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Addressing teacher shortage is a current and long-standing critical need in special education. Additionally, the current teacher workforce is not as

diverse as the current student population. Nationwide, there continues to be a heavy emphasis on using uncerti�ed teachers for un�lled positions.

Unfortunately, this response has the potential for short and long-term impact on student and school outcomes. Teacher recruitment is a potential area

of focus for stabilizing the supply of future educators. This systematic literature review was designed to identify strategies and factors associated with

the recruitment of future special education teachers into the �eld. Identi�ed factors include �nancial support, past experiences with individuals with

disabilities, targeted recruitment, and �exible pathways.  Implications for future researchers, teacher preparation programs, local school divisions, and

policymakers are provided.

        State departments of education in 48 states and the District of Columbia have identi�ed special education as a shortage area for the 2021 - 2022 school

year  (tsa.ed.gov). The majority (86%) of reported special education shortages are across the entire K-12 setting (tsa.ed.gov). The two states not reporting

shortages from this database have identi�ed through their American Rescue Plan Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief Funds State plans

(O�ce of Elementary and Secondary Education, n.d.) to also have di�culty with hiring special education teachers (New Hampshire) and categorized

special education shortage as the most pressing need in the state (New Mexico). This signals a nationwide crisis. As a result, there continues to be a focus

on addressing this shortage through emergency certi�cations and provisional licenses. During the 2017 - 2018 school year, 100,000 classrooms in the

United States were sta�ed by unquali�ed instructors (García & Weiss, 2019). 

            Furthering the problem, the recent Covid-19 Pandemic has developed new levels of concern pertaining to the teacher workforce. A 2021 national

teacher survey resulted in current teachers identifying high levels of anxiety (47%), burnout (54%), and stress (63%) (Steiner & Woo, 2021). Additionally,

40% of survey respondents indicated that they were considering leaving the �eld. Although teacher shortage is the status quo, this calls for direct and

imminent action to stabilize the teacher pipeline. By focusing on how teachers become interested in the �eld, successful recruitment e�orts, and the initial

phases of teacher preparation the development of a, much needed, comprehensive approach to stabilizing the teacher workforce is possible.

Rise of Alternative Pathways

        From 2009 to 2019, teacher preparation enrollment dropped 22% down from 719,081 to 650,500. Additionally, alternative routes to certi�cation have

become a popular route for many in the �eld.  According to the 2020 Title II reports for the United States Department of Education, incoming teachers may

prefer di�erent routes to licensure based on their race and ethnicity. According to this data, prospective teachers that are White typically use traditional

routes over alternative routes. However, all other reported races and ethnicities (Black, Hispanic, Asian, Paci�c Islander, American Indian, Alaska Native,

and two or more races) have used alternative routes more often than traditional pathways. This data provides an opportunity to explore factors that may

in�uence the decision, the components of each pathway, and their success rates. 

        Schools have had di�culty recruiting special education teacher candidates from teacher preparation programs to speci�c regions or certain schools

within their state (Mason-Williams et al., 2020). However, research indicates that most teachers end up teaching near the area in which they completed

high school (Brown, 2016). It is important to consider the largest supply of future teachers are current students in secondary schools across the country

(Gist et al., 2019). Schools that have an increased di�culty in recruitment are typically high-need schools that also have higher turnover rates (Mason-

Williams et al., 2020; Wronowski, 2018).

The Importance of a Diverse Workforce

            In addition to the teacher shortage, many school divisions are tasked with serving a racially and ethnically diverse student population when most

teachers are White and female (Carver-Thomas, 2018; Gist et al., 2019; Goings et al., 2018; Leech et al., 2019). While the number of teachers of color (TOC)

overall has increased from 12% to 20% over the last 30 years, it does not re�ect the rate of growth of student populations (Carver-Thomas, 2018). When

looking at growth in teacher diversity, a closer look shows that the number of Black and Native American teachers has decreased (Carver-Thomas, 2018).
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There is potential to address both teacher shortage and diversify the workforce through intentional programming designed to recruit teachers of color

(TOC) into the �eld of special education (Goings et al., 2018).

