inclusion teacher (SEIT) between the ages of 23 and 30. The participants were two males
and two females. These former teachers were identified based on identification from the
2018-2019, 2019-2020, and 2020-2021 Board Briefs. Board Briefs are public records
that can be accessed through the district website of the urban school district in Central
Georgia. Once they were identified, I filed an open records request to obtain email
addresses. I contacted them through email and explained the project I was attempting to
complete. I then set up interview times at the convenience of each participant. Three 90-
minute interviews per participant were conducted online and recorded for transcription
and reliability, as defined in Chapter three.

In the remaining chapters, I will focus on the results and analysis of the
transcriptions developed by each participant. In this Chapter, I will provide a detailed
profile of each participant and the schools where they were employed. In Chapter five, I
will provide data from all three interviews for each participant. In Chapter six, I will
explain the data analysis procedures and reveal the findings from the analysis of the

transcripts. Lastly, in Chapter seven, I will connect my findings from this study to
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previous research discussed in Chapter two. I will also discuss the limitations and
recommendations for future research.
Site Description

This study was conducted in an urban school district in the United States. The
county is located fifty-three miles outside a major metropolitan city in the southeast
portion of the United States. According to the 2020 Census Bureau, the total population
of this county is 157,346 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). The median household income for
this county is $42,140, compared to the state median income of $61,980 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2020). The poverty rate of individuals residing in this county is 23.4%,
compared to the state of Georgia, which is 13.3%. More specifically, the poverty rate is
37.5% for 18-year-olds, 22.2% for 18-to-64-year-old, and 14.9% for 65 and older.

When it comes to the educational attainment of the residents of this county,
24.9% have a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to the state level of 32.5%. 60.5%
have a high school diploma or equivalent degree.

The disability rate in this county is 16.8% as compared to the state of Georgia,
which is 12.6%. 3.2% have hearing difficulty, 4.1% vision difficulty, 6.2% cognitive
difficulty, 9.3% ambulatory difficulty, 3.4% self-care difficulty, and 7.8% independent
living difficulty.

There are six high schools and six middle schools within this county. The
participants from this study were employed at one of these secondary schools. The
specific school will be referenced by stating Darcy School Profile, John School Profile,

Lucy School Profile, and Connor School Profile. These profiles intend to give the reader
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some background of each school the participant left. The interviews occurred virtually

using an online platform.

Description of Participants

A total of four participants were selected for this study. Two of the chosen

participants were female, and two were male. The two females were aged 26 and 26; the

two males were aged 23 and 25. The two male participants were African American,

while the female participants were white. Demographic information is in Table 5.

Table 5

Demographics of Participants

Age

Gender

Race

Undergrad
Major

Years of
Teaching

Darcy 26

John 23

Lucy 26

Connor 25

Female

Male

Female

Male

White

African
American

White

African
American

Early
Childhood
Education

and Special
Education

Education
(Special
Education)

Education
and Sports
Medicine

Liberal
Studies
(Psychology
and
Education)

Note: Ages are reported at the time each participant began their interview.
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Participant Profiles

Disclaimer on Participant Identities

The identity of each participant will remain confidential. Each participant has
been assigned a pseudonym to preserve the privacy and confidentiality of responses.
Confidentiality will be maintained but cannot be guaranteed. There is the possibility that
a participant could be identified based on demographic and employment descriptions in
the report.
Darcy Profile

Darcy is a 26-year-old white female. She was born and raised in Georgia and has
been a resident of the same city for her entire life. This participant attended school in
Georgia from elementary to high until she dropped out in the twelfth grade. She
explained that her reasoning for dropping out of school was that she was bullied
incessantly. She became bulimic and needed some mental health support. The school
she attended did very little to give her the help she needed from the bullying. She also
described a time when she was diagnosed with dyslexia and ADHD. She had to take
medication for ADHD. Because of these diagnoses, the students would also make fun of
her for having to use accommodations on tests to help her succeed. She did talk about
one teacher who made a lasting impact on her because this teacher invested in getting to
know Darcy. There was also a time she received an award for having the highest GPA in
her class for math. It was a complete shock and surprise since she never felt competent
or worthy regarding school and academics. She did play violin in the school band, which

came easily to her. Reading music was the one area where she felt successful.
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Darcy described fearing her parents because she never wanted to disappoint them.
She grew up in a conservative Christian family that attended church every Sunday. They
lived above the poverty line, but this participant did not know this was the case. She said
her parents never discussed financial matters in front of the children. They were hard
workers. Her dad worked as a mechanic and loved to fix things with his hands. Her
mom held odd jobs here and there. She was a caretaker for the elderly and did some
medical billing work. Darcy learned what hard work and dedication were at an early age
from her parents. She knew what it meant to do a job and do it well. “Always put 110%
into what you do.” Because of her mother and father’s work ethic, it was difficult for
Darcy to approach them when she wanted to drop out of high school.

Darcy returned to school to get her GED while getting credit for a certificate in
medical billing. Working to obtain her GED occurred at the local technical school in the
city where she lived. She said she had to go back and finish what she started because she
was “stubborn” and “persistent.” Finishing her GED and completing the certificate in
medical billing all occurred while she had a newborn child. There were not many jobs in
the area where she lived. She needed some income for her family, so a friend convinced
her to apply for a paraprofessional job at the local elementary school near her house.
Working as a paraprofessional started her developing an interest in teaching.

Darcy was a paraprofessional for two years until she decided to go back to school.
She investigated a few different programs until she found a local university that accepted
some of her credits from a technical school. This program was a traditional educational
program with pedagogy courses and a practicum at the end of the program. Darcy stated

that she did not learn much of anything from most of her classes. They did not prepare
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her for the process of teaching in the classroom. There was one class she distinctly
remembered as being helpful. She could not remember the name, but she remembered
many hands-on activities. They learned how to read a book to students, develop lesson
plans, and implement them. She suggested that programs today must teach teachers,
specifically particular education majors, how to write IEPs. She felt underprepared in
that area. What prepared her and made her practicum much more manageable was
previously being a paraprofessional. She suggested that everyone be a paraprofessional
first before becoming a teacher. This way, students would know whether teaching was
the right profession for them.

John Profile

John was a 23-year-old African American male. He lived in Virginia until he was
in Grade 3. He then moved to Maryland for one year and then to Georgia, where he has
lived ever since. He grew up with his mom, dad, and brother until he was in Grade 5
when his parents divorced. According to John, it was a mutual decision, and he and his
brother split equal time between both parents. His parents ended up remarrying a few
years after they divorced.

John’s father was an engineer, and his mother was a realtor. His mother and
father worked hard in their respective careers. His parents are where his strong work
ethic came from. He saw how dedicated his parents were and how their hard work paid
off with raises. He also measured his mother and father’s successes with their level of
happiness. Also, his mother and father’s strong Christian beliefs are what made their

lives content.
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John described himself as a perfectionist. He does not know where or when the
perfectionist trait developed, but he remembers being a perfectionist for most of his life.
He was always much harder on himself than his parents. His parents never pushed him to
get straight A’s and B’s. If he did not do well on an assignment or a school test, he
would develop anxiety, which caused a panic attack. John has not taken medication for
anxiety until recently. Having a disability was also why he taught special education
when he finished school.

There were always random teachers who impacted his life throughout the school.
Usually, the teacher took the time to get to know him and was compassionate. The
person who had the most significant impact was his youth group leader from Grade 6 to
12. This was a person he could always turn to no matter what was going on in his life. It
could have been school, personal, or family troubles, and he was always there as an
understanding and compassionate listener.

John’s school experiences were standard. All his academic classes followed the
same pattern children have today. He always had some English, Math, Social Studies,
and Science classes. The one thing he could not remember was whether there were any
children with special needs in his classroom. He remembered seeing a class of medically
fragile students in his high school, but the medically fragile classroom was on the lower
floor of the school building. Most kids never had to go to the lower part of the building
for any reason. He had one or two classes that presented some difficulty in high school
but, for the most part, the school came easy. John did not do any extracurricular

activities because nothing was interesting to him.
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John went to a local college where he majored in education with a concentration
in special education. This program was unique because, after two years of taking the
foundation of education and acceptable arts courses, a student was required to interview
for a cohort in their concentrations. If accepted, students will learn more about the field
and complete a practicum in multiple grade levels. Once accepted into the cohort, John
was required to student teach in PreK, upper elementary, and high school settings.
During his junior year, his student teaching averaged 2 to 3 days a week. In the Spring, it
was every day for an average of ten weeks. He planned lessons with the teachers and
attended faculty meetings during his student teaching time. According to John, the
amount of student teaching required was more than enough preparation for a teaching
job. He did say you do not learn to teach from textbooks but learning about the law as it
relates to special education was very helpful. He also had ample time to practice writing
IEPs in one of his classes. Writing IEPs helped improve his technical writing when he
got an actual teaching job.

Lucy Profile

Lucy was a 26-year-old white female. She was born in Flint, Michigan, and
moved to Huntington, West Virginia, at age 8. The reason for her family moving was
that they were looking for a more settled life. Her dad worked in the automotive industry
in Detroit and spent most of his time working. On average, he would work at least 60
hours a week, but desired a more settled life to see his children grow. She grew up in a
basic nuclear family with a mom, a dad, and an older sister. Her mom never really
worked an official nine to five type job. Lucy’s mom would volunteer at the elementary

school in the area, make sure the family had food, keep the house in order, and help her
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and her sister with their homework. She described her father as a craftsman who could
do anything with his hands. He was the type of person who found that if a job was not
done well and to his specifications, he would go back and complete the job and do it the
right way. Lucy believes this is how she developed her work ethic. She remembered this
one statement her dad would always say, which sticks with her today; “what kind of dog
are you if you do not hold up your tail?”

Lucy did talk about an outside community member they treated like family. He
was a member of her church community. He was a grandfather figure. His wife had
passed away, and this gentleman had no children. He developed a strong bond with
Lucy’s family. He would come for dinner on the weekends and help Lucy with her
homework. He was a listening ear when she did not feel like she could talk with her
family. He even did fun things with the kids, like occasionally taking them to the
movies. She always remembered him being a kind person. Being a kind person is a trait
she holds dearly even today. “Building relationships and being kind is so important even
in the field of teaching.”

When we discussed how she experienced school growing up, she explained that
she was not a good student. Lucy always was in trouble for not paying attention, not
sitting down, and never wanting to complete her assignments. According to Lucy, she
acted out in class because she did not understand the assignments. The behaviors, which
caused difficulties in school, occurred until she was in Grade 8. Her parents had her see a
doctor who prescribed her attention deficit hyperactivity disorder medication, but it did
not work. They then worked on her diet, including reducing sugar and red dye. The diet

and some behavior modification techniques helped her focus more on her schoolwork.
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She remembered a time when she was younger and particularly hyperactive. The teacher
separated the troubled kids from the better-behaved children. Lucy remembers the
teacher handing out work and not explaining anything to the troubled children. The
teacher focused more of her time on the other side of the room. Since Lucy and the other
children on her side of the room did not understand the material, they started breaking
crayons and throwing them at each other. It is a memory she explained she would never
forget. She would not make the same mistake when she became a teacher.

Lucy went to a University in West Virginia. She had a dual degree in Education
and Sports Medicine. When she graduated, Lucy tried to enter the field of Sports
Medicine, but there were exams she had to pass to go further into graduate school. She
was unable to pass the exams. She worked random jobs until she got married and moved
to Georgia. Someone convinced her to become a paraprofessional at the local middle
school. She worked as a paraprofessional for two years until she thought about becoming
a teacher. Lucy had to go through an alternative path to certification because she never
completed student teaching during her undergraduate studies. She said she does not
remember much from her undergraduate studies being useful. The alternative
certification (TAPP or Teacher Academy for Preparation and Pedagogy) did not help
much either. She said the TAPP student teaching was helpful because the instructors
constantly gave constructive feedback. The TAPP program was packed into one year,
and Lucy said it felt more rushed than anything. What helped her most when she first
started to teach was her experiences as a paraprofessional. She already knew the basics

of what needed to be done from being a paraprofessional. According to Lucy, “the
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hands-on activities were helpful, but that was it.” She said things need to change for
teacher candidates to feel more prepared.
Connor Profile

Connor was a 25-year-old African American male. He was born and raised in
Central Georgia. His mother and father divorced by age two, but the split was amicable.
His mom and dad were hardworking individuals. His dad was in the military and
eventually worked for Boeing. His mom was always a paraprofessional at various
elementary and middle schools throughout the city. Connor described a time when he got
along with the family members on his dad’s side more than on his mom’s. It was
primarily because the half-brothers and half-sisters were closer to his age. The family
from his mother’s side is not as close because they are scattered throughout the country.
He does not know them as well. His dad has been on disability for the past several years
due to an accident on the job, but he can never forget his dad and mom going to work
every day and on time. They never made excuses for failures and always told him to “put
his best foot forward.”

Connor remembered growing up in school and getting a fever at a young age.
The fever was not treated early enough and caused problems with his hearing. His
hearing loss never recovered. He was fitted for hearing aids at an early age, which
caused an IEP to be developed for him at school. Connor did not struggle with getting
good grades at school, even with hearing issues. What he did struggle with was his social
integration. He described a time in elementary school when other students would make
fun of him because the teacher needed to wear a special microphone to help him hear

better. The students making fun of him caused him to become angry and fight other
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students in the school when no one would help. He was constantly getting into fights,
and the teachers and staff could not figure out why. After facing years of bullying, he
told his mom he was done wearing the hearing aids and learned to read lips instead.
Reading lips did not impact his grades, and he was eventually taken off an IEP after two
years of middle school. The bullying stopped, too, after he stopped wearing the hearing
aids. He does remember a teacher from elementary and middle school who helped him
process some of the feelings he was experiencing. They were caring and compassionate
teachers who made his day a little easier. He also participated in extracurricular activities
like track and field and soccer. These sports gave him a better sense of belonging.
Connor remembered his aunt and uncle being the most significant influence on his
desire to go to college after graduating high school. He saw their success and
accomplishment and wanted the same thing for himself. He applied to a local technical
school and earned an early childhood education associate degree. Once he finished, a
teacher from the technical school convinced him to apply to a local university for a
degree in education. With the help of a recommendation letter written by the teacher, he
could get into the university program. Connor explained that the actual content classes
did little to prepare him for teaching. The practicum was helpful because it gave him
teaching experience and constructive feedback from his professors. Also, the more
“hands-on” classes were useful too. More specifically, where they put bulletin boards
together and practiced writing lesson plans. He did substitute teaching during his time in
school. According to Connor, substitute teaching was the most beneficial experience

because he knew what to expect when he got into the classroom.
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Description of Each Participant’s Former School

The following profiles describe each school where the SEIT (special education

inclusion teacher) participant formerly taught. The information provided lists the total

student body population and ethnic makeup of the students. The school profiles also

contain the student-to-teacher ratio and the percentage of students at or below the poverty

line. Some of this information is in Table 6 of this section.

Table 6

Description of Participant’s Former School

School  Student-to-  Percentage  Percentage  Proficiency
Grade Teacher of Poor of Minority  in Reading
Level Ratio Students ~ Enrollment ;4 Math
Darcy’s School Middle 17:1 95% 84% Reading
School 35%
Math 30%
John’s School High 17:1 99% 75% Reading
School 50%
Math 25%
Lucy’s School Middle 15:1 95% 68% Reading
School 30%
Math 30%
Connor’s School Middle 16:1 95% 95% Reading
School 20%
Math 10%

Note: Information was taken from Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.
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Darcy School Profile

Darcy was employed at a public middle school in an urban school district in
Central Georgia. The school serves students from Grade 6 to 8. The student body
population is roughly 1,000, with an average of 45% female and 55% male (Find the best
K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.). On Average, 30% of the students scored at or
above the proficient level for math, and 35% scored at or above proficiency for reading
(Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.). The minority enrollment of the
school is around 80%. The student-to-teacher ratio is 17:1, with around 60 full-time
teachers and two counselors on staff (Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education,
n.d.). The school enrolls 95% of poor students.