           A more heterogeneous school faculty may o�er the opportunity for racially matched role models that have higher expectations of students of color

(SOC) (Leech et al., 2019). Higher expectations lead to higher outcomes for SOC. (Leech et al., 2019). These teachers may utilize cultural contexts and

culturally relevant pedagogy to determine instructional strategies and manage behavior (Goldhaber et al., 2019;  Leech et al., 2019). Attending a school

where the teacher population matches more closely to the student population leads to improved academic outcomes for SOC (Goldhaber et al., 2019). A

positive impact of having a diverse school sta� does not just impact students of color. White students who are exposed to teachers of color reap the

bene�ts of these positive experiences which can lead to extinguishing stereotypes (Goings et al., 2018). This is important not only from a school

perspective, but also to challenge the inequities that are current within other aspects of society (Goings et al., 2018). Thus, a focus on opportunities to

diversify the profession must be part of future discussions for stabilizing the teacher workforce.

Additional Recruitment Strategies

        Many professional organizations and research centers have o�ered their perspective on e�ective recruitment strategies. The Learning Policy Institute

released policy recommendations to support the recruitment of future special educators. Their recommendations included the development of teacher

residencies, local grow-your-own (GYO) programs, increased salaries, strengthened hiring practices, and �nancial support programs (Podolsky et al.,

2016). The American Institute for Research’s Center on Great Teachers & Leaders (2009) endorsed �nancial incentives, alternative pathways,

paraprofessional programs, partnerships between school divisions and higher education, and increasing diversity as important strategies to manage the

special education workforce crisis.  The CEEDAR Center presented a collaboration between local school divisions and educator preparation programs as a

potential contributor to increasing the supply of special education teachers (DeMonte et al., 2016).

Conceptual Framework

        The O�ce of Special Education Programs (OSEP) has endorsed an approach focused on attracting, preparing, and retaining an e�ective workforce (See

Figure 1.) Within this approach, there are multiple considerations at each phase of teacher recruitment, preparation, and retention. Attraction and

Recruitment are the initial phases of stabilizing the special education workforce. A primary goal of attracting and recruiting is to increase the supply, or

quantity, of potential teachers.  OSEP has identi�ed certain strategies, backed by research, to attract potential special educators to the profession. These

strategies include alternative routes to certi�cation, changing public perception, funding and loan forgiveness, and GYO programs as potentially

in�uential in addressing critical shortages (O�ce of Special Education Programs, n.d.). In phase two, preparation, the goal is to adequately prepare

teachers to enter their initial job with the necessary skills to manage the responsibilities e�ectively. OSEP has identi�ed micro credentialing, practice-

based opportunities, residencies, and simulations as e�ective mechanisms for adequate preparation (O�ce of Special Education Programs, n.d.). In the

�nal phase, retention, opportunities to stabilize and establish longevity amongst the previously recruited and prepared teachers are present. 

            This systematic literature review targets the initial  stage, attracting and recruiting, of this approach to stabilizing the special education teacher

workforce. While considering strategies for attracting and recruiting individuals into the �eld of special education, there are many potential

considerations to explore. For example, it may be important to identify the population and setting in which successful strategies were implemented. There

are additional scenarios where preferences can be identi�ed through the intentional focus on the unique characteristics of research participants or the

unique needs of the school division. A comprehensive approach to understanding the e�ectiveness of strategies and the details of their success has the

potential to provide generalized knowledge to address speci�c needs across the country.
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Figure 1. Stabilizing the Special Education workforce

Research Question

        The goal of this literature review is to identify ways for successful recruitment, including strategies and personal factors, of individuals into the �eld of

special education. Within these �ndings, the author identi�ed additional components provided by researchers that provide detail into the participants of

those that were recruited, the teacher preparation programs involved, and the school divisions that bene�ted from the implementation of this strategy.

This allows for additional considerations to be connected that encourage speci�c strategies under unique circumstances. Therefore, the following research

question was developed through the lens of the conceptual framework above identifying potential factors that may need to be considered in the planning

and implementation of initiatives for attractions and retaining special education teachers.

1. What are the factors associated with successful special education teacher recruitment?

Methods

            The long-term goal of this systematic literature review was to establish a starting point for gathering information related to teacher attraction and

retention strategies to complement other teacher workforce literature reviews (I.E. Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Billingsley, 2004; Billingsley, 1993) and the

attract, prepare, retain framework (O�ce of Special Education Programs, n.d.) This supports  the development of a comprehensive plan to stabilize the

special education teacher workforce. This study serves as an initial step in identifying potential populations, settings, and interventions for future research

to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the impact of strategies while exploring additional factors that may impact the intent and commitment

to work as a special education teacher.

Inclusion Criteria

             This review focused on empirical, peer review research within public schools in the United States. Additionally, participants included current and

former special educators or those pursuing a career path in special education. Additional details regarding inclusion criteria can be found below. 

            Population and setting.  This review focused on the special education teacher workforce. Therefore, any potential special education teachers were

included. For example, studies exploring a phenomenon regarding the recruitment of secondary students, college students, and career switchers into the

�eld of special education met inclusion criteria. Those considered meeting the requirements prior to becoming special educators were being recruited into

a program with the outcome being a license in special education. Additionally, current and former special education teachers meet inclusion criteria due to

their ability to re�ect and present evidence of their intent and decision to go into the �eld.

        Due to one focus area of dissemination including a policy focus, it is important to focus primarily on public schools within the United States. This will

allow for considerations related to the previous federal policy as it pertains to the public school system verbatim. Additionally, the goal of this project is to

support the sustainability of the public-school workforce. Within the schools, there are a wide range of responsibilities of special education teachers

(CITE). Therefore, this review did not focus on a speci�c setting of the teachers (e.g., collaborative, self-contained) within special education.
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        Albeit a controversial decision, program descriptions were included within this review due to the level of detail provided. To be included in this review,

program descriptions had to provide measurable data that showed evidence of growth (e.g., longitudinal data, pre/post data) and a description of

recruitment e�orts. While research indicates that an o�er of alternative and traditional programs appeals to a variety of participants (U.S. Department of

Education Title II Reports, 2020), proper documentation of these e�orts and program designs are needed to unravel the details for the successful

implementation of future initiatives.

Factors and Strategies

            Through this review, the goal was to identify factors that help to understand the details surrounding successful special education recruitment.

Essential details included the identi�cation of the recruitment strategy. This was viewed as an event that was implemented with the intent to recruit

individuals to become special education teachers or a naturally occurring event that happened in someone’s life that may in�uence their career path.

Additional factors analyzed include individual and environmental characteristics acknowledged within the literature (individual or intervener) that may

provide insight into recruitment.

Exclusion Criteria

        There were many factors that could lead to a study being excluded from the review. This included research that was not peer reviewed nor empirical.

For example, white papers and program descriptions may provide speci�c information about recruitment. However, they would not meet the criteria due

to likely being non-empirical, non-peer reviewed, or both. White and gray literature may provide strategy-speci�c information. However, it is more likely

to be biased without going through a rigorous blind peer review process. Program descriptions without data or identifying recruitment plans were

excluded.   Research that occurred in charter schools or private schools was not included in this review.   Some studies included higher education

professionals as the participants. Although this may provide vital information, it was not a direct representation of the focus participants as they were

re�ecting on the recruitment process. Because these secondhand interpretations did not directly involve the targeted populations, they were excluded

from the review. Although there are other professionals involved in the special education process (e.g., speech-language pathologists, school

psychologists, school counselors, etc.), this review solely focused on special educators. Therefore, other professionals that were not special education

teachers or pursuing special education were excluded.

Search String and Databases

            Based on the proposed inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as the population and setting, the following initial search string was developed in

collaboration with Virginia Commonwealth University’s library resources: “((“special ed*” AND “teacher*”) OR (“special education teacher*”) OR

(TI(“special ed*”) AND TI(teach*)) OR (AB(“special ed*”) AND AB(teach*))) AND (“recruit*” OR “teacher recruitment” OR “teacher* selection” OR “teacher

supply and demand” OR “recruitment of teacher*” OR “teacher* hiring” OR “ hiring of teacher*”).” The �rst portion of the search string targets the population

of special education teachers while the second portion has been generated to capture literature on recruitment. Additionally, the databases searched were

PSYCinfo, ERIC (EBSCO), Education Research Complete (EBSCO), ProQuest, Academic Search Complete, Business Source Premier, Education Full Text, and

the Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection. A preliminary search to test the search string of the ERIC (EBSCO) database yielded 598 results. A

thorough investigation of the �rst �ve pages of results showed promise that the search string captured intended research to investigate the research

question.
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Figure 2. PRISMA Diagram