On average, 16% of the student body is white, 70% is Black, 6% are Hispanic,
4% are Asian, 3% are two or more races, 0.2% are Pacific Islander, and 0.1% are
American Indian (Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.).
John School Profile

John was employed at a public high school in an urban district in Central Georgia.
The school serves students from Grade 9 to 12. The student population is roughly 1,200,
50% female and 50% male (Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.). On
average, 25% of students were proficient on the Georgia Milestones mathematics portion
of the exam (Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.). 50% of the
students were proficient on the Georgia Milestones reading portion of the exam. The
student-to-teacher ratio is 17:1, and there are around 70 full-time teachers. At least 99%

of the student body was reported to be economically disadvantaged. There is also an
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average of 80% enrollment of minority students (Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news
education, n.d.).

On average, 30% of the student body is white, 63% is Black, 5% is Asian, 4% are
Hispanic, 2% are two or more races, 0.2% are American Indian, 0.1% are Pacific Islander
(Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.).

Lucy School Profile

This participant was employed at a public middle school in an urban district in
Central Georgia. The school serves students from Grade 6 to 8. The student body
population is around 800, 50% female and 50% male (Find the best K-12 schools - U.S.
news education, n.d.). Roughly 30% of the students scored at or above the proficient
level for math, and 30% scored at or above proficiency for reading (Find the best K-12
schools - U.S. news education, n.d.). The minority enrollment of the school is around
70%. The student-to-teacher ratio is 15:1, with roughly 60 full-time teachers and two
counselors on staff. The school enrolls around 95% of economically disadvantaged
students (Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.).

On average, 32% of the student population are White, 50% are Black, 13% are
Hispanic or Latino, 3% are two or more races, 0.8% are Asian, and 0.1% are American
Indian (Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.).

Connor School Profile

Connor was employed at an urban middle school in Central Georgia. This school
serves Grades 6 to 8 students. The total population is roughly 950 students, with a 16:1
student-to-teacher ratio. On average, 10% of the student population scored at or above

the proficiency level for math. 20% scored at or above the proficiency level for reading
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(Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.). The school’s minority student
enrollment is roughly 90%. The student population is around 45% female and 55% male
(Find the best K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.). The school also enrolls 95% of
economically disadvantaged students.

The race makeup of the student body is, on average, 5% white, 85% black, 6%
Hispanic, 2% two or more races, 0.5% Asian, and 0.1% American Indian (Find the best

K-12 schools - U.S. news education, n.d.).
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Chapter V
RESULTS
Introduction

The perception of the teaching profession from potential candidates has changed
over time. Based on surveys conducted by Park, Jacob, Wagner, & Baiden (2013),
teaching is not viewed as the profession it once was. Since the early 1990s, with the
development of charter schools, more rigorous academic standards have been adopted,
teacher evaluations began being tied to student performance on standardized tests, and
structured lesson plans offered less room for creativity (Park et al., 2013).

Research on attrition rates of special education inclusion teachers (SEITs) has
focused on the internal struggles occurring when one decides to leave their job. The
results from surveys given to participants throughout much of the previous SEIT research
lay a foundation rooted in understanding the concepts of burnout, feelings of
helplessness, a lack of gratitude, and poor working conditions (Gilmour, 2019). Poor
working conditions have been associated with feelings of inadequacy and a lack of
support from the administration (Park et al., 2013). A scarcity of student resources was
noted as contributing to the burnout factor (Park et al., 2013). The internal struggles
SEITs face when contemplating leaving the profession are best associated with three
theories: The Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice, The Economic Labor

Market Theory, and The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout (Park et al., 2013).
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Hermann (2018) asserted that a solution to the SEIT attrition issues is essential to
improving the educational system. The results of this study will give school districts
personal insight into why SEITs leave the field. This information could help school
districts change their hiring and recruiting practices for SEITs.

The two research questions that guided the research were:

RQ1: What were the experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession?

RQ2: How do special education inclusion teachers, who have left the profession,
perceive their support as a special education inclusion teacher?

RQ3: What impact did special education inclusion teachers’ classroom
experiences have on their decision to leave the field?

Participant Results

The results from the three interviews with each of the 4 participants are discussed
in this chapter. For each participant, results are discussed as they relate to the three
research questions based on this study. Direct quotes and text citations are used to
support the results provided for each research question.
Darcy Results

Results related to experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession. Darcy did not have to search long for her special education
inclusion teacher job. She was a paraprofessional at the school that hired her to teach.
She was a paraprofessional for two years until she began student teaching at that same
school. The school’s principal hired her to teach when her practicum was complete. She
did not have to go through an interview process at that time. She described the process as

just falling into her lap. As such, she could not speak about any interview process.
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Darcy taught for a total of 3 years at her middle school. She described the school
environment as being very welcoming. The administrators gave her a welcome basket
with the essentials on her first day of new teacher orientation. There was guidance on
how the teacher evaluations would be conducted and professional development on
dealing with classroom behaviors. Professional development occurred before she even
began working with a classroom full of students. She also said planning with the other
teachers was beneficial because they gave her all the resources she could need.

During her first year of teaching, she said she remembers coming home and
crying daily because she felt overwhelmed. The support lessened as the beginning
months of school developed. Darcy distinctly remembers the administrators asking her to
be the family engagement facilitator in combination with the two academic subjects she
was required to co-teach every day. “Being a new teacher, I felt I could not say no.” She
was also responsible for morning and afternoon breakfast duty and carpool duty. One
duty required her to make sure the students ate breakfast promptly and arrived at class on
time. In the afternoon, she ensured the kids got to their parent’s or guardians’ cars when
her assigned number was called.

Darcy was solely responsible for teaching reading and math for four periods
within a school day. She also had intervention time that was placed within the four
periods. Intervention time would be for struggling students in a particular subject area.
They may work in any area where they need support. They would also be in small
groups of general and special education students. The groups would rotate daily within a
set group of teachers. She also described the content planning meetings occurring in the

mornings before the students got to class. Attending content planning once a week meant
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staff would have to arrive at school earlier than usual. Teachers would conduct content
meetings and plan lessons for the week accordingly. Darcy would have to split her time
between math and language arts content meetings. She spent more time preparing for
reading because most children on her caseload were identified as learning disabled in
reading.

Darcy said a lot of her crying came from not getting much support regarding
managing and maintaining IEPs. She explained how she did not have the proper training
to write an [EP. “My only training was someone handing me an example to model, and
that was it.” She had twelve students on her caseload who mostly had a learning
disability. Darcy struggled to figure out how to serve best her students based on each
student’s many IEP goals in their files. Each student had IEP goals depending on their
disability and what they needed to improve upon. The students could have anywhere
between 2 to 8 goals. “Each goal required a weekly analyzed work sample too, but I did
not know how to fit the task into the school day.” “We got in trouble if we pulled them
out of class during instructional time.” She said a high point for her was the group of
students she had on her caseload. The students always wanted to work, and they
generally did their best. Darcy was a relatively new mom then, and her family had just
moved into a new home, so life was complicated.

Darcy said she always had a hard-working group of kids for the three years she
was at her middle school. The only goal she wanted to accomplish for herself was to
“survive.” She said the paperwork was essential because the potential for litigation was
always held over her and the other teachers. “I had to ensure the information I provided

was accurate, all the progress notes were up to date, and the proper papers were filed into
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the correct folders.” There was so much work that she had to bring it home consistently.
Teaching started to impact her personal life. Her husband expressed his dislike for her
having to work so much because he did not get to spend quality time with her. “I always
fought with my husband over my work schedule.” Darcy’s daughter said, “I hate that
bag,” referring to her bag with her computer. The statement was made because her
daughter knew she would have to work that night, which meant less time for them to
spend together.

Darcy also felt like she could never give her students the proper attention they
deserved. She could not provide them with attention because everyone stressed
documentation and paperwork. It seemed as if teaching the children was less important.
Also, regarding documentation, she said, “the same information was required to be
submitted on four separate forms.” SEITs had to document progress monitoring, service
time for each child, attendance for each child, maintain grades, and document that each
child was receiving their accommodations each day. According to Darcy, “this was not a
requirement from the state because I knew teachers from other counties.” She said other
counties were not required to document half the information that she was at her school.
She wondered if it could have something to do with litigation fears.

Darcy described a time when she was observed in the classroom. After the
observation, she met with the Assistant Principal to review her ratings. She distinctly
remembers receiving a low score in one area. She thinks it was regarding student
engagement because one of her students was behaviorally challenging and often did not
want to work. Her Assistant Principal asked her what her plan was to improve her score

on student engagement. She remembers becoming agitated because she did not know
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how to help this one student. Darcy repeatedly asked for help, but she said she did not
get any response. So, when the Assistant Principal asked her what she could do, Darcy
became angry and frustrated and shut down. Darcy explained, “I did not know what else
to do.”

Darcy did have some fantastic experiences with co-teaching. She said the
teachers from year one to year three were all excellent. The general education teachers
were compassionate and understanding and treated her equally. If she was having a
difficult day with paperwork, the general education teachers understood if she had to
write up an [EP for a meeting and miss some of the class. She felt like there was equal
responsibility shared between the general education teacher and herself. Darcy and her
co-teachers evaluations on effective co-teaching from people at Central Office reflected
her beliefs in a shared effort. She did say that a key to effective co-teaching has a pre-
established relationship. She was friends with her colleagues inside and outside of the
classroom. Relationships translated into effective teaching strategies within each
classroom. Darcy also said, “honesty was important.” She was honest with the people
she worked with regarding her shortcomings. If there were an area of the content she did
not feel comfortable with, she would have a conversation with the general education
teacher about it. Most of the time, she could plan with the teachers, but if she did not,
they would send her the lesson plans. Not being able to plan meant she would have to fly
by the seat of her pants, which was never comfortable for her. Lack of time and planning
was probably the one negative experience she had with teaching, but lack of time and

planning did not cause her to leave. Darcy left because of the weight of everything.
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Darcy never felt like she could give her students the tools they needed to be
successful. Too much of a focus was placed on paperwork and not enough on helping the
students in their areas of need. Also, having to take work home with her daily was
causing a strain on her personal life. “Having to do virtual school because of COVID did
not help.” There should have been some focus on just having time to talk with each
child, seeing what they needed and if they were okay. There was never enough time to
have conversations. Darcy was doing everything she could, and having the
administration say they would look at her students' test scores to see how well she taught
just put her over the edge in her last year of teaching. Some of her kids did show
incremental progress, but progress was not able to be displayed on standardized testing.
“My kids or myself should not have been measured based on one standardized test.”

Darcy tried to schedule all her meetings when her kids had connections classes,
such as gym or art. She did her best not to schedule any meetings during instructional
time. Sometimes she would have to schedule meetings after school. If she were not
having meetings after school, she would stay late to try and plan for the next day. Darcy
would remember getting home from work around 6:30 at night. She would get to work
around 7:00 in the morning when the class would begin around 8:20. The school would
let out around 3:20 each day. She would roughly leave 3 to 4 hours after the end of the
school day.

A time when Darcy felt most successful was when she started a reading program
for the school. The children were given sticker charts. If the students read so many
books within a given period, then there were prizes they could pick from. The students

could choose from ice cream tokens, treasure box items, jeans pass, or other items from a
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list. She saw it was something the kids were interested in and took seriously. The
students began reading more books, and eventually, the program translated throughout
the entire school.

Results related to how special education inclusion teachers perceived their
support before they left the profession. Darcy described her support as being suitable
for her first year. During her first year, the assistant principal conducted her teacher
evaluations. The following year, her school had a new assistant principal that conducted
her evaluations. “The transition of a new assistant principal was when the morale
decreased, and the micromanaging increased.” Her assistant principal gave her poor
ratings on her teacher evaluation form and told her she needed to figure out a way to
improve. This comment came without any advice or suggestions on what she could do to
improve. Darcy asked the assistant principal for help with reaching her students, but the
assistant principal told Darcy she needed to figure it out. She would observe her again
once she could figure out the problem. The struggles with her assistant principal
occurred for the last two years of her teaching profession. Darcy finally had enough and
could not take the constant micromanaging. The assistant principal would constantly tell
her everything she was doing wrong. The constant pressure from the assistant principal
and the heavy workload significantly contributed to her leaving the profession.

Darcy did talk about a mentorship program that had been implemented at the
school during her first year. Each new teacher was paired with a veteran teacher certified
as a teacher support specialist. They were asked to meet every week during planning
times. During those planning times, the veteran teacher would look at the goals set by the

new teacher. The veteran teacher would check to make sure those goals were being met.
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It would also be a time for the new teacher to discuss any issues or concerns about the
classroom. She said, “while the idea of a mentorship program made sense, it did not
work as intended.” She was paired with a teacher who had a teacher support specialist
certification. Darcy described many times when her mentor would sign off on the
paperwork and not meet because there was no time. Their days would be consumed with
other things that needed to be done first. Since the importance of mentorship was not at
the forefront of non-negotiables, it was often pushed aside for more pressing issues. She
thought that a strong mentorship program could have helped her emotional well-being if
it had been appropriately implemented.

Results on the impact of classroom experiences on the decision to leave the
field. Darcy emphasized the strong relationships she established throughout her time as a
special education inclusion teacher. The general education teachers were accommodating
and supportive regardless of her strengths and weaknesses. She even talked about how
well her students behaved and how they performed to the best of their abilities was
gratifying. She had one issue with a coworker who spread hearsay information about her
to the principal. According to Darcy, the issue with a coworker was an isolated incident
that did not impact her decision to leave. She explained that her desire to go was her
constant exhaustion and that she did not feel like she was devoting enough time to
helping her students.

Darcy said she had an average of twelve students on her caseload. That would be
twelve annual reviews to conduct during the school year. “Annual reviews include
writing the IEPs and many other details too.” “Progress monitoring of IEP goals must be

done, and if a student meets his or her goal, then the IEP is amended, and a new goal
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established.” “Also, if a student exhibits any behavioral concerns, then a functional
behavioral assessment needs to be conducted.” The functional behavioral assessment
focuses on targeted behaviors and how and when the behaviors occur. “Once the
functional behavioral assessment is complete, a behavior plan may be established for the
student.” Darcy’s duties and responsibilities did not include the lesson planning that
occurred and the grading of assignments since co-teaching is a shared responsibility. She
had to keep a daily log for each student to show accommodations were being met and that
each child received their appropriate service time. She may have had to fill out all the
information on four separate forms that went to 4 individual people. The forms were all
in different formats as well. Extra duties and responsibilities took away from teaching
her kids how she saw fit.

Darcy would have to take her work home to have time to meet her deadlines. She
stayed up late at home when she was not at school. The job would interfere with getting
dinner ready at home, helping her kids with homework, getting them to bed, and even
spending time with her spouse. Finishing paperwork was a significant disruption in her
life and the main reason for leaving. She started to feel less accomplished over time and
just exhausted.

Three specific barriers prevented Darcy from doing her job effectively. Her
barriers were a lack of time, unrealistic expectations, and a lack of support. Darcy
continuously expressed an issue she had with time. There was not enough time to
complete IEPs and hold meetings. “We were supposed to complete the writing of IEPs
during the school day during planning.” “The problem was our planning time was taken

up with everything else besides us being able to do our actual work.” Darcy tried to write
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IEPs during class time with her kids. Writing IEPs took away from instruction time, but
it would be a problem if she did not meet the deadlines for her IEPs, then it would be a
problem. “IEPs are legal documents, and I would be in serious trouble if I did not have
them completed promptly.” Darcy developed a strong relationship with her co-teachers,
so they understood when she had to complete paperwork. Her co-teachers would pick up
the slack in delivering classroom instruction to the students. Having to write IEPs did not
include finding time to write lesson plans, monitor behaviors with checklists, plan lessons
with teachers, meet with parents unexpectantly, or random professional learning
opportunities required during planning time. Darcy said that professional learning
usually was something that she could never apply to her practices.