IOA Procedures

            Two doctoral students in Special Education coded 20% of the included articles together to proactively determine any misunderstandings of the

assessment of quality standards. Coding procedures were determined based on quantitative (Gersten et al., 2005) and qualitative (Brantlinger et al., 2005)

quality indicators. Across the coded articles, the two students scored the quality indicators with 100% agreement. Both students had in-depth discussions

following the coding to discuss any challenges with the coding process and to further explain the reasoning behind their responses. Program descriptions

do not have a quality indicator checklist. However, they were analyzed for the information provided based on the standards set forth for qualitative and

quantitative indicators. This is noted as a limitation of this review.

Results

            The search of databases identi�ed 3,008 records. 2,110 records remained after the removal of duplicates.   46 articles remained after a preliminary

screening of articles’ titles and abstracts using previously described inclusion criteria. Of the full-text articles screened, 21 were excluded due to not
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meeting inclusion criteria. Eight studies did not meet participant research criteria, eight were not recruitment-focused, and �ve were non-empirical

studies.  On the �nal step, 25 articles met the criteria for inclusion in the �nal literature review. Results are organized based on the components of their

research design and the recruitment factors analyzed or discovered. Table 1 outlines speci�c information on components of the research design and a

summary of outcomes of each included study.

Research Design

            Of the 25 reviewed studies, research methods varied to include quantitative and quantitative methods, program descriptions with links to targeted

recruitment while providing outcome data, and an exploratory analysis. Within the various designs, data sampling included current and former teachers,

pre-service teachers, non-teaching college students, high school students, and paraprofessionals. Another variation amongst the reviewed studies

included the dynamic of partnerships between stakeholders and how that impacted recruitment.

Methodologies

        Ten of the reviewed studies incorporated a qualitative research design. Researchers used a variety of methods including interviews (Dieker et al., 2003;

Green & Martin, 2018; Kurtts et al., 2007; Reeves et al., 2021; Scott, 2018; Scott., 2019; Scott & Alexander, 2019; Stephens & Fish, 2010; Wall et al., 2005) and

surveys (Burbank et al., 2009; Lawson & Firestone, 2018; Mamlin & Diliberto, 2020) to uncover the context surrounding participants’ decision making

around their decision to become special education teachers. Six studies utilized a quantitative data analysis to draw conclusions regarding factors

associated with special education recruitment (DeSutter & LeMire 2016; Fish & Stephens, 2010; Sutton et al., 2014; Zascavage et al., 2008; Zhang et al.,

2014; Zhang et al., 2020). Nine of the reviewed studies were program descriptions with outcome data (Burbank et al., 2009; Coulter, 2004; Jameson et al.,

2019; Kurtts et al., 2007; Larwood, 2005; Prater et al., 2008; Sears et al., 2009; Sundeen & Wienke, 2009; Wall et al., 2005; White, 2004)

Participants

Sampling and data sources.  Each study was coded for inclusion of participants' descriptions based on how it was reported by the authors. Participant

samples included paraprofessionals (n = 5), preservice teachers (n= 7 ), undergraduate students (n = 7), graduate students (n = 4 ), career switchers (n= 1),

special education teachers (n= 6). 

Demographics. For the purpose of this review, one goal was to focus on the characteristics of those individuals that were recruited into the �eld of special

education. While many of the studies included an emphasis on diversifying the teacher workforce, 15 studies reported race and ethnicity demographics.

Gender (n= 15 ) and disability status (n= 1) of participants were also coded within this review. 

Partnerships.  Many studies described their initiatives and programs through the lens of the teacher preparation program as the primary driver (n = 20).

However, other partners were involved in program development and implementation. In the CREATE program (Sutton et al., 2014), a three-way

collaboration was described between the South Carolina Department of Education, Local Education Agencies, and Institutes of Higher Education across the

state. Similarly, Burbank and colleagues (2009) describe the collaborative e�orts of an urban school district, College of Education, and Community-Based

Research grant. The ParaMet training program involved a partnership between a teacher preparation program, a disability service provider, and a public

school system (Wall et al., 2005). The University of Utah Alternative Pathway program developed a partnership between the teacher preparation program,

the State Department of Education, local school districts, tribal partners, and the O�ce of Special Education Programs (Jameson et al., 2019). California

Northstate University’s alternative pathway intern program involved a partnership with over 50 surrounding school districts and a county consortium in

one of the largest metropolitan areas in the country (Sears et al., 2009). 