Darcy also had a difficult time keeping up with something called rainbow folders.
According to Darcy, they were folders that housed all the pertinent information for each
child with special needs. They contained psychological testing, behavior information,
achievement data, and progress monitoring of IEP goals. Darcy said she was supposed to
get work samples from each child on her caseload weekly. Those work samples needed
to be analyzed and charted on a graph. She would then use that data to decide what her
student needed to be instructed on in math and reading. The issue was that Darcy could
not pull her kids to work on their goals during academics. They were supposed to find
the time to work on their goals in the academic classes, but some of the goals were way
below grade level. If they took the time to work on goals, they would miss crucial
instruction in math and reading. There was no time to work on goals appropriately.

As for unrealistic expectations, one of Darcy’s most significant issues was her

students, who identified as having special needs, having to take standardized tests. Darcy
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said she was required to write IEP goals based on the instructional levels of each child.
“Some of those children were in the 7™ grade but were reading on a Ist-grade level.” She
wondered how she was supposed to help a Grade 7 student on Grade 1 reading level pass
the standardized test at the end of the school year. The standardized test would have been
on a Grade 7 level since that was the child’s grade at Darcy’s school. She explained that
her kids could be successful if someone were to look at their individual growth.
According to Darcy, if you look at the student’s reading level at the beginning of the
school year compared to the end, you will see growth. “A person would not be able to
see that growth on a standardized test,” she said. Those are some of the unrealistic
expectations.

Another unrealistic expectation is that Darcy worked with her students and
figured out what they needed to be as successful as possible in the classroom. Still, she
had to figure it out independently. Darcy explained how she was expected to provide
research-based interventions to improve student outcomes but was never offered
professional learning geared toward interventions. Darcy had to figure out what
interventions would work for her students. If it were a particular type of program that
costs money, Darcy would have to figure out how to gather the funds to purchase the
program. Unrealistic expectations also would tie into her last barrier of having little to no
support with classroom expectations.

Darcy said she received little support from the special education coordinator
assigned to her school. The coordinator would be responsible for dealing with certain
education-related matters for the school. If there was an IEP meeting, the coordinator

would have to be notified and have room on their calendar to attend. Darcy said there
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was no room for making errors or receiving constructive feedback. “You were either
wrong, or you were right.” She explained that you were expected to make corrections
without assistance if you made errors. According to Darcy, it was worse that she didn’t
receive any training on writing an IEP in her undergraduate studies either. She said that
IEP writing was something that colleges and universities have missed the mark with
when developing their preparation programs. Darcy said, “How was I supposed to
improve if I did not receive support?” This lack of support continued until she decided to
leave.

She also did not receive support from the administration in her school. If there
was a problem with a particular student in her classroom, Darcy was expected to fix the
issue without help. If administrators saw that a student was not engaged during one of
her lessons, the administrators would ask her what she needed to do to ensure that the
student was engaged. Darcy would sometimes ask for help if this was a student she had
issues connecting with. “No matter how often I asked for help, I was told it was my
responsibility to figure it out.” According to Darcy, this was highly frustrating.

John Results

Results related to experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession. John graduated from college with a degree in special
education. He went through with student teaching and completed all his coursework.
Then he realized he was not interested in teaching for a career. He was not sure of what
he wanted to do at that point. “I just realized that it was not the direction I wanted to go
with my career.” He moved with his wife to Central Georgia so she could attend law

school. John could not find a job then, and since he and his wife would be living off his
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income, he decided to apply for a special education teaching position at the nearby high
school. These events happened in late May one year. He interviewed for the only job he
applied for and was offered the position on the spot. He explained that he took the job
because he needed income for himself and his wife. “I took the position for those reasons
only.”

John taught Grade 9 English and a reading intervention class for one year. He
also had morning duty and afternoon duty. These duties mainly consisted of monitoring
the halls to ensure students got to class or left in the afternoon to get on buses. He
received a caseload at the beginning of the school year. Since he taught Grade 9, the
caseload of students he received was from Grade 9. “They ranged from Intellectual
Disabilities, Learning Disabilities, and Emotional Behavioral Disorders.” “Each student
had service times that [ was required to ensure were provided.” All his students were
served in a co-teach setting. “I was required to monitor the progress of their IEP goals,
monitor and implement behavior plans, grade class assignments, plan with the general
education teachers, attend professional development seminars, differentiate instruction,
and meet with parents when necessary.” He also had to pull students out if they exhibited
severe behavioral issues and disrupted the classroom. John was trained in a de-escalation
program to help limit disruptive behaviors, including restraining techniques. He said he
had to restrain at least five times during his year of teaching. John was injured during
one of the restraints when a student headbutted him on the nose.

At the time of this injury, John reported the incident to the administration at the
school, who then called the director of special education for the district. An emergency

meeting was held to discuss an alternative placement for the student for more intense
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behavioral therapy. According to John, the decision was made, and he was required to
collect all the documentation for the behavioral therapy school to receive. The next day
the IEP team met again, and the director changed her mind. John said she thought the
student needed to stay at the school, and the school needed to try some other types of
interventions. John described the decision as “awful” and “defeating.” “I felt defeated
because the student was struggling, and I was getting hurt.” “No one seemed to care
about either of us.” The incident with the student contributed to the mental and physical
exhaustion he faced daily, he said.

John described when progress reports were coded in the computer-based IEP
system to go home every nine weeks. The district said they wanted the progress reports
to go home every six weeks. According to John, the issue was that the computer program
could not change the nine weeks. John said he and his coworkers had to do the same
progress report twice, which took up much time. SEITs had to graph the students’
progress as well. “After completing the 6-week progress, we had to put information in
the computer at nine weeks.” The 9-week report had to be done because it would be
coded red on the computer if it was not completed. John said being coded red would
hinder his ability to access certain areas of the IEP program. According to John, the
progress report incident was another example of the administration making decisions that
made his job more difficult. “The time I spent completing two identical reports was time
away from teaching students.”

John was frustrated throughout his last year of teaching because of the massive
amounts of documentation needing to be kept. All the paperwork took away from

teaching his students, he explained. There was a time when he had to work during
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instructional time to meet various deadlines. He would be in the co-teach classroom but
working on paperwork simultaneously. John explained that paperwork and a lack of
support contributed to a challenging work environment. “The students were never the
problem, but everything that went along with teaching was the problem.” John said he
connected with his students and got along with his co-teachers. The general education
teachers made him feel welcome in the classroom and created spaces for him to work.
The issue was that John felt guilty for not providing his students with the education they
needed and deserved.

Results related to how special education inclusion teachers perceived their
support before they left the profession. John described the school as having a “high
morale” at the beginning of the school year. “We were all excited to start the school
year.” He said, “the morale declined as the year went on.” The morale declined because
the teachers used each other to complain often. He said the negative attitudes and
thoughts contributed to the decline in confidence. “It was not the teachers’ fault,” John
said SEITs did not have any other outlet to discuss their concerns or problems with the
job. According to John, the administration said there was an open-door policy, but staff
feared retaliation if they complained. He thought the retaliation could result in lousy
teacher evaluations or make their jobs more difficult. John felt like there was little to no
support for the teachers. Even with the implementation of their mentor program, it was
still difficult. John said the mentor he was assigned to did not have any background in
special education. He said it was nice to have someone to talk to, but she could not help

him with his special education questions.
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John said his lead special education teacher was as helpful as she could be during
the year. The problem was that she had her classes and her caseload to manage. He
explained that her time was thin even though she tried to help as much as possible. “The
three other new teachers and I did not know who else to turn to for help.” John said the
administration at his school usually avoided special education matters unless an issue
arose with a parent or Central Office. “Training for new teachers involved talking about
data and areas of need, but no one told us what to do with the data.” “Research-based
strategies were always highlighted, but not one person talked about the implementation of
said strategies.”

John remembers a time when he was pulled out of class during instruction. He
said the principal and some person from Central Office were doing classroom
observations. After fifteen minutes, the principal and Central Office personnel pulled
him out to tell him he was delivering the instruction incorrectly. John wonders why they
could not have explained his instructional delivery later. Instead, the principal and
Central Office staff member took away from instruction time to tell him he was doing
something wrong, even though John said, “I was following the book.” “They did not tell
me anything positive [ was doing; it was just that [ was doing something wrong.” “It was
defeating.” He said, “the lack of support was a factor, among other things, as to why |
decided to leave.” “It was not a hard or difficult decision to make.”

Results on the impact of classroom experiences on the decision to leave the
field. John explained the reasons for leaving the field of teaching. One of the big
reasons was the lack of support he felt he received throughout his time. He felt he was

not valued because decisions were made without considering his and his student’s
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interests. He said some of the policy changes from the administration would make it
difficult for him to do his job. Lastly, the paperwork hindered everything he thought was
more important, such as teaching the students. Paperwork would interrupt his
“instructional time because completing that paperwork was more important to
administration” than being in class with his students. He explained that all these
concerns and issues made it difficult for him to feel like he was making a difference.
Therefore, he decided to leave.

Three specific barriers prevented John from doing his job effectively. Those
barriers that he discussed were a lack of time, unrealistic expectations, and a lack of
support. John continuously expressed an issue with time. He said there was not enough
time to complete [EPs and hold meetings. “We were supposed to complete the writing of
[EPs during planning.” “The problem was our planning time was taken up with other
responsibilities.” John tried to write IEPs during class time with his kids. He explained
that writing IEPs took away instruction time, but it was an issue if he did not meet the
deadlines for his IEPs. “IEPs are legal documents, and I would be in trouble if I did not
have them completed.” John developed a strong relationship with his co-teachers, so
they understood when he had to complete paperwork. His co-teachers would pick up the
slack in delivering classroom instruction to the students. John explained that having to
write IEPs did not include finding time to write lesson plans, monitor behaviors, plan
lessons with teachers, meet with parents unexpectantly, or random unexpected
professional learning opportunities required during planning time. John said that

professional learning usually was something that he could never apply to his practices.
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John also had a difficult time keeping up with something called rainbow folders.
According to John, they were folders that housed all the pertinent information for each
child with special needs. They contained psychological testing, behavior information,
achievement data, and progress monitoring of IEP goals. John said he was supposed to
get work samples from each child on his caseload weekly. Those work samples needed
to be analyzed and charted on a graph. He would then use that data to decide what his
students needed to be instructed on in math and reading. John said the issue was that he
could not pull his kids to work on their goals during academics. He explained that they
were supposed to find the time to work on their goals in the academic classes, but some
of the goals were way below grade level. “If they took the time to work on goals, they
would miss crucial instruction in math and reading.”

As for unrealistic expectations, one of John’s most significant issues was his
students, who identified as having special needs, having to take standardized tests. John
said he was required to write IEP goals based on the instructional levels of each child.
“Some of those children were in the 9™ grade but were reading on a 4th-grade level.” He
wondered how he was supposed to help a Grade 9 student on a Grade 4 reading level pass
the standardized test. The standardized test would have been on a Grade 9 level since
that was the child’s grade at John’s school. He explained that his kids could be
successful if someone were to look at their individual growth. “If you look at the
student’s reading level at the beginning of the school year compared to the end, you will
see growth.”

Another unrealistic expectation is that John worked with his students and figured

out what they needed to be successful in the classroom. Still, he had to figure it out
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independently. He was expected to provide research-based interventions to improve
student outcomes, but he said he was never offered any professional learning geared
towards interventions. Through extensive research, John had to figure out what types of
interventions would work for his students. He said that if a particular program costs
money, he would have to figure out how to gather the funds to purchase the program.

John said he received little support from the special education coordinator
assigned to his school. The coordinator would be responsible for dealing with special
education-related matters for the school. If there were an IEP meeting, the coordinator
would have to be notified and have room on their calendar to attend. John said there was
no room for making errors or receiving constructive feedback. If you made errors, you
were expected to make corrections without assistance. According to John, what made it
worse was that he didn’t receive any training on writing an IEP in his undergraduate
studies either. He said that IEP writing was something that colleges and universities have
missed the mark with when developing their preparation programs. John said, “How was
I supposed to improve without support?” This lack of support continued until he decided
to leave.

He also did not receive support from the administration in his school. If there was
a problem with a particular student in her classroom, John said he was expected to fix the
issue without help and described some behaviors as being out of control. According to
John, if administrators saw that a student was not engaged during one of his lessons, the
administrators would ask him what he needed to do to ensure that the student was

engaged. If this were a student that he had issues connecting with, John would
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sometimes ask for help. “I was told it was my responsibility to figure it out.” According
to John, this was highly frustrating.
Lucy Results

Results related to experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession. Lucy did not have to search for a job to teach special education
students. She did not even have a strong desire to teach, she said. She took a
paraprofessional job at a local middle school in the community when she and her family
moved to Central Georgia. She needed to work while her kids were in school, and
someone local she knew suggested she apply for a paraprofessional job. So, Lucy
applied and was contacted the next day. She went in for an interview a few days later
and was hired that day. Lucy explained that as she worked at the middle school
throughout the first year, faculty and staff convinced her to undergo an alternative
certification program to become a teacher. Again, Lucy stated, “it was not something |
ever thought about or wanted to pursue.” She had a degree in education but was more
interested in using her sports medicine degree. Also, she never completed student
teaching, so she was not certified. Lucy said the other staff members at the school kept
telling her how good she was with the kids and that the alternative certification was
something she needed to think about completing. So, Lucy signed up to complete the
certification and was offered a special education inclusion teaching position as soon as
she registered. There was no interview process, and she accepted the job.

Lucy was an inclusion teacher for Grades 6, 7, and 8. Her overall responsibilities
were lesson planning with the general education teachers, writing distance learning plans

for each student on her caseload, maintaining service logs to make sure each student was
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receiving their services daily, writing annual IEPs, doing amendments to the IEPs,
maintaining behavior plans, administering standardized tests, and attending meetings on
the latest and most significant piece of technology or program that needed to be
implemented. According to Lucy, these had to be done with little help from central
office staff or administrators. “I had to depend on veteran teachers to help her maintain
all required paperwork.”

The relationships she built with students and staff were some of the high points of
her teaching last year. She said some of the low points were when she would conduct
IEP meetings. IEP meetings were usually with people from the central office, and they
would expect her to have completed some form she did not know anything about
needing. According to Lucy, she would get “blasted” for doing something wrong during
the meeting in front of school administrators and the child’s parents. Lucy described the
meetings as “demeaning,” and she started to “lose confidence” in her abilities over time.

Lucy described her overall experiences teaching in the classroom as being
positive. She said things went smoothly when she connected with the general education
teacher. The students were excited to learn and completed all their required work. If the
general education teacher was teaching a concept the students might not have understood;
Lucy said she would come in the next day and explain the same idea differently.
“Conducting class in this manner helped us reach more students.” There were times
when she had terrible co-teaching experiences, but those experiences were limited,
explained Lucy. Once, Lucy had a teacher that did not want her in the classroom and did
not know why she was there. The general education teacher would give Lucy copies to

make during class time. “She also did not want me to interrupt the class when I was in
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the room.” Lucy said she went to the lead special education teacher to talk with the
general education teacher. The lead teacher went over the rules and responsibilities of a
co-teach classroom with the general education teacher. After that discussion, Lucy said,
“things got a little better.” The situation with that one teacher was a rare occurrence, she
said.