        Some referenced a shared partnership where local education agencies provided support, such as in recruitment. For example, White (2004) described

local directors of special education and principles as the main source of recruitment within school divisions. However, that appeared to be the extent of

their involvement in the program. Similarly, the San Jose State University distance education program for deaf education partnered with school

administrators that had hired candidates in the past to build a capacity of partnerships across California (Larwood, 2005). Over time, the goal appeared to

be for the program to utilize these partnerships to continuously facilitate new information involving program opportunities to recruit from within these

divisions

Quality of Included Studies

             A thorough review of the quality of each study indicated some concerns. For example, there were no randomized controlled trials among the

quantitative studies reviews. For studies using quantitative methods, sample sizes were generally small. Additionally, program descriptions are loosely

empirical, therefore do not meet the mark of a rigorous research design. Due to the research methods used, there were few opportunities to show causal
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relationships between factors and strategies and their ability to recruit special education teachers into the �eld. Some positive notes include reporting of

race and gender amongst participants. Also, program descriptions included a great amount of detail. 

Recruitment Factors

Financial Support

             Financial support was dispersed in a variety of ways and obtained through numerous partnerships. For example, White (2004) evaluated a

longstanding program (1998 - 2004) at the University of North Carolina designed to fund the special education pathway for paraprofessionals. This

program was sponsored by the O�ce of Special Education Program’s Division of Personnel Preparation. This funding enabled the program to cover tuition,

textbook, and transportation costs for future special education teachers. Additionally, paraprofessionals kept their employment with the local schools

while taking night classes. Across the country, the University of Utah successfully recruited cohorts of future special educators through an alternative

pathway program designed to reach rural and remote communities (Jameson et al., 2019). 

             Jameson and colleagues (2019) provide evidence that the amount of funding provided played a crucial role in recruitment. Years without federal

funding resulted in a reduction in overall enrollment. An OSEP personnel preparation grant, however, provided enough support for tuition, books,

necessary supplies, and a stipend. During the OSEP-funded years, the program grew from 4 (2004-2006) to 20 (2010-2012). Sutton and colleagues (2014)

identi�ed sinking funds, provided on a �rst come, �rst serve basis, allowed for their Grow-your-own program to recruit a broad pool of candidates from

across the state of South Carolina on a yearly basis. These funds covered tuition and textbook costs for quali�ed participants. Funding was also provided by

the state government for a graduate certi�cate program for special education in a rural area that provided �nancial support for tuition, fees, books,

additional materials, and a stipend (Sundeen & Wienke, 2009).

             Funding was essential for 10 paraprofessionals recruited into a year-long professional development that set them up to transition into teaching

(Burbank et al., 2009). This seminar included paid tuition for the year-long three-credit classes, portfolio materials, necessary materials, and

refreshments during each class period. Funds also covered test registration fees for those applying to a teacher licensure program. An average of over half

(52%) of the paraprofessionals in the program were people of students of color. Over the four cohorts, an average of 99% of the completers were employed

upon graduation. When looking back at the �rst cohort who completed their program 13 years prior to the publication of this study, all were still teaching

in public schools as special education teachers. Not all programs o�ered this level of �nancial support. Project RESTART, an alternative pathway in North

Carolina targeting career switchers and paraprofessionals, provided tuition support that covered partial costs of the program to their 17 future special

education teachers (Kurtts et al., 2007).

        Scott and Alexander (2019) asked Black male special education teachers to re�ect on their time in teacher preparation programs. Tuition support was a

key theme identi�ed as a method for attracting more Black men into the �eld. For example, participants explained that �nancial aspects of programming

were important to their decision-making (e.g avoiding debt) and in re�ection would be a larger part of their decision-making to attend a speci�c program

if they had to do it all over again. Additionally, alternative route programs that o�ered funding to fully pay or reduce tuition played a factor in the

recruitment of Black male special education teachers (Scott, 2019). Additional interviews regarding the recruitment of Black students into teacher

preparation programs indicated a need for stronger �nancial support. (Scott, 2018).

Flexible and Intentional Pathways

             A wide variety of programs and pathways are described within the included literature, many consisting of �exibility in their programming with

intentions of ful�lling a need. A statewide initiative to manage the special education shortage crisis in South Carolina resulted in the development of

Grow-your-own style programs. Findings from CREATE SC Grow-Your-Own Program indicated a signi�cantly higher percentage of program completers

in rural school districts (Sutton et al., 2014). While jobs supporting low-incidence disabilities continue to have signi�cant shortages, alternative pathways

have utilized distance education opportunities to recruit outside of the program's local pool of candidates (Larwood, 2005). The San Jose State University

Deaf Education Alternative Program grew from 10 students (1999) to 86 students (2003). Scott and Alexander (2019) interviewed 18 participants, 11 of

which enrolled in an expedited pathway to a degree or license. Some of those programs o�ered �exibility to continue their current lifestyle while they

pursued the goal of becoming special education teachers. Another example of a �exible alternative pathway, the California Northstate University intern

program, was responsible for one-third of the university's special education credential candidates (Sears et al., 2009). This program grew from producing

30 candidates in 1994 to a cumulative of 300 in 2005 with 40% of candidates with diverse backgrounds.
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Experiences with Disability and Teaching

        Experience was identi�ed to be a statistically signi�cant predictor for pursuing special education as a career path when 146 undergraduate students

taking an introductory course in education were surveyed (DeSutter & LeMire, 2016). Similarly, an analysis of initial and transfer college students' survey

responses yielded contact  with a person with a disability as top importance for why they chose to go into the �eld (Zascavage et al., 2008). Through

interviews with current black male special educators, Scott and Alexander (2019) revealed that having a family member with a disability or having a

previous work experience with disabilities sparked the interest in becoming a special educator. Similarly, Stephens and Fish (2010) interviewed current and

former special education teachers, in which participants indicated having a family member or friend with a disability contributed to their motivation to

become a special education teacher. Survey data from participants in a graduate certi�cate special education program showed that 26% of participants had

previous experience working with people with disabilities (Sundeen & Wienke, 2009).  In another study, experience working with children with disabilities

was identi�ed as a factor leading Black male special educators into the �eld (Scott, 2019). Zhang and colleagues (2014) identi�ed personal and work

experiences with individuals with special needs to have a statistically signi�cant indirect e�ect on undergraduate students’’ interests and commitment to

individuals with disabilities. In a similar investigation, work experience and training experience were determined to be signi�cant predictors in deciding

intent and decision-making to go into special education (Zhang et al., 2020). 

        Providing college students with tutoring opportunities may support their decision to go into special education. Coulter (2004) describes a university

program that used advanced special education students as site leaders, faculty as supervisors and program developers to provide college students with

tutoring opportunities. Out of the 144 tutors, twelve went on to enroll in the school’s special education program. When 134 college students completed a

survey regarding motivators to become a special educator, the opportunity to work with a person with a disability (with or without the course) was chosen

as the most in�uential (Lawson & Firestone, 2018).

             In�uence on K-12 students to choose special education as a pathway can come through experiences with special education programming and

experiences.  In a survey of Special Education teacher candidates, most respondents indicated that they decided to become teachers while they were K-12

students (Mamlin & Diliberto, 2020). Speci�cally, students indicated that teacher cadet programs, which allowed high school students the opportunity to

volunteer in a classroom serving special education students, were in�uential in generating interest in the �eld of special education (Mamlin & Diliberto,

2020).

Targeted Recruitment

            Considerations for current needs in teacher preparation programs and local education agencies led to targeted recruitment of participants to meet

those needs. In an e�ort to produce future teacher candidates from racial, ethnic, and language minority groups, paraprofessionals re�ecting these criteria

were recruited into a year-long seminar for professional development (Burbank et al., 2009). This seminar series included a curriculum on the

introduction to teaching and a comprehensive overview of the underpinnings of teacher education, while also providing support in teacher licensure and

navigating higher education. Targeted recruitment also brought Black male special education teachers into the �eld by intentionally pursuing them

seeking during their undergraduate years into a teacher residency program (Scott, 2019).