It was tough for Lucy to maintain her paperwork because she was never given
access to online programs to pull student reports. She said she always had to get
password information from the general education teachers, which some did not like to
provide. The main reason why she left teaching was because of being buried under
paperwork. She explained that the co-teachers often understood when she had to work on
paperwork during class, but it still made her “feel guilty.” “I was not providing for my
students the way I knew I should because of the paperwork.” According to Lucy, the
paperwork also prevented her from maintaining relationships with her students. Some
students even got into more trouble than she would have liked throughout the school year
because she did not have time to talk with them. She did not have time to provide a safe
space for some of her students because she was worried about meeting various central
office deadlines. Also, it did not help that her principal did not deal with student
behaviors. She remembered needing help with a specific student she brought to the
office. She said she walked into the principal’s office. The first thing he asked was if the
student was in special education, according to Lucy. Lucy said yes, and he said, “send
him back to class because I do not have time for this.” Lucy never went to the principal

for assistance again.
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Results related to how special education inclusion teachers perceived their
support before they left the profession. Lucy described the support she received as a
special education teacher as lessening over time. She remembers explicitly times she
would ask the special education coordinator a question. The special education
coordinator would often respond with “I don’t know,” according to Lucy. Lucy said, “I
did not know where to turn when I had questions, so we (other special education
teachers) had to depend on each other for help.” “I felt the administration did not have
time for us. I am unsure if it was because they were bogged down in paperwork too, but
we felt lost sometimes.” The special education department from the central office even
stopped having monthly meetings with the schools. She said the monthly meetings were
a time for teachers to have their questions answered and talk about special education
updates. Lucy said, “this all created terrible morale my last year.”

Lucy said some teacher appreciation would have been excellent, but there was no
appreciation. The administration constantly told the staff that there was no money to do
anything for the team. “We hardly received a thank you or donuts or anything.”
According to Lucy, improving and focusing on teacher appreciation would be a good
start in getting teachers to stay in the field.

Lucy said there was also a lack of consequences for special education students. If
a student violated the student code of conduct, the consequences did not match general
education students. “Often they would be back not long after the violation occurred,”
Lucy said it was defeating because the student would be sent back to class and repeat the
same behaviors. The students repeated the same behaviors because they knew they

would not get in trouble. The behavioral issues were another example of her school’s
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lacking support for the staff. “The instances described just became unbearable, and I
could not handle it.” Also, the large amounts of paperwork did not help. The paperwork
and behavioral concerns all contributed to her feelings of not helping her students like she
thought she could, so she left the field.

Results on the impact of classroom experiences on the decision to leave the
field. Lucy had issues with the administration and the lack of guidance and help she
received. She was asked to maintain IEP documentation with little to no assistance. The
assistance she did receive was from veteran teachers. She said the veteran teachers knew
her struggles and did not want her to experience the same issues they encountered. Even
though the lack of guidance did not help, Lucy explained that this was only a tiny fraction
of why she decided to leave the teaching field.

Lucy said that the main contributor to her decision to leave the classroom was the
excessive paperwork required to maintain. Not only did she have to maintain the
progress monitoring for all her students, but she also had to hold annual reviews and
write distance learning plans. The distance learning plan was in place for when and if the
school system had to move to remote learning. “It was essentially a mini-IEP for when
the students were taught online.” “Also, the lesson planning for multiple subjects, team
meetings, behavior management, professional learning seminars, and after-school faculty
meetings all took away from building student relationships.” The relationships she built
tended to falter over the school year because she could not maintain them. Lucy said she
had to spend her time focused on meeting deadlines and not working with her students.
She noticed their grades slipping and their behavior worsening, but that was not what

mattered to people outside the classroom. “All they wanted was their paperwork
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completed when asked for.” Maintaining large amounts of paperwork was why she left.
She knew she could not provide for her students in the most appropriate manner, and she
did not see it getting better.

Three specific barriers prevented Lucy from doing her job effectively. Her
barriers were a lack of time, unrealistic expectations, and a lack of support. Lucy
continuously expressed an issue she had with time. She said there was insufficient time
to complete IEPs, hold meetings, grade papers, or teach effectively. “We had to complete
the writing of IEPs during planning.” “The problem was our planning time was taken up
with everything else.” Lucy tried to write IEPs during class time with her kids, which
took away from instruction time. “IEPs are legal documents, and I would be in trouble if
I did not have them finished.” Lucy described developing a strong relationship with her
co-teachers, so they understood when she had to complete paperwork. Her co-teachers
would pick up the slack in delivering classroom instruction. She said that having to write
IEPs did not include finding time to write lesson plans, monitor behaviors, plan lessons
with teachers, meet with parents, or unexpected professional learning opportunities
required during planning time. Lucy explained that professional learning usually was
something that she could never apply to her work in the classroom.

Lucy also had a difficult time keeping up with rainbow folders. According to
Lucy, they were folders that housed important information for each child with special
needs. They contained psychological testing, achievement data, and progress monitoring
of IEP goals. Lucy said she was supposed to get work samples from each child on her
caseload weekly. Those work samples needed to be analyzed and charted on graphs. She

would then use that data to decide what her student needed to be instructed on in class.
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The issue was that Lucy could not pull her kids to work on their goals during class. They
were supposed to find the time to work on their goals in the academic classes, but some
of the goals were way below grade level. They would miss crucial instruction if they
took the time to work on goals.

As for unrealistic expectations, one of Lucy’s most significant issues was her
students having to take standardized tests. Lucy said she was required to write IEP goals
based on the instructional levels of her students. “Some of those children were in the 6"
grade but were reading on a 1st-grade level.” She wondered how she was supposed to
help a Grade 6 student on Grade 1 reading level pass the standardized test at the end of
the school year. The standardized test would have been on a Grade 6 level since that was
the child’s grade at Lucy’s school. She explained that her kids could be successful if
someone were to look at their individual growth. Lucy said, “If you look at the student’s
reading level at the beginning of the school year compared to the end, you will see
growth. A person would not be able to see that growth on a standardized test.

Lucy said she was expected to provide research-based interventions to improve
student outcomes, but she was never offered any professional learning geared towards
interventions. Lucy had to figure out what types of interventions would work for her
students. If it were a particular type of program that costs money, Lucy would have to
figure out how to gather the funds to purchase the program. This also would tie into a
barrier of having little to no support with classroom expectations.

Lucy said she received little support from the special education administrator
assigned to her school. The administrator would be responsible for dealing with special

education-related matters for the school. If there were an IEP meeting, the administrator
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would have to be notified and have room on their calendar to attend. Lucy said that there
was never any room for making mistakes. She explained that if you made errors, you
were expected to make corrections without assistance. According to Lucy, what made it
worse was that she didn’t receive any training on writing an IEP in her undergraduate
studies. She said that IEP writing was something that colleges and universities have
missed the mark with when developing their preparation programs. Lucy said, “How was
I supposed to improve if I did not receive any support or training with writing IEPs?”
This lack of support continued until she decided to leave.

She also did not receive support from the administration in her school. If there
was a problem with a particular student in her classroom, Lucy was expected to fix the
issue without help. If administrators saw that a student was not engaged, the
administrators would ask her what she needed to do to ensure that the student was
engaged. “No matter how often I asked for help, I was told it was my responsibility to
figure out how to fix the problem.” According to Lucy, this was frustrating.

Connor Results

Results related to experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession. Connor was a co-teacher for Grade 7 at the middle school
where he taught language arts. Another co-teacher covered the math classes for the
Grade 7 special education students. He did not have to do any searching for his job.
“There was not even a real interview process.” Connor wanted to do something more
individualized than teaching. He was interested in working with children with autism in
a one-on-one setting. He was a paraprofessional at various schools as he was going to

school to finish his degree. He also was a front office clerk at the middle school, where
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he would eventually teach. While holding these various positions, Connor said, “I did
not think I wanted to be a classroom teacher after seeing what they had to endure daily.”
He planned to look at some behavioral support agencies outside of the school setting.
When the principal at the school knew Connor was going to leave his job as a front office
clerk, the principal presented him with an offer. He told Connor he had a special
education co-teach position open for the following school year. He convinced Connor it
would be a great experience. Connor said the principal was convincing, so he agreed to
take the job. He knew he needed one, so he thought, why not. Accepting the job also
meant Connor would have to go through an alternative certification pathway to teach
since he was not certified. He had just finished college, but his degree was in Liberal
Studies, and the education focus did not have a student teaching component.

Connor described some of the teaching responsibilities regarding caseload
management, progress monitoring, behavior management, small group remediation,
grading assignments, lesson planning, counseling with students, and teaching special
education and general education students. He said, “there was no reasoning for how the
caseloads being split between the teachers.” He had all Grade 7 special education
students on his caseload since he taught Grade 7 language arts. The types of special
education students he monitored were students with learning disabilities, some with
emotional behavior disorders, and one with an intellectual disability. “Some of the high
points of my first and second year were the relationships I built with some of the staff and
students.” Connor described those relationships as a critical factor in helping him
overcome the low points he experienced. He said the low points focused on large

amounts of paperwork, learning new programs to manage the paperwork, lack of support
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from the administration, and a lack of time to reach his students academically and
emotionally.

Connor explained that his first year was challenging because he was required to
learn the IEP computer program where the IEPs were to be written. He also needed
assistance with the writing of IEPs. “It was something I never learned in school, so I
thought there would be some training on the job.” According to Connor, the training he
experienced was very little. He met with other new teachers during various district
training, but Connor said, “training was quick and left little room to ask questions.”
“Expectations and mandates were coming from the Program for Exceptional Children
office, but very little help was offered,” Connor explained that some of the veteran staff
members at his middle school were lifesavers. Those staff members were the people to
help him get his paperwork organized and develop a well-written IEP.

Connor said he was good at classroom management, explicitly providing structure
for challenging behaviors. He even went to help some teachers who struggled with
classroom management, which was an example of going above and beyond his duties and
responsibilities. What frustrated Connor the most was the paperwork, which took away
from helping and assisting the students in the way he thought they needed. Connor
would pull a small group during homeroom to work on remediation. Throughout the
year, he explained that he could not pull students for remediation consistently because he
had to use the time to catch up on paperwork. Connor even tried to come into work early
to complete some of the paperwork, but no matter how early he was, more time was
needed. Connor said that the difficulty with workload and time management caused

some issues with his ability to connect with his students’ emotional needs. He recalled
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when his student was in trouble for pulling the fire alarm at school. He could sense
something was wrong with the student but could not pull him aside to talk with him.
“The student had to go to an alternative educational setting.” The incident weighed
heavily on Connor.

Connor tried to avoid conflict as much as possible with other staff members. If he
saw others needed help, he would go out of his way to help them. According to Connor,
his principal was not a very hands-on leader, so Connor had no negative or positive
interactions with him. If Connor did his job, he did not hear much from his principal. He
only once received a message from the principal about needing an IEP for one of the
students on his caseload. He needed it immediately because the student’s parent called,
complaining that she never received the IEP. Connor said he calmly explained the
situation about how the mother was given a copy, but she lost the IEP. It was not that he
did not provide her with a copy. “The principal was understanding, and the situation was
resolved without issue.” So, Connor said he was indifferent to his feeling about school
leadership.

Results related to how special education inclusion teachers perceived their
support before they left the profession. Connor explained how he sometimes was
paired with a general education teacher that was not always accommodating. “We had
conflicting personalities, so the co-teaching situation with some was not the best.” “It
wasn’t the best for the students because the environment wasn’t conducive to learning.”
Although, Connor said those situations were few and far between and did not impact his
decision to leave the teaching field. Most of his teaching experiences were positive. He

explained that the other teachers developed strong relationships, which made the co-
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teaching experience less stressful. The teachers were helpful when Connor had deadlines
to meet and paperwork to complete during class. “They always gave me the time I
needed to finish what needed to be done.”

Connor was a new teacher and was assigned a mentor in the building. His mentor
was the academic coach for the school. Connor said, “having the academic coach as my
mentor was sometimes good for venting, but that was it.” He said the academic coach
did not know anything about special education-related issues. Since the coach did not
have special education experience, Connor could not ask her for help. He could not ask
for help from the school administration as well. Connor said he did not have any issues
with administration, but he described them as hands-off with special education-related
issues unless a serious problem arose. According to Connor, these issues did not make
his job easier, but they were not the main reasons for his leaving.

A special education coordinator from the central office was assigned to Connor’s
school. The coordinator oversaw special education-related issues and concerns.
According to Connor, anytime he would email the coordinator about a question he had
with paperwork, or the computer program used for I[EPs, she would tell him to ask
another teacher. Connor said he would have been lost if he did not have other veteran
teachers’ help. “People at the central office are supposed to help, yet the help was
nonexistent.” When Connor did not have the help of other teachers, he had to be selt-
taught. He still struggled with the lack of support he received being a new teacher.
“When something was done wrong, it was my fault, even though I wasn’t trained in any
manner.” He said the professional learning he received was insufficient for the job he

was required to do. According to Connor, the professional learning did not have anything
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to do with what he needed to know. A lack of support mainly contributed to Connor’s
decision to leave. He said he does not regret his decision to move on to another job. He
worries that the lack of support will continue for other jobs he may have as he ages.

Results on the impact of classroom experiences on the decision to leave the
field. Connor mainly had positive experiences in the classroom. He was able to make
connections with the students and staff. The one issue he did have was with the large
amounts of paperwork that had to be completed. “I felt like I could not serve the kids
how I knew they needed to be served,” said Connor. With the amount of data that needed
to be collected for each student and large caseloads, Connor decided to leave the field.
He said that maintaining paperwork was impeding his life outside of teaching. There was
more Connor felt he could do with teaching his students, but much of Connor’s time was
consumed with paperwork.

Also, with his kids with an emotional behavior disorder, Connor felt he missed
cues where he could intervene during troubling circumstances. He was usually able to
pull kids aside to have talks with them individually. If special education students were
getting a discipline referral from the regular education teacher, Connor would try and
intervene to prevent his students from getting in trouble. He knew the importance of
keeping his kid in school as much as possible to avoid learning loss. He said that when
paperwork started to impede his ability to talk with his kids regularly, some began to get
in trouble in class. He specifically spoke about two of his students who were written up
multiple times for various disciplinary infractions. “They eventually committed level
four offenses, which meant they had to go to a county hearing to decide their best

placement educationally.” The two students Connor discussed were found guilty of the
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offenses and were required to finish the school year at an alternative school placement.
The incident with his two students has always weighed heavily on Connor. “If
maintaining paperwork was not so heavily focused on, then maybe I could have helped
those kids with a better outcome.” Managing large amounts of paperwork greatly
influenced Connor’s decision to leave the field.

Three specific barriers prevented Connor from doing his job effectively. His
barriers were a lack of time, unrealistic expectations, and a lack of support. Connor
explained that there needed to be more time to complete IEPs, hold meetings, grade
papers, and teach effectively. “We had to complete the writing of IEPs during planning,
but our planning time was busy with other things.” Connor tried to write IEPs during
class time with his kids, which took away from instruction time. Connor developed a
strong relationship with his co-teachers, so they understood when he had to complete
paperwork. His co-teachers would pick up the slack in delivering classroom instruction.
Having to write IEPs did not include finding time to write lesson plans, monitor
behaviors, plan lessons with teachers, meet with parents or professional learning
opportunities required during planning time. Connor said that professional learning
usually was something he could never apply to his work in the classroom.

Connor said he also had a difficult time keeping up with rainbow folders.
According to Connor, they were folders that contained important information for each
child with special needs. They contained psychological testing, achievement data, and
progress monitoring of IEP goals. Connor said he would get work samples from each
child on her caseload weekly. Those work samples needed to be analyzed and charted on

graphs. He would then use that data to decide what his student must be instructed on in
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class. The issue was that Connor could not pull his kids to work on their goals during
class. He said they were supposed to find the time to work on their goals in the academic
classes, but some of the goals were way below grade level. According to Connor, they
would miss crucial instruction if they took the time to work on goals.

As for unrealistic expectations, one of Connor’s most significant issues was his
students having to take standardized tests. Connor said he was required to write [EP
goals based on the instructional levels of his students. “Some of those children were in
the 7" grade but were reading on a 3™ grade level.” He wondered how she was supposed
to help a Grade 7 student on a Grade 3 reading level pass the standardized test at the end
of the school year. The standardized test would have been on a Grade 7 level since that
was the child’s grade at Connor’s school. He explained that kids could be successful if
someone looked at their individual growth. He said a person would not be able to see
that growth on a standardized test.

Connor was expected to provide research-based interventions to improve student
outcomes, but he was never offered professional learning. Connor had to figure out what
interventions would work for his students. If it were a particular program that costs
money, Connor would have to figure out how to gather the funds to purchase the
program.

Connor said he received little support from the special education administrator
assigned to his school. The administrator would be responsible for dealing with special
education-related matters for the school. If there were an IEP meeting, the administrator
would have to be notified and have room on their calendar to attend. Connor said that

there was never any room for errors. If you made errors, you were expected to make
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corrections without assistance. According to Connor, what made it worse was that he
didn’t receive training on writing an IEP in his undergraduate studies. He said that IEP
writing was something that colleges and universities have missed the mark with when
developing their preparation programs. Connor said, “How was I supposed to improve
without support?” This lack of support continued until he decided to leave.

He also did not receive support from the administration in his school. If there was
a problem with a particular student in his classroom, Connor had to fix the issue without
help. Dealing with issues on his own was especially true when dealing with behaviors.
Connor said, “The administrators did not want to handle discipline if it was a special
education student. They would often send them back to class with no consequences.”

According to Connor, this was frustrating.
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Chapter VI
ANALYSIS
Introduction

The first cycle of coding used for this study was In Vivo Coding (Saldana, 2016).
I grouped three to five sentences of the transcripts starting from the beginning. I then
derived codes from the data using each participant's exact language and terminology
(Saldana, 2016). The codes were three to five-word phrases taken directly from the
interview. This type of coding helps a researcher obtain an in-depth understanding of the
stories told by each participant (Saldana, 2016). The codes were listed on a text editing
page and then cut and pasted into outlined clusters of chronological life events (Saldana,
2016).

Pattern coding was employed for the next cycle (Saldana, 2016). The summaries
from the first coding were grouped into a smaller number of categories. Emergent
themes, configurations, or explanations were identified between participants through the
process of Pattern Coding (Saldana, 2016). Lastly, codeweaving was used as a post-
coding technique to integrate keycode words and phrases into a narrative form (Saldana,
2016).

Themes
The following is a list of the themes identified from the interview data:

e SEITs on why they chose to teach:
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This theme developed from each participant describing how they began teaching.
All of the participants explained how they were not looking to work in a school
setting. Some wanted to work in a one-on-one setting, while others started as
paraprofessionals because they needed income. Not one participant expressed an
innate desire to teach.

Preparation for the job:

The participants discussed how their undergraduate studies prepared them to teach
as a career. One participant majored in liberal studies, and the other three
participants majored in education with various concentrations. Some of the
participants had to go through alternative routes in getting certified to teach if
they did not complete their practicums. All the participants said that their core
classes did not prepare them to teach. This includes those who went through a
formal education program and those that went an alternative route. They said that
any class with hands-on activities was beneficial, but those were rare. They all
said they preparation programs need to focus more on IEP writing and holding
meetings. The biggest help for these participants was substitute teaching and
being a paraprofessional. Having that experience gave them a better
understanding of what the job would entail if they became fulltime teachers.
Workload:

The participants expressed having a lot of paperwork to complete. The
paperwork was so extensive that they had to work when they were at home when
they could not finish the work at school. The paperwork got in the way of

instructing the students. The participants would also come in to work early and
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stay late just so they did not have to bring a lot of work home. Deadlines for
paperwork seemed to be more important than working with the students,
according to the participants. This created a damper on the personal lives of each
participant.

e Teacher effectiveness:
It was difficult to be effective during instructional time because it was spent doing
other things. According to the participants, this made it difficult to build lasting
connections with their students. It also caused some student behaviors to worsen
over time. The participants felt that they were unable to give their students the
time and support they needed to be successful. This is how the theme of job
effectiveness developed from the analysis of the data.

e Teacher support:
All the participants described receiving little to no help from administration.
When help was requested, the participants felt like they were brushed off. The
participants all spoke about having to depend on other teachers and veteran
teachers for support. Issues concerning teacher support developed from these

points.

In Table 7, 1 matched direct quotes from each participant to support the five themes
identified from my analysis of the transcripts. Those themes included Job Choice,
Preparation, Workload, Job Effectiveness, and Job Support. This table provides direct

support on why these themes were chosen.
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Table 7

Participants #1-4

Themes Darcy John Lucy Connor

Job Choice There was not  1did nothave Iwasa My mom was a
any reason for  any intention = paraprofessional paraprofessional,
me to decide to  of going into before [ became  but that was not
teach. It was teaching. It a teacher. I why I went into
something that was something never intended  teaching. I did
I had just fallen that I just to become a not have a
into. No one in picked to teacher for any  reason for

my family was
ever a teacher.

major in when

I got to

college. Itook
a job teaching
because my

wife was in

school, and we

needed an

income.
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reason. Being a
paraprofessional
was just a job
close to my
home.

Someone told
me that I should
go through an
alternative
certification
method to teach
because I was
good atit, so |
did.

choosing to
teach. It was
something that
just happened.



Preparation

Workload

I thought my
university
courses were
ineffective in
preparing me
to enter the
field of
teaching.

Progress
monitoring,
IEP writing,
lesson
planning,
behavior
monitoring,
and daily
meetings all
contributed to
an environment
that was not
conducive to
teaching. My
work would
have to be
taken home.

I thought my
college
courses were
ineffective in
preparing me
for the
classroom.
There was
nothing they
could teach to
prepare me for
the situations I
would face.

Monitoring
behaviors took
up a large
chunk of time.
When I was
not monitoring
behaviors, I
was writing
IEPs,
collecting data
on goals, and
conferencing
with parents.
It was all too
much.
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University
courses could
have been more
effective in
preparing me to
teach. I was not
prepared for my
first year.

Teaching the
students was not
the issue. The
mounds of
paperwork were
the problem.
The
administration
cared more
about getting
their paperwork
deadlines
completed than
the quality
instruction
given to the
students.

I learned very
little from the
courses that
helped me in my
first year. The
only classes that
were helpful
were more of the
hands-on ones
that had us
lesson planning.

All the required
paperwork was
too much and
took away from
teaching the
students. Work
was done at
home, and 1
would come in
early.



Job
Effectiveness

Job
Support

I felt my
teaching
effectiveness
lessened over
three years
because of the
constant
micromanaging
and an
unmanageable
workload of
documentation
and paperwork.

[ was
micromanaged,
told I needed to
improve
without
constructive
feedback, and
received poor
scores on my
teacher
evaluation
without any
support. I
relied on help
from other
teachers.

I could not do
my job
effectively
because I felt
like I needed
to be given
more support.
Policies kept
changing, and
the amount of
paperwork
stayed the
same. I could
not provide for
my students
the way |
thought they
needed.

I felt little
support from
the
administration.
They made my
job more
difficult and
took little
regard for my
safety when I
was injured
trying to
restrain a
student.

I felt like my
hands were
tired. I worked
on deadlines for
Central Office
during the
instructional
time because
they had to get
done. This took
away from the
most critical
aspect of my
job: teaching.

The
administration
provided little
support. I
mainly stopped
interacting with
the
administration
after asking for
help with a
student. He told
me he needed to
return to class
since he was a
special
education
student. He did
not want to
know why 1
needed help.

The progress
monitoring, [EP
maintenance,
and other forms
of
documentation
prevented my
kids from
getting the
education they
needed. So, ]
felt less effective
than necessary
for the job.

I had to depend
on other teachers
for help. I was
required to learn
new programs
and hold IEP
meetings quickly
in my first year.
When I had
questions or
needed help, the
administration
was nowhere to
be found.
Veteran teachers
had my back and
assisted me
tremendously.

Note: Themes derived from data analysis of participants
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Discussion of Themes

Reasons for choosing to teach. According to responses from the participants,
each teacher said they did not have a particular driving factor for choosing teaching.
They could not connect with intrinsic or extrinsic motivators as reasons for entering the
field as a special education inclusion teacher (SEIT). In other words, no personal
emotions were involved in becoming a SEIT or any external factors such as sufficient
salary or location of the school to their home. For example, Darcy went to school to
become a technician in the medical field for a particular area of interest. Once she
graduated, Darcy had difficulty finding a job in her field. She needed to work and start
bringing in income. According to Darcy, “I just needed some money; it did not matter
the job or the level of money.” A friend told her about a paraprofessional job at her local
school. Darcy applied and worked as a paraprofessional. Eventually, she got her
teaching certification because her coworkers convinced her to teach. Darcy said,
“teaching just kind of fell into my lap.” “It was not something that I ever considered
doing.” She never even had to interview. Not having to interview was an experience for
Lucy.

Lucy had a dual degree in Sports Medicine and Education. She wanted to do
something in Sports Medicine but could never finish the certification process. Lucy
moved to Central Georgia and needed to find a job while her kids were in school. A
friend suggested she apply as a paraprofessional at the local middle school. Lucy said, “I
did not have a strong desire to teach or work in a K12 school setting”. She applied for
the job, was interviewed, and was accepted days later. The staff thought she would make

a great teacher, so they convinced her to apply to an alternative certification program.
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Lucy completed the certification and became a SEIT. Lucy stated, “Teaching was never
something I considered doing.” “I struggled in school growing up and did not have the
best memories.” She wanted to do something with her Sports Medicine degree but
somehow ended up teaching special education students at a middle school in Central
Georgia.

The last two participants expressed similar thoughts to both Lucy and Darcy.
John went through a formal education program with a practicum at the end. When he
finished, he realized teaching was not something he wanted to do as a profession. John
said, “I wanted to do more individualized work with kids.” “I realized teaching was not
something that I felt passionate about.” He needed a job because he and his wife needed
an income since she was attending law school. He was able to find a job at the local high
school as a special education teacher. He stated he was hired to fill the teaching position.

Similarly, Connor never really thought about teaching as a profession. He
received his degree in Liberal Arts and worked for the local middle school as a
paraprofessional because he needed a job. His mom was a paraprofessional, so John
decided to do the same. He planned on being a paraprofessional until he finished college.
Like John, Connor said, “I wanted to do something more individualized with kids.” “I
did not want to do whole classroom instruction because I did not think I was good at it.”
He ended up finishing college and taking a SEIT position because he thought it was
worth trying. Staff members at the school convinced him to take the position because
they felt he was highly effective. All the participants expressed similar reasoning on why

and how they came to teach.
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Preparation for the job. Questions related to preparation led to similar
responses between participants, regardless of the method of teacher preparation. Some of
the key phrases and words every participant used were “did not help,” “can’t learn to

29 ¢C

teach from books,” “not enough hands-on practice,” and “did not help with writing IEPs.”
Lucy and Connor had to go through an alternative certification path to become teachers.
Darcy and John majored in education and completed their student teaching before they
graduated from their respective universities.

John and Darcy’s concentration was in special education. They both expressed
the same sentiments about their teacher preparation programs. John said his program
helped him know special education law, but that was about it. He said they often
discussed various readings and textbooks and took paper and pencil tests, but
collaboration between students was rare. Darcy said her classes related to the rules and
regulations of special education were helpful, but she does not remember much of
anything else. They both did not have any practice in writing IEPs. Their programs
primarily focused on lesson planning. They did not even have any classes on how to deal
with behaviors or challenging students. Darcy and John had to complete a student
teaching assignment for an entire school year. They said the student teaching was helpful
because they received hands-on experience and were given feedback regularly. Lucy and
Connor expressed similar experiences with their preparation programs, although they
went down different pathways to become teachers.

Lucy received a dual degree in sports medicine and education. She worked as a

paraprofessional before becoming a teacher. Even though Lucy had a degree in

education, she never completed the student teaching component. She was required to go
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through an alternative route for certification as she was working as a paraprofessional.
Like Lucy, Connor worked as a paraprofessional as he completed his degree in Liberal
Studies with a concentration in Education. Connor was offered a special education
teaching position as he worked in the school system. He was going through an
alternative route to certification before he left the field. The alternative route to
certification was because he did not do a student-teacher placement during his
undergraduate studies. Connor and Lucy had similar thoughts on their preparation to
Darcy and John. Connor and Lucy did not have any classes regarding special education
policies or procedures. Connor and Lucy were not given any practice with writing IEPs
or what was included in an [EP. Lucy said, “Nothing could have prepared me for
walking into the classroom as a teacher on my first day.” “Pulling information from
textbooks certainly did not prepare me.” John said, “most of my professors had not been
in the classroom in years.” “Their teachings did not match what was happening in the
classroom.” John’s statement was a sentiment shared by all the participants.

All the participants had some level of experience. Some were able to complete
their student teaching placement, while others were paraprofessionals before they became
teachers. All stated they did not learn much from the undergraduate studies preparing
them for teaching. Most of the classes were not helpful and all believed they would have
benefited from more hands-on activities.

Job workload. All the participants expressed some frustrations with the
workload they were expected to maintain. Although, it had nothing to do with the
teaching of students. They all said they enjoyed working with their students, even the

ones with challenging behaviors. The issue was they could not give them their full

130



attention because of the paperwork they were required to maintain. Some even used the
phrase “massive amounts of paperwork.” Darcy talked about when she had to complete
IEPs during classroom instruction because there was no other time to finish the work.
She said, “Luckily, my co-teachers understood and allowed me to finish paperwork
during class.” John, Connor, and Lucy talked about multiple times when they had to
finish paperwork on a student during classroom instruction. John said, “The deadlines to
complete the paperwork always seemed more important to the administration than
teaching the students.” Some other things included lesson planning for more than one
subject, documenting IEP services provided daily for each student, and ensuring
accommodations were provided daily. These tasks do not include the forms having to be
filled out every week for Central. Darcy said, “there were times when we had to fill out
four different forms with the same information on each.” “It was time-consuming and
took away from what we were being paid to do, which was teach students.” Some
common words and phrases used by each participant were tired, stressful, not what I
wanted to be doing, wasteful, no time, impact on home life, having to take work home
every day, and something had to give.

Not only did the participants express difficulties with maintaining the paperwork,
but each discussed all the content meetings they had to attend. John, Darcy, Connor, and
Lucy had more than two subjects they had to plan for every week. Content meetings
occurred on the same day for each school. Some schools may have had meetings in the
mornings or afternoons, but all sessions happened weekly. The participants expressed
their concerns about having to split time between content meetings. Darcy and John said

they went to the content meetings that were more important for their kids. “If we chose

131



one meeting over another, then we had to hope that the other teacher would send us their
lesson plans.” John stated, “It felt like we had to fly by the seat of our pants if we did not
plan in one subject area.”

The participants had to manage challenging behaviors on occasion. Each
participant had to monitor behaviors, develop behavior plans, and monitor behavior
goals. Connor said, “behavior monitoring was an extremely arduous process that did not
always make sense.” “There was a lack of help in knowing how to develop the behavior
plans, so I often spent lots of time just figuring out the forms.” A student hit John a few
times, even with an implemented behavior plan.

The time spent on the paperwork and other tasks required of these participants
took away from working directly with the students. John said, “Over the school year, the
relationships I built with the students diminished because my focus was on deadlines and
paperwork.” Lucy said, “The mounds of paperwork were overwhelming to the point of
having to take it home.” “I also did it during the school day, which took away from
providing for my students.” Darcy and Connor used the terms and phrases difficult, time-
consuming, and student decline in achievement when discussing the impact of all the
paperwork needed for their job.

Effectiveness. Teacher effectiveness was discussed with the workload during the
interviews of all four participants. When Darcy, John, Connor, and Lucy talked at length
about the workload of their jobs, it led to discussions of how effective they thought they
were at teaching. Darcy said, “the amount of paperwork we had to manage took away
from effectively teaching my kids.” “I knew what they needed, and what I was able to

give them was not it.”

132



All the participants said the critical factor of teacher effectiveness was time. They
needed time to build relationships with the students and maintain those relationships.
Connor said, “Without having the time to build relationships, kids become less receptive
to my class and me.” Darcy talked about a time when her assistant principal evaluated
her. She was given some low scores in student engagement. Darcy remembered getting
frustrated because she needed help with one student and realized she did not know how to
reach him. “I did not have any help or suggestions on how to reach the student,” she
said. Darcy began to question her effectiveness. She did not know how to manage her
time and develop a list of priorities. “If we did not meet the deadlines for all the
paperwork, we got a letter in our file.” She started to doubt her abilities, which pushed
her to leave. John, Connor, and Lucy expressed the same feelings. They believed their
effectiveness in teaching lessened over time. John said, “I did not know how to manage
my time because everything was important.” He did not know what took priority over
other tasks. These were the main reasons for all four participants leaving the teaching
field.