        According to Prater and colleagues (2008), A traditional teacher preparation program consisted of developing a comprehensive recruitment plan that

focused on the targeted recruitment of diverse candidates. This recruitment plan was successful in expanding their reach within the community through

their involvement in community and cultural events and dissemination of materials in areas where populations were more diverse. This led to an increase

in the recruitment of interested future special education teachers of diverse backgrounds into their program. Identifying potential candidates (1,924)

through various undergraduate majors and tailoring recruitment events and materials to reach those candidates were part of a structured recruiting

program for one graduate certi�cate program in special education (Sundeen & Wienke, 2009).

Making an Impact

             Through qualitative interviews, current special education teachers provided �rst-hand accounts of what led them into the �eld. These teachers

reported a predisposition to teach with their motivation derived from a desire for change, to provide students with role models, and to give back to their

communities (Dieker et al., 2003). Fish and Stephens (2010) indicated through surveys with elementary and secondary schools that the most in�uential

factor in becoming special educators was to have the opportunity to help those in need. In an additional study, current and former special educators

explained that empathy for serving students with special needs impacted their decision to go into the �eld (Stephens & Fish, 2010).  A survey of 19

individuals who completed a special education program revealed that all respondents had a desire to be an advocate for students with disabilities (Reeves
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et al., 2021). This passion led many of the survey respondents to change career paths into special education. Students in alternative pathways identi�ed the

opportunity to be a role model to future students as a motivating factor in becoming a teacher (Green & Martin, 2018; Kurtts et al., 2007).

Teacher Shortage

        As much of special education shortage research is presented as a problem, researchers identi�ed that knowledge of ongoing shortages and frequent job

vacancies could be used as a recruitment tactic. For example, DeSutter & Dale (2016) identi�ed an important factor to potential teachers was knowing a job

would be available for them as they chose which type of education to pursue (76.6% of respondents). Fish & Stephens (2010) also revealed through surveys

with special education teachers and paraprofessionals that job security played into the initial decision-making for pursuing a career in special education.

Discussion

            This review of strategies and factors that contributed to the recruitment of future special education teachers provides context to be considered for

future researchers, policymakers, and stakeholders directly involved in the process. The most commonly found recruitment strategies that provided

opportunities or predicted intent to pursue a special education career were �nancial support (Burbank et al., 2009; Jameson et al., 2019; Kurtts et al., 2007;

Scott & Alexander, 2019; Scott, 2019; Scott, 2018; Sundeen & Wienke, 2009; Sutton et al., 2014; White, 2004) and having a past experience related to

working with disabilities (Coulter, 2004; DeSutter & LeMire, 2016; Lawson & Firestone, 2018; Mamlin & Diliberto, 2020; Reeves et al., 2021; Scott &

Alexander, 2019; Scott, 2019; Stephens & Fish, 2010; Sundeen & Wienke, 2009; Zascavage et al., 2008; Zhang et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2020). These

�ndings indicate that there are potential considerations throughout the duration of a person’s life that can impact whether they go into a teacher

preparation program for special education. Recruitment can begin early by increasing opportunities for individuals to work with people with disabilities.

On the other hand, �nancial support may recruit candidates closer to the time that they would begin a teacher preparation program. This is critical to

understand for all stakeholders to consider in their process for developing a strategic plan for recruitment. This opens a window for recruitment to a wider

range of participants and timeframes. 

             Findings also indicate that regardless of the type of pathway, both traditional routes to licensure programs and alternative pathways programs,

targeted recruitment can successfully bring students into programs (Kurtts et al., 2007; Mamlin & Diliberto, 2020; Prater et al., 2008; Scott, 2019; Sundeen

& Wienke, 2009). Additionally, some students may need �exibility within that pathway based on their individual needs (e.g. paraprofessionals). However,

there are indicators for both the need for traditional and alternative pathways to reach a wide variety of potential special education teachers. Some of these

pathways rely heavily on partnerships. This review provides further evidence that partnerships between stakeholders are important to the success of

recruiting individuals into a career as a special education teacher. State agencies, teacher preparation programs, local education agencies, and other

community groups were involved in the strategic planning of programs designed to recruit special education teachers into the �eld.