Micromanaging seemed to be an issue impacting effectiveness according to the
participants. They expressed how everything thing they did was scrutinized and
analyzed. Connor said, “The negatives were enhanced, and I rarely heard anything
positive about my teaching.” “I started to think that I was not good enough,” Lucy
remembered having to complete weekly lesson plans to turn in to the assistant principal.
The assistant principal did not always agree with how she planned her lessons and wanted
some corrections done weekly. “It felt like she didn’t trust my abilities.” “She only

came into my classroom occasionally, yet she knew how my lessons should have been
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planned?” The frustration started to lead to a feeling of ineffectiveness. John and Darcy
expressed similar concerns throughout their last year’s teaching.

Rarely did the participants remember anything positive about their evaluation
conferences with the administrator. John said, “I only remembered sitting in those
conferences and hearing everything I was doing wrong.” “I wasn’t engaging the
students; I didn’t do whole group instruction long enough; it was always something.”
Darcy and Lucy talked about similar situations when they received feedback on their
teacher evaluation conferences. Lucy said she never felt like she was doing the right
thing, and Darcy said her administration never complimented her for anything. Connor
felt defeated because of the lack of positive reinforcement he received from his
administrators.

Perceived support. The participants discussed how they perceived support for
their teaching positions at length. Some of the common terms and phrases used between
the participants were nonexistent, very little support, did not help, depended on veteran
teacher support, and had to train myself. There was a lot to learn as a special education
teacher. Since all the participants described the deficits in their undergraduate studies,
they expected to receive some level of support on the job.

According to Darcy, the professional development they were required to attend at
the beginning of the school year was unrelated to special education. “I was more
concerned with learning GolEP and how to write an IEP.” “None of the professional
development classes addressed IEP writing or other special education-related issues.”
GolEP was the online platform where she had to develop the IEP for each student. Lucy,

John, and Connor all expressed similar situations. John said he had only one professional
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development session on writing IEPs. “There was no follow-up training or anyone to
turn to if we needed help.” Each participant had a lead special education teacher at their
school as support. The problem was all 4 participants said the lead teacher had a
caseload of their own to manage. The lead teacher had classes to teach all day. Lucy
said, “It was hard to expect the lead to be of assistance when she had her things to take
care of.” “The lead did not have time during the day to help us with questions or
concerns.” The participants depended on the building's veterans and other special
education teachers. Connor said, “If other teachers did not step up and help, I don’t know
what I would have done.”

John, Lucy, Darcy, and Connor all talked about having a special education
coordinator responsible for a school zone. The coordinator was located at the central
office but reported to their school to ensure things ran smoothly. The issue became the
coordinator’s absence and unavailability to ask for help. Connor remembered when he
asked the coordinator for help with a specific problem. “Her response was she did not
know.” “There wasn’t anything about finding an answer for me or finding someone that
could help.” The other participants had similar issues with their coordinators. Most of
the coordinators spoke with the lead teacher at the school. Darcy said, “They did not
make time for most of the teachers, so we had to depend on support from each other to
make it through.” All the participants said the support from each other was beneficial.

All the schools had well-established mentorship programs for the teachers. John,
Darcy, and Connor were all assigned to teacher mentors without experience with special
education-related matters. Lucy was the only participant paired with a special education

teacher. Lucy said it was helpful because she had someone with whom she could discuss
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special education issues or concerns. The other participants did not have that
opportunity. They said it was nice to have someone to talk about job related concerns,
but they could not help with specific special education concerns. “It was not helpful for
what I had to do on the job,” said Darcy. Even Lucy noted a downside to the program
was not enough time allotted to meet with her mentor. Darcy, John, and Connor
expressed the same issues with time management. Since all the administrators tended to
avoid special education unless a problem arose, the mentorship program was supposed to
assist those teachers in need. According to John, “It was only like having someone to
shoot the breeze with; that was it”

Besides Darcy and some of her struggles with her assistant principal, none of the
other participants indicated their having positive or negative interactions with their
administrators. Lucy had discussed a struggle with her administration, but it was not
enough to completely deter her. They all said their administrators avoided special
education unless a specific problem was addressed.

Theme worth noting. There was a theme that was worth noting from this study.
This theme was not combined within the themes that were just discussed because it does
not answer any of the research questions. I felt the need to include it because it is
information that could help a reader take this study further. All the participants
interviewed disclosed having some type of disability. Those disabilities ranged from
anxiety, attention deficit disorder, and deaf/hard of hearing. Another participant talked

about having a learning disability.
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Chapter VII
DISCUSSION OF RESULTS
Introduction

This study was guided by three theoretical frameworks, The Human Capital
Theory of Occupational Choice, The Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand,
and The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout. The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout
conceptualizes burnout in three core components: emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. Maslach (2015) explains
burnout as an individual stress experience embedded in complex social relationships.
The Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand suggests an individual will work in
a position if the overall compensation package makes it an attractive job (Montrosse &
Young, 2012). This theory states compensation is not limited to salary and benefits but
includes any aspect of work influencing one’s desire to enter, stay, or leave (Montrosse &
Young, 2012). Lastly, The Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice finds
individuals making systematic assessments of the net monetary and nonmonetary benefits
from different occupations leading to systematic decisions throughout their career to
enter, stay, or leave a profession (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). The nonmonetary benefits
include working conditions, support of peers and supervisors, compatibility of hours and
schedules with family and leisure needs, availability of adequate materials, student
learning attitudes, and parental support (Montrosse & Young, 2012).

In Chapter I, I discussed the problem and purpose of this study. Being a special

education inclusion teacher (SEIT) causes stressors (conditions triggering stress) to build
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over time (Tilos, 2019). These stressors develop through increased workloads, high
stakes testing for children with disabilities, and teacher performance evaluations. When a
SEIT leaves a teaching position because of stressors, their negative feelings toward the
job can impact the recruitment of future candidates (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). These
teachers' negative thoughts and feelings can spread throughout districts and communities
(Montrosse & Young, 2012). The negative thoughts can have an even more significant
impact on more individuals that leave the profession (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). High
turnover rates raise a red flag for future candidates or those already employed. This study
aims to give school districts insight into why SEITs leave the field. The three theoretical
frameworks were explained as a method for understanding SEITs’ reasoning for leaving
their job. In Chapter II, I reviewed the literature related to the history of special
education, the preparation of special education inclusion teachers, and literature about the
theoretical frameworks identified. I described the methodology in Chapter III, which
included the procedures, data credibility, and validity checks performed throughout this
study. I provided a detailed description of each participant in Chapter IV, along with
descriptions of the schools they left, and my observations of each school. In Chapter V, I
reported the findings from the interviews with each participant. Lastly, in Chapter VI, I
analyzed the results and reported the themes that developed from the coding of the
interviews.

In this chapter, I summarize the problem and the theories that form the main
components of this research. The themes developed from the interviews are connected to

the frameworks and previous research from Chapters I and II. Finally, the study’s
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limitations, implications for practice, and recommendations for future research are
discussed later in this chapter.
Methods and Procedures

This study was conducted through a qualitative narrative inquiry. Participants
were pulled from an urban school district in Central Georgia by emailing and phone
calling through an open records request. The required profile for this study was to have
four participants between the ages of 22 and 30 who left the teaching field. Each was to
be a special education inclusion teacher. I used the Seidman (2019) three-part interview
series (90 minutes each) to develop trust with the participants. A fieldwork journal was
maintained throughout the research process, including field notes from the interviews and
a codebook (Maxwell, 2013). The responses to the interview questions were transcribed
and coded in three phases using MAXQDA, a data analysis software for qualitative and
mixed-methods research. Once the field notes and interview responses were transcribed,
the results were used to answer the research questions for this study.

Research Questions

The goal of this research was to develop an understanding of how the experiences
of SEITs shaped their decisions to leave the field. The three research questions guiding
the study were:

RQ1: What were the experiences of special education inclusion teachers who
have left the profession?

RQ2: How do special education inclusion teachers, who have left the profession,

perceive their support as a special education inclusion teacher?
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RQ3: What impact did special education inclusion teachers’ classroom

experiences have on their decision to leave the field?
Interpretations of Findings

Connections were derived between the research findings and theoretical
frameworks of this study. The research questions are answered based on the results taken
from the interviews. This section is organized by research questions, followed by the
themes and their connection to the frameworks and literature discussed in Chapters I and
IT of this study.

RQ1: What were the experiences of special education inclusion teachers who have
left the profession?

Job choice. The results of this study revealed that the participants interviewed
said they “fell into the profession.” Three participants were paraprofessionals before they
became teachers. One of the participants went through formal teacher preparation with a
year-long practicum at the end of his program. Each participant had their own story
regarding how they became special education inclusion teachers, yet all said teaching was
not an interest. Two of the participants just needed a job at that time in their lives. One
of the participants accepted a teaching job just because it was the only source of income
for him and his wife. Another participant could not find work in her field of study, so she
became a paraprofessional and then decided to teach because she needed a job.

When the data were transcribed and analyzed, convenience was one factor related
to job choice. All four participants chose to teach for convenience. Teaching was not a

desired occupation or one each deliberately sought. The participants chose this path
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because they needed a job, and all but one did not even have to interview for the position.
The idea of convenience aligns with two theoretical frameworks discussed previously.
Those frameworks are The Human Capital Theory of Occupational Choice and The
Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand. The Human Capital Theory of
Occupational Choice states individuals make systematic assessments of the net monetary
and nonmonetary benefits from different occupations leading to systematic decisions
throughout their careers to enter, stay, or leave a profession (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).
All four participants entered their jobs out of convenience and did not express a strong
desire to teach. One went through formal training with a practicum, while the rest did
have some educational background, but did not student teach. Each participant expressed
a desire to move in a direction different from whole-class instruction. There were schools
near where they lived, and they decided to apply. The convenience of having experience
working in the schools or having formal training and needing a source of income drove
these individuals to teach.

The Labor Economic Theory of Supply and Demand suggests an individual will
work in a position if the overall compensation package makes it a job worth pursuing
(Montrosse & Young, 2012). It is difficult to say if this theory impacted the participants’
decisions to enter the teaching field. Even though they may not have desired a job in
teaching, they all entered the job because they needed a source of income at the time. All
the participants were hired quickly, some even on the day they were interviewed. The
overall compensation package of the job did not seem to be considered according to the

responses from the participants. If someone takes a job teaching just for convenience,
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they might not become a career teacher (Montrosse & Young, 2012). Montrosse and
Young (2012) found those without an innate desire to teach left the field faster than those
with a natural desire.

The implications of someone choosing to enter the field of teaching for only
convenience’s sake can harm a school community. According to Gracia et al. (2021),
choosing a job based on convenience is only a small fraction of what is needed to be
content with one’s job. Most individuals choose a job based on three or more factors, and
convenience could be one of them (Gracia et al., 2021). Satisfaction can decline quickly
when three or more reasons for choosing a job are not present for an individual (Gracia et
al., 2021). School systems are facing teacher shortages across the country, with some
reducing the requirements for becoming a teacher (Gracia et al., 2021). School systems
need to determine what will attract more people to the profession with the proper
qualifications (Gracia et al., 2021). When they can figure out the most highly ranked
reasons for people looking at teaching as a profession, then school systems can figure out
ways to improve in those areas. Once they can improve in those areas, more individuals
may consider teaching a desirable profession (Gracia et al., 2021).

Preparation. The participants expressed similar experiences regarding their
teacher preparation programs. Three of the participants worked as paraprofessionals
before they became teachers. Two were going through formal education programs as
they worked as paraprofessionals. One had to complete an alternative certification
pathway when offered a teaching job. The last participant went through a formal

program to include a year-long student teaching placement. He met those requirements
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before he applied and accepted a teaching job as a special education inclusion teacher.
All of them had some type and form of preparation.

Participants described their preparation programs as not beneficial compared to
their classroom experiences. The classes provided little insight into what they would
experience when entering the classroom for their first year of teaching. The participants
said they did not have any practice with writing IEPs or how to deal with challenging
behaviors. One individual said she did have some classes regarding special education
laws. The others did not have a course on law because their concentration was not in
special education during their undergraduate studies. Every situation they encountered in
the classroom was different and something they could not learn from a book. As it
related to the preparation programs, each participant expressed some issues with their
professors. The length of time their professors had been out of school was an issue of
concern for all four participants. Being away from a school setting for a lengthy period
can impact how professors approach curriculum for teacher preparation programs (Leiter
& Maslach, 2015).

Student teaching placement was helpful to one participant because he did receive
constructive feedback. In a study by Sharp (2019), teachers reported firsthand experience
was the most valuable aspect of their teacher preparation. Teachers claim most of what
they know about teaching comes from firsthand experience, including student teaching
(Sharp, 2019). Therefore, more colleges and universities are looking at changing their
program requirements to give more and more time to classroom experiences (Sharp,

2019).
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The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout involves a person’s conception of self
and others. Could the participant’s perception of the effectiveness of their teacher
preparation program be the catalyst to burning out and leaving the field? Maslach (2015)
states the absence of a proper foundation of knowledge and support can lead to persistent
feelings of inadequacy resulting in one’s internal struggles of burnout. If someone feels
unprepared for the task, they develop a sense of inadequacy and negative thoughts
(Maslach, 2015). Those thoughts will then create cynicism regarding the workplace and
a reduced appreciation of personal accomplishments (Maslach, 2015).

Workload. The participants expressed similar views regarding the workload
associated with their teaching jobs. Not only do special education teachers have to create
a lesson plan for one or multiple subject areas, but they must manage a caseload of
students. Attending multiple content meetings, writing or amending [EPs, keeping data
on progress monitoring goals, developing and implementing behavior plans for some,
meeting with parents, grading papers, and helping with general education matters all
contributed to an extensive workload. The participants said the job caused too much
stress, especially without the support system that should have been in place. John,
Connor, Lucy, and Darcy noted the workload started to impede classroom instructional
time and hampered their individual home lives. Taking work home resulted in less time
to spend with family. Each noted experiencing high emotional exhaustion from sensing
their inability to balance work and family life. Emotional exhaustion resulted in feelings
of detachment and reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach, 2015). These

participants felt they could not adequately do the job they knew they needed to do.
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According to Maslach (2015), this is a prime example of when burnout may occur and is
a basis for The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout.

According to Brittle (2020), the average teacher works 53 hours each week with
78% of teachers indicating they did not have enough planning time to address the
standards required to be taught. Of those participating in Brittle’s study (2020), 80% said
teaching impacted their personal and family lives to a point they left the educational field.
RQ2: How do special education inclusion teachers, who have left the profession,
perceive their support as a special education inclusion teacher?

Job support. Similarities were noted in the participants’ responses regarding
perceived job support. All the interviewees stated having received little to no help from
school-level or central office administration. Some participants came into their jobs at a
disadvantage by not having a firm grasp of special education-related matters. The
participants said they hoped for more support, but most felt ignored in seeking assistance.
Some said they would ask the administration questions and get pushed aside with a
response such as “I don’t know.” Another participant said she needed help with a student
exhibiting poor behaviors. When she asked the principal, he said the student was in the
special education program and he did not want to deal with it. All participants of this
study revealed they depended on veteran teachers for help in writing IEPs, working with
students exhibiting challenging behaviors, ensuring accommodations were met, and
planning lessons. There was a one-hour training on writing IEPs for the participants, but
little to no support after the sole training session. The veteran teachers understood what

the four participants were experiencing and provided the most support.
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The mentorship programs in the schools needed to be implemented correctly. All
the participants did say a mentor was assigned to them during the first year of teaching,
but it was with a teacher not having special education experience. The mentor could not
help with special education-related questions, so it was mostly just someone to “shoot the
breeze with,” as one participant said. One participant did have a mentor with a special
education background. She noted it was helpful to have someone with special education
knowledge.

Maslach (2015) stated that without the proper foundation of knowledge and
support, feelings of inadequacy can persist in what begins the internal struggles of
burnout. So, with these teachers lacking the support they felt was needed, the concept of
burnout became another contributing factor to burnout (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).

El Helou et al., (2016) discussed the need to develop a strong mentorship program
within the school setting. El Helou et al., (2016) found a mentorship program should be
built strategically by matching mentors with mentees with similar backgrounds. A more
productive working relationship can be built when matching appropriately is considered
(El Helou et al., 2016). El Helou et al., (2016) matched mentors having similar academic
backgrounds, hobbies, and interests. El Helou et al., (2016) found mentees experienced
less fatigue and emotional distress throughout the year as compared to those who were
not assigned a mentor. They were less emotionally fatigued and could handle stressful
situations more productively since they had someone who could empathize with their

needs (El Helou et al., 2016).
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RQ3: What impact did special education inclusion teachers’ classroom experiences
have on their decision to leave the field?

Job effectiveness. All the participants felt their effectiveness on the job lessened
over time. Some of the information in this section can be linked to other themes
discussed previously. Job effectiveness can be linked to preparation, workload, and
support (Chingos & Peterson, 2011). If there are deficits in some or all these areas, one
might feel inadequate at their job (Maslach, 2015). Feelings of inadequacy happened
with John, Darcy, Lucy, and Connor. All the job responsibilities started adding up and
consuming their work and home lives. The participants would describe scenarios of
completing paperwork because of deadlines during classroom instruction. They knew the
students needed the proper instruction, yet they worried about not getting the paperwork
in on time for fear of getting written up. Sometimes the only option was to work late or
bring work home. It was a cycle they needed to learn how to fix. No one helped them
with time management or tried to lessen the load they were experiencing. Again, the
concept of The Multidimensional Theory of Burnout ties into the feelings of inadequacy
these participants experienced (Maslach, 2015). The final steps in burnout were feelings
of detachment and reduced personal accomplishment or ineffectiveness (Maslach, 2015).
The buildup of a lack of preparation, a large workload, and a lack of support flowed into
a feeling of being ineffective (Maslach, 2015). Feelings of being ineffective led to
burnout and contributed to why the participants decided to leave the field (Maslach,

2015).
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Effective teachers plan carefully, use appropriate materials, communicate goals to
students, maintain a reasonable pace, assess student work continuously, and use multiple
teaching strategies (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). When large amounts of paperwork and
unnecessary distractions hamper the teacher’s ability, feelings of ineffectiveness can
develop (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Feelings of ineffectiveness can eventually lead to
teacher burnout (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).

Limitations

There are a few limitations to this study. One limitation is having only
interviewed those who have left the field of teaching. I did not consider those who stayed
and how their experiences compared to those having left. It may have been beneficial to
interview the administrators of these schools to acquire more insight into why it is not
easy to fill special education teacher positions or why these teachers left. There may
have been additional reasons for these teachers leaving the job than what was expressed
in the interviews. Did they exhibit a consistently poor performance? Did they have a
negative attitude towards regular routines during the school day? It would be beneficial
to interpret additional context to the situations.

Another possible limitation is the country had been experiencing a pandemic for
the past three years. Many people do not feel comfortable meeting in person because of
the health-related potential risks. The interviews for this study took place using an
internet-based platform which can be less personalized. If the interviewees did not feel

connected to me as the interviewer, it could have changed how they responded. They
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could have been less willing to open up since they did not know me and could not see my
body language in person.

I sampled one region in one state out of the entire country. While it may be
difficult to generalize the results to various school districts across the country, the process
of the interviews could still be used. There are two specific threats discussed by Maxwell
(2013), researcher bias and reactivity. These threats are significant for qualitative
research. A qualitative researcher’s awareness of the subjectivity they may bring to the
study is known as bias (Maxwell, 2013). Bias is when a conclusion contains data fitting
the researcher’s existing theory, goals, or preconceptions (Maxwell, 2013). According to
Maxwell (2013), it is virtually impossible to eliminate the researcher’s beliefs and
theories from their study. It is essential to understand how a researcher’s values and
expectations may influence the conclusions of a study (Maxwell, 2013). I am a special
education teacher in Georgia teaching for sixteen years predominantly as an inclusion
teacher and as an itinerant teacher for a short period of time. It was not easy to contain
my thoughts and feelings when I had similar experiences as the participants. I could
empathize with their struggles regarding the job, but I continue to teach. Every effort
was made to keep my thoughts and feelings from impacting the study by keeping journals
and field notes. Biases were controlled by dissecting the data when analyzed to ensure
my biases were not influencing the participants' answers.

Implications for Practice
There are three main implications for the use of this research. The participants

interviewed for this study discussed some of the concerns they had with their preparation
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to teach. They all went down slightly different pathways to obtain certification but had
the same general concerns. Many required classes did not address special education-
related matters, special education law, or any training on writing IEPs. The participants
expressed concerns about a lack of training in addressing the challenging behaviors
exhibited by students. One participant had a special education law class but explained
nothing else about his program was beneficial. In a study conducted by Berry and
Shields (2017), burnout rates were measured and compared to teacher preparation. The
teachers who had the opportunity to learn about special education law and IEP writing
exhibited fewer signs of burnout. This was compared to teachers that did not have
specific training related to special education matters. Berry and Shields (2017) also
looked at burnout and professional development. Those teachers that received
professional development related to special education concepts exhibited fewer rates of
burnout and were more confident in their abilities (Berry & Shields, 2017).

The participants who went through a formal student teaching assignment said part
of the program was helpful in receiving constructive feedback and acquiring experience
working in a classroom. Those who pursued an alternative path to certification worked
as teachers while finishing the respective program. Those individuals expressed a
concern of being inadequately prepared for the job. The only factor benefiting them was
to have worked as a paraprofessional before becoming teachers. According to Tilos
(2019), every preparation program should offer rigorous clinical experiences that expose
teaching candidates to the students and challenges they will encounter in the districts and

schools they are most likely to teach.
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The factors related to the preparation of teachers mean school districts and college
and university programs may need to look at their curriculum to address any
shortcomings (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). There may be a need to address special
education-related matters in all programs regardless of a teacher candidate’s pathway.
Practice with writing IEPs and understanding what needs to go in each section is essential
(Larson & Kyle, 2014). When these teachers work at a school district, the district should
provide professional learning tailored to special education needs. Potential teacher
candidates lacking sufficient training should acquire additional support from their school
district. Special education refresher training would be beneficial even if the teacher
previously received adequate training. Radford (2017) found that through survey results,
SEITs needed more training in co-teaching strategies. This includes co-teach training in
their college or university. It also includes professional learning refresher classes when
they are on the job. What Radford’s (2017) study revealed was that those teachers who
had adequate professional development and preparation in co-teaching experienced more
confidence and job satisfaction (Radford, 2017).

Another implication for using this research would be for school districts to look at
the expected workload of their special education teachers. The participants from this
study talked about how the workload impeded their abilities to teach their students. The
paperwork often got in the way of time spent working directly with students. Some even
said they would be required to input the same data on four separate documents. School
districts could look at the workload placed on special education teachers and decide what

is necessary and what is not required (Gilmour, 2019). It would be essential to eliminate
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any redundancy. Eliminating redundancy would free up time for the teachers to work
more with their students (Gilmour, 2019).

Lastly, a final implication would be to discuss more ways school districts can
provide better support for teachers. Mentorship programs are a great way to furnish
support if implemented appropriately. Many of the participants said they were paired
with a mentor who was not in special education. Those mentors were incapable of
helping the teachers with any questions regarding special education policies or
procedures. Only one of the participants from this study was paired with a special
education teacher. She described the process as extremely helpful compared to the other
three participants. The other three participants needed help finding something useful
about their mentorship program. School districts need to look at their special education
teachers and determine who is a certified teacher support specialist. A teacher support
specialist is vital in supporting the classroom teacher in acquiring the skills needed to be
confident and knowledgeable in the classroom. A special education teacher would have a
greater knowledge base that would support SEITs in a more effective manner. The
school district may encourage those teachers to get certified if there are not enough
certified. If one special education teacher is certified in each school building, the new
SEITs can be matched with that mentor. This pairing is crucial according to Feng and
Sass (2018). When you can be paired with someone who is empathetic and understands
your struggles, you are more likely to work through any difficulties. Feng and Sass
(2018) also reported that new SEITs paired with veteran teachers report greater job

satisfaction.
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Recommendations for Future Research

Based on my findings and analysis, I have developed three recommendations for
future research. This study focused on the classroom experiences of special education
inclusion teachers to improve retention. One suggestion is to compare those who chose
to teach based on their innate desire to do so with those who decided to teach for mere
convenience. Is there a difference between the two factors? Teachers who recognize
innate desire may stay in the teaching field longer than the other group mentioned.

Another piece of information stemming from the interviews was each participant
indicating their personal diagnosis of having a disability. One had anxiety, two were
diagnosed with ADHD and dyslexia, and the last participant was deaf/hard of hearing.
Something that might be of interest in the future is to compare teachers with a disability
to those with no disability. There could be some underlying reasons why this specific
group of special education teachers decided to leave.

Lastly, conduct a study of those SEITs staying or leaving the job. Conducting
two sets of interviews may provide discerning data to the researcher as to why the
respective teachers stay in, or leave, the profession. The results of the analysis may reveal
distinct differences in thoughts and ideas or similarities.

Conclusion

I focused on special education inclusion teachers in an urban setting who have left

the profession. Previous research on attrition rates of SEITs has focused on the internal

struggles occurring when one decides to leave their job. Poor working conditions have
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been associated with feelings of inadequacy and a lack of support from the
administration.

All the participants in this study experienced inadequacy due to a lack of support
and difficulty managing large amounts of paperwork. They did their best to proceed with
the job and help their students. The issue was the feelings of inadequacy, lack of support,
and trouble maintaining paperwork all contributed to the concept of burnout and were the
reason for them leaving the field. While this study focused on one area of the country, it
can be replicated in other communities. What is important to remember is the interviews
from these teachers provide one side of their work environment. The administrators and
other teachers from these schools may have different thoughts or feelings. We need to
remember the teacher shortage crisis communities are facing is real (Cancio et al., 2018),
particularly in math and special education (Donahoo et al., 2017). Reading the
participants’ stories in this study will provide a glimpse into what they have experienced
and why they chose to leave. Gaining insight into those having left the field will help
local, and school personnel make improvements to the experiences of SEITs when they
are in the classroom.

I have explained in this study, in detail, the struggles that SEITs face on the job.
School districts will need to start looking at the amount of work required of SEITs.

There are several people involved when it comes to the inner workings of a school and a
school district. People are not always on the same page, so the redundancy of paperwork
can be an issue. It is difficult for SEITs to teach when they have a lot of paperwork

deadlines to meet. What makes it even more challenging is when they must fill the same
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information out on a form more than once. Different people may ask for the same
information but written out in different formats. If communication and expectations are
made clear then maybe some of the redundancy we see in school districts can be reduced.

State leaders as well as local leaders need to respect the personal lives of teachers.
SEITs should not be bringing work home daily. When a SEIT is bogged down in
paperwork and deadlines, it impacts their personal lives. School leaders need to figure
out ways to lessen the burden on teachers, so they can tend to their personal lives. This is
the only way that they can come to school every day refreshed and ready to manage tasks
throughout the day. According to Brittle (2020), this can be accomplished by assessing
workloads to see if they are having a negative impact on staff. Once the impact is
assessed, an action plan can be created. Brittle (2020) explained how developing an
action plan reduced burnout rates at some schools from her study. This also goes with
having leaders that are compassionate and understanding. Leaders must be empathetic to
their teachers if they want to build those lasting connections.

Teacher preparation programs could also be a factor in retaining SEITs. The
participants of this study described their programs as being a nonfactor in their teaching
experiences. The participants explained that there was not enough direct experience in
their classes. They did not have practice writing IEPs, conducting meetings with parents,
or dealing with difficult behaviors. Only some of the participants finished their
practicums, which they said did help. Other participants’ experiences came from being
paraprofessionals before they became teachers. They all said the firsthand experience

was extremely helpful, but there was not enough of it. Teacher preparation programs
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need to figure out how to give teacher candidates the experience needed to do the job
successfully (Feng & Sass, 2018). If the teacher candidates know what is expected of
them, then they may be more likely to stay on the job (Feng & Sass, 2018).

Lastly, the teachers from this study felt ineffective. They felt that they were not
able to provide effective instruction for the students that they taught. Teachers need a
level of autonomy when it comes to classroom instruction. When they are always being
told what to do or how to teach it can become monotonous and draining. School districts
need to trust the teachers that they hire are experts in their area of instruction and know
how best to run their classrooms (Berry & Shields, 2017). Also, make sure that mentors
are paired with teachers based on similar qualifications. Special education teachers
should be paired with special education mentors. It is difficult to pass knowledge along
when your background is in different areas (Berry & Shields, 2017).

These suggestions are just some of the areas that school systems need to focus on
when trying to retain SEITs. If we focus on the needs of the teacher by lessening some of
the burdens, retention should improve. If we do not consider these suggestions, then

retention of SEITs will continue to be a problem across the country.
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Appendix A
Interview #

Date / /

Interview Protocol

Script

Welcome and thank you for your participation today. My name is Justin Schanck
and I am a graduate student at Valdosta State University in Valdosta, Georgia. I am
conducting my study in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctorate
in Educational Leadership. This study will be conducted in three separate interviews
with each being roughly 90 minutes. The first interview will focus on your life history,
specifically what it was like growing up in your family. The second interview will focus
more on your current life as it relates to the content of the topic for this study. The last
interview will require you to reflect on the meaning of your experiences described in the
second interview. I would like your permission to tape-record the interviews, so I may
accurately document the information that you present to me. If at any time you wish to
stop the recordings or the interviews themselves, please do not hesitate to let me know.
Your responses to the questions will always be confidential and they will remain
confidential after this study is completed. Your responses are used to develop a better
understanding of why special education inclusion teachers decide to leave the field of
teaching. The purpose of this study is to give school districts insight into why special
education inclusion teachers leave the field. At this time, I would like to remind you of

your written consent to participate in this study. I am the responsible researcher,
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specifying your participation in the research project: Improving the retention of special
education inclusion teachers: Understanding their experiences in work and preparation in
an urban setting. You and I have both signed and dated each copy, certifying that we
agree to continue with the interview process. You will receive a copy and I will keep a
copy in a separate location from your responses.

Remember, your participation in this process is completely voluntary. If at any
time you need to stop or take a break, please let me know. You may withdraw your
participation at any time without consequence. Do you have any concerns or questions

before we begin? Then with your permission, we will begin the interview.
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Interview #1

e Demographic questions:

(@]

o

o

o

Age:

Sex:

Ethnicity:
Undergraduate School:

Undergraduate Degree and Major:

Graduate School:

Graduate Degree and Discipline:

Highest Degree Earned:
Number of Years as a Special Education Inclusion Teacher:

Grade Level(s) Taught:

e How would you describe yourself in three words and why did you choose those

words?

e  Where were you born?

e  Where did you grow up?

e Tell me about the family you were raised in.

e What types of jobs did your parents or guardians hold as you grew up?

e Describe to me their work ethic?

e How influential was your family in shaping who you are today?

e Was there a particular family member that you were close with compared to

others? If so, describe to me your relationship with that person.
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Was there anyone outside your immediate family that you treated like family? If
so, who was the person and how would you describe your relationship.
What was school like for you starting with elementary school and moving through
high school?
Who were some influential people from elementary school? Why were they
influential?
Who were some influential people from middle school? Why were they
influential?
Who were some influential people from high school? Why were they influential?
What were times when you were successful in school?
Were there times when you struggled in school? If so, please describe to me
those situations.
What were some extracurricular activities that you participated in throughout your
school years? How did they help you both personally and in school?
How were your classes structured in elementary, middle, and high school?
How did your elementary, middle, and high school handle the placement of
special needs students?
What were the names of some of the most influential teachers in your life and
why were they influential?

o Did they have an impact on your attending college?

o Ifyes, how would you describe that impact?

How did you decide to attend your college or university?
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e (Can you describe for me how you decided on what your major would be in
college?
o Was it always going to be education, or did you start down a different
pathway?
o What made you choose your pathway?
o Did anyone influence the pathway that you initially chose? If so, who and
why?
e How did your upbringing impact your decision to become an educator?
e What was your concentration in education?
e Ifyou did not major in education, then how did you get into the field?
e Did you apply for an alternative pathway to certification when you were done
with college?
e Describe to me your teacher preparation program.
e How was the program designed for the student regarding content classes and
practicums?
e What did you take away from the content classes that you were able to use in your
classroom?
e How useful were the practicums in getting you prepared to teach on your own?

e Describe to me the structure of your practicums.
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Interview #2

What year did you graduate college?
When did you begin to look for a job? Did the process start as soon as you
graduated?
Describe your outlook on your job search. Did you feel confident in your ability
to find a role you would be successful in?
What was the process of searching for a job in teaching?

o What were your motivations in searching for a teaching job?
Were there certain characteristics that attracted you to certain schools?

o Ifso, what were those characteristics?
How many jobs did you interview for and describe to me what those interviews
were like?

o What did you describe as your strengths?
Describe your hiring process for the first school that you taught at?

o What were the factors that led you to accept that role?
What was your title upon your first-year teaching, including grade level?
What other titles have you held in your teaching career?
Give me a general overview of the responsibilities you had as a new teacher.
Walk me through your first year as a teacher. What were some of the high points
and what were some of the low points?
Tell me about an important goal you set for yourself in the past and how

successful you were at accomplishing that goal.
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The following questions are about your experience as a special education teacher.
o For how many years did you teach within a special education department?
o How many years in general education?
o Can you explain to me the process in your department/school for receiving
a caseload and what you must do for your caseload?
o What experiences can you describe regarding classroom teaching?
o Where are they generally positive experiences, or negative?
o How did those experiences impact your decision to leave teaching?
Give me an example of a time when communicating with administration or staff
was difficult. Give me an example of how you handled that situation.
Think of a day when you had many things to do and describe how you scheduled
your time.
Tell me about a time you made a quick decision that you were proud of.
Tell me about a time that you did something particularly creative when you were
a special education teacher.
What experience have you had with miscommunication with a staff member or
administration? How did you solve the miscommunication problem?
Tell me about a time that an administrative policy change may have held up your
ability to do your job successfully.
What was your experience when dealing with other teachers that exhibited poor

performance or did not meet your standards of working successfully?
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e What types of decisions did you have to make where you did not involve
administration?
e Describe a time when you made a mistake that is an example of an area that you
need to improve.
e Think of a problem that you had to deal with during your last special education
teaching role. Tell me exactly what happened and how you handled it.
e Describe any negative experiences you had regarding your teaching environment.
e Describe any positive experiences you had regarding your teaching environment.
¢ Did the teaching environment at your school foster high morale or low morale and
why?
e How did you perceive your support as a special education teacher? Support from
administration, teachers, mentors, parents, and/or students?
o How could the support that you received be improved?
o Did your school have a mentorship program for first-year teachers?
= Do you perceive it to be helpful?
= Ifthey did not have one, do you think it may have helped you
navigate your first year of teaching?
o How did perceived support impact your decision to leave the field of
teaching?
e Give me an example of a time when you were motivated to work.

e (Give me an example of a time when you may have been unmotivated to work.
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Walk me through your final year as a teacher. What were some of the high points
and what were some of the low points?

Why did you decide to leave? Was leaving a difficult decision? If so, why was it
a difficult decision?

What were some major obstacles that you had to overcome at your last teaching
job? How did you deal with them?

What are some things that have made you angry? How did you deal with those
situations?

How would you define the part of your life when you were teaching?

Upon reflection, what are some things that you may have changed about your
teaching experiences?

What are some things that could have been done to change your mind and
continue teaching?

What are some suggestions that you may have for the school district to have better
success in retaining teachers?

Compare your first year of teaching to your final year of teaching. What would
you identify as the main differences?

Looking back at your undergraduate and graduate-level educational experiences,
are there additions, changes, or deletions you would suggest to the curriculum if
given the opportunity? What would they be?

What advice would you give to teachers who currently still teaching?
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e s there anything that you would like to discuss further or clarify from our three

interviews?
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Interview #3
This interview will be used to reflect on the meaning of the topics that were discussed
from the second interview. It will allow us to delve deeper into some of the experiences

discussed by each participant.

e How would you define the part of your life when you were teaching?

e Upon reflection, what are some things that you may have changed about your
teaching experiences?

o What are some things that could have been done to change your mind and
continue teaching?

o What are some suggestions that you may have for the school district to have better
success in retaining teachers?

o Compare your first year of teaching to your final year of teaching. What would
you identify as the main differences?

o Looking back at your undergraduate and graduate level educational experiences,
are there additions, changes, or deletions you would suggest to the curriculum if
given the opportunity? What would they be?

e What advice would you give to teachers who currently still teaching?

o s there anything that you would like to discuss further or clarify from our three

interviews?
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Lucy

Interview #4

How did your impression of teaching change once you went from being a
paraprofessional to a teacher?

How did teaching at Middle School affect your family life?

You described your students as being overwhelmed. How could you tell that they
were overwhelmed at times? Were there certain behaviors? How did that affect
the classroom environment?

Do you think your parents had any role in your becoming a teacher? If so, why,
or why not?

Did the teachers or your parents treat you any differently knowing you had
ADHD? If so, how?

What was the interview process like at your school? What kinds of questions did
you have to answer? How did you feel when it was done?

What was the TAP program like? How were the classes structured?

What would happen if an IEP lapsed?

How did you come up with the work samples required for each student?

How did you develop the goals to progress monitor for each student?

When you talk about being in constant communication with parents, give me
some examples of how you would communicate with them.

Did you ever feel the added pressure of having to make sure the new teachers

were taken care of?
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Where was communication lacking in terms of being able to do your job
effectively?

Was there a better way that your caseloads could have been set up? How?

Is there anything that could have been done to improve your co-teaching
experience? If so, what could have been done?

What were some of the barriers that prevented you from doing your job
effectively?

What were some of the requirements that you believe should be taken out of the
special education job?

Why do you think PEC teachers are given so many extra responsibilities?
What do you think school districts could do to lessen the amount of testing in
schools?

Do you feel that PEC kids were given a fair shot on standardized testing? Was
there anything more that inclusion teachers could have done to improve the
testing outcomes of PEC students?

Are administrators responsible for why special education inclusion teachers are
leaving the field? If so, how are they responsible?

How did planning time for your various subjects work?

How did you manage your emotions if you felt like a general education teacher
did not want you in their room?

Sometimes it was difficult to obtain all the login information for the various

platforms to review student data. This was particularly important for writing
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IEPs. Was there anything else that may have hampered your ability to write an
IEP?
How difficult was it to maintain rainbow folders?

What were the requirements for maintaining rainbow folders?

How did you develop the “always focus on the positive attitude” mentality?

What role did your youth group play in shaping who you are today?

What are the most important qualities of a PEC teacher?

How did faith impact your ability to teach?

What could teacher preparation programs do to improve the recruitment and
graduation rates of special education inclusion teachers?

Do you remember some of the interview questions asked when you were hired?
If so, what were some of those questions?

How much did the behaviors in your class impact your ability to teach?

Were behaviors the most consuming part of your job? What were some of the
student behaviors that you experienced?

How did you develop goals for your students?

How or when did you find time to progress monitor and complete data collection?
Did anyone teach you specific interventions that you were supposed to use in your
classes? How did you learn about interventions and which ones would be the

most impactful?
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Besides the moment when the child injured you, were there other moments that
you did not feel supported? If so, describe some of those moments.

What could have been done to alleviate some of the stress so you did not come
home and cry on certain days?

How do you think the support for you and other teachers could have been better?
How did content planning work?

What were some of the major barriers that made it difficult for you to do your
job?

How did you overcome those barriers?

How did COVID impact your ability to teach?

How did classroom structure impact your ability to do your job?

Is there anything that could have been done to fix some of the communication
issues? If so, how could the communication issues have been fixed?

Do administrators need to set more boundaries with teachers? As far as having
more respect for personal lives? What are some of the ways that boundaries could
be established?

Is there anything that could have been done to improve time management skills?
If so, what could have been done?

How did restraining some children impact your mood and ability to teach?

Do you feel that PEC kids were given a fair shot on standardized testing? Was
there anything more that inclusion teachers could have done to improve the

testing outcomes of PEC students?
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Darcy

How difficult was it to maintain rainbow folders?

What were the requirements for maintaining rainbow folders?

What could teacher preparation programs do to improve the recruitment and
graduation rates of special education inclusion teachers?

How did you develop goals for your students?

How or when did you find time to progress monitor and complete data collection?
Did anyone teach you specific interventions that you were supposed to use in your
classes? How did you learn about interventions and which ones would be the
most impactful?

What could have been done to alleviate some of the stress you experienced?

How do you think the support for you and other teachers could have been better?
How did content planning work?

What were some of the major barriers that made it difficult for you to do your
job?

How did you overcome those barriers?

How did COVID impact your ability to teach?

Is there anything you would have done differently as a special education inclusion
teacher?

How difficult was it to maintain rainbow folders?

What were the requirements for maintaining rainbow folders?

Connor
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How did your impression of teaching change once you went from being a
paraprofessional to a teacher?

On average, how long did you spend on paperwork?

Has to be Deaf/Heard of Hearing impacted any aspect of your ability to teach? If
so, how?

How long did it take you to write an IEP?

How did content planning work?

How difficult was it to plan for many different content areas?

How did you develop goals for your students?

How or when did you find time to progress monitor and complete data collection?
Did anyone teach you specific interventions that you were supposed to use in your
classes? How did you learn about interventions and which ones would be the
most impactful?

What could have been done to alleviate some of the stress you experienced?

How do you think the support for you and other teachers could have been better?
What were some of the major barriers that made it difficult for you to do your
job?

How did you overcome those barriers?

How did COVID impact your ability to teach?

Is there anything you would have done differently as a special education inclusion

teacher?
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Did you ever feel the added pressure of having to make sure the new teachers
were taken care of?

Where was communication lacking in terms of being able to do your job
effectively?

Was there a better way that your caseloads could have been set up? If so, how?
Is there anything that could have been done to improve your co-teaching
experience? If so, what could have been done?

What were some of the barriers that prevented you from doing your job
effectively?

What were some of the requirements that you believe should be taken out of the
special education job?

Why do you think PEC teachers are given so many extra responsibilities?

What do you think school districts could do to lessen the amount of testing in
schools?

Do you feel that PEC kids were given a fair shot on standardized testing? Was
there anything more that inclusion teachers could have done to improve the
testing outcomes of PEC students?

Are administrators responsible for why special education inclusion teachers are
leaving the field? If they are responsible, then why?

How did you manage your emotions if you felt like a general education teacher

did not want you in their room?
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Sometimes it was difficult to obtain all the login information for the various
platforms to review student data. This was particularly important for writing
IEPs. Was there anything else that may have hampered your ability to write an
IEP?

How difficult was it to maintain rainbow folders?

What were the requirements for maintaining rainbow folders?
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Appendix B

Field Note Template

Details (Who/What/When/Where/How)

Set the Scene/Background Story (Brief How/Wh

Reflections

Emerging Questions/Analyses
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Appendix C

Valdosta State University Doctoral Program in Leadership
Letter of Invitation to Participate in Research
Improving the retention of special education inclusion teachers: Understanding their

experiences in work and preparation in an urban setting.

Dear

I invite you to participate in a research study conducted by myself, a student at the
Valdosta State University, Doctoral Program in Leadership. My faculty chair is Dr.
Michael Bochenko, the Educational Leadership Coordinator at Valdosta State University.

The purpose of this study is to give school districts insight into why special education
inclusion teachers leave the field of teaching. You will be interviewed during three
separate sessions through an online platform, or at a venue of your choosing. The first
interview will focus on your life history, specifically what it was like growing up in your
family. The second interview will focus more on your current life as it relates to the
content of the topic for this study. The last interview will require you to reflect on the
meaning of your experiences described in the second interview. With your permission,
the interviews will be recorded. You can stop the recordings or the interviews
themselves if needed. Your responses to the questions will always be confidential and
they will remain confidential after this study is completed. Your responses are used to
develop a better understanding of why special education inclusion teachers decide to
leave the field of teaching. There are no alternatives to the experimental procedures in
this study. The only alternative is to choose not to participate at all.

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you choose to participate you
may choose to discontinue participation at any time. Questions regarding the purpose or
procedures of the research should be directed to Justin Schanck at
jpschanck@valdosta.edu. This study has been approved by the Valdosta State
University Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the Protection of Human Research
Participants. The IRB, a university committee established by Federal law, is responsible
for protecting the rights and welfare of research participants. If you have concerns or
questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the IRB
Administrator at 229-253-2947 or irb@valdosta.edu.

Sincerely,

Justin Schanck
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Appendix D

r/";"'\l Institutional Review Board (IRB)
g For the Protection of Human Research Participants
|
VALDOSTA
STATE PROTOCOL EXEMPTION REPORT
A
Protocol Number: 04234-2021 Responsible Researcher(s): Justin Schanck

Supervising Faculty: Dr. Michael Bochenko

Project Title: improving the retention of special education inclusion teachers.

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD DETERMINATION:

This research protocol is exemnpt from Institutional Review Board (IRB) oversight under 45 CFR 46.101(b} of the federal
regulations category 2. If the nature of the research changes such that exemption criteria no longer apply, please consult
with the IRB Administrator (irb@valdosta.edu} before continuing your research study.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS:

» Lipon completion of the research study collected data (email address fist, phone list, transcripts, efc.) must be securely
maintained {locked file cabinet, password protected computer, etc.) and accessible only by the researcher for a minimum
of 3 years. At the end of the required time, collected dato must be permanently destroped.

» Exernpt protocol guidelines permit the recording of interviews provided the recording is made for the purpose of creating
an accurate transcript. Upon creation of the transcript, the recorded interview session must be deleted immediately from
all devices. Exemnpt guidelines prohibit the collection, storage, and/or sharing of recordings.

* As part of the informed consent process, interview recordings must include the researcher reading the consent statement,

confirming participant understanding, and establishing their willingness to take part in the interview. Participants must be
offered a copy of the research statement.

B if this box s ehecked, please submit any documents you revise to the IRB Administrator at irb@valdesta.edu to ensure an

updated record of your exemption.
Llieadoth fhoe Dbk fo.20 2027 Thank you for submitting an IRE application.
Elizabeth Ann Olphie, IRB Administrator Please direct questions to irbEvaldosta. edu or 229-253-2947,

Revised: 06.0216
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Appendix E
Interview Date and Times

Connor Interview 1 —2/23/22 — 63 min time length
Connor Interview 2 — 3/10/22 — 65 min time length
Connor Interview 3 — 4/4/22 — 105 min time length
Connor Interview 4 — 8/5/22 - 65 min time length
Lucy Interview 1 —2/10/22 — 66 min time length
Lucy Interview 2 — 3/16/22 — 50 min time length
Lucy Interview 3 — 3/24/22 — 98 min time length
Lucy Interview 4 — 8/5/22 - 65 min time length
Darcy Interview 1 —2/1/22 — 123 min time length
Darcy Interview 2 — 2/11/22 — 112 min time length
Darcy Interview 3 — 3/4/22 — 100 min time length
Darcy Interview 4 — 9/12/22 - 60 min time length
John Interview 1 — 2/22/22 — 60 min time length
John Interview 2 — 3/17/22 — 65 min time length
John Interview 3 —4/2/22 — 88 min time length

John Interview 4 — 9/12/22 - 60 min time length
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