Implications

        There are gaps present within the included studies on the involvement of stakeholders outside of teacher preparation programs. Researchers should

consider focusing on the role of local education agencies' involvement in this process. This includes their involvement in the initial recruitment process,

providing �nancial support, and ensuring that candidates have ample support from the time they are recruited until they begin their career in the school

division. 

        There are additional opportunities to identify lesser-known partnerships within the community that may impact the recruitment of potential special

education teachers. For example, organizations that work with individuals with disabilities may provide opportunities for future teacher candidates to

have an experience through volunteer work. Based on the �ndings of this review, this additional partnership may lead to a peak of new interest in a career

in special education.

        None of the included studies actively pursued secondary students as potential special education teachers. Many of the studies that referenced intent

from that era required re�ection of the participant on their secondary school years. Future researchers should consider ways to incorporate current

secondary students into future research opportunities as it is referenced in the literature as a potential untapped resource (Brown, 2016).

Further consideration of the role of education policy may lead to an additional understanding of the political role in providing opportunities for

recruitment, particularly through funding and licensure requirements.  Policymakers are often engaged with stakeholders on solutions that require

targeted funding or adjustments to policy (e.g., licensure). Policymakers play an essential role in the success of programs designed to recruit special

education teachers (Jameson et al., 2019; Sundeen & Wienke, 2009; Sutton et al., 2014; White, 2004). Through personnel preparation grants and additional

funding sources enabled through policy, programs can recruit from a larger pool of potential candidates. This may include addressing speci�c needs

qeios.com doi.org/10.32388/0YCZO3 9

https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12500
https://doi.org/10.1515/mlt-2017-0005
https://doi.org/10.1177/088840640703000403
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687051603500402
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932509355961
https://doi.org/10.1177/8756870519860514
https://doi.org/10.1177/088840640703000403
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932517732636
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124517719971
https://doi.org/10.1352/2326-6988-6.2.143
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687050902800102
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687051403300403
https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325040250040401
https://doi.org/10.1177/088840640402700210
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687051603500402
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406417727042
https://doi.org/10.1177/8756870520912465
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12500
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932517732636
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932517732636
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124517719971
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687050902800102
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487113510743
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12484
https://doi.org/10.1177/088840640703000403
https://doi.org/10.1177/8756870520912465
https://doi.org/10.1080/10476210802040765
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124517719971
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687050902800102
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687050902800102
https://doi.org/10.1177/0031721716666051
https://doi.org/10.1177/8756870519860514
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687050902800102
https://doi.org/10.1177/875687051403300403
https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325040250040401
https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/0YCZO3


through focused innovative policy initiatives (e.g., rural or urban workforce support). Policymakers should consider the success of these strategies in

future legislative decisions and funding allocations.

             Some studies intentionally focused on speci�c participants (e.g. Black males) to better understand their experiences of enrolling in a teacher

preparation program. This insight is valuable and should be replicated across other underrepresented groups within the workforce (I.E. Hispanic,

American Indian). This could provide further evidence of generalization across groups of individuals, while also providing context of the uniqueness of

each group. Additionally, quantitative researchers could compare groups of individuals to better understand the e�ect of a strategy or factor on a speci�c

population, rather than the generalized whole sample.

        Current teacher preparation programs should collect, manage, and report longitudinal data on the impact of their recruitment plans. A comprehensive

understanding of the vast number of programs and their unique characteristics could lead to the development of an overall blueprint for future programs.

For example, Grow-your-own programs are commonly pushed as one solution to teacher shortage. However, a blueprint for the design and programming

does not exist.

Limitations

            While this study focused on special education teachers, there are additional concerns about the sta�ng of additional professionals that work with

students with disabilities. For example, there are shortages of school psychologists, social workers, and related service providers. Although there is

potential for crossover in these �ndings, these strategies cannot be further applied outside of special education teachers. Although IOA data was completed

for this systematic review, one researcher was responsible for completing the review. Due to this, there is potential for researcher bias and subjectivity. 

        There are no standard quality indicators for reporting program descriptions. The researcher used a combination of components from the qualitative

and quantitative indicators to assess these programs. It should be noted that this measure of quality indicator had not been validated through use prior to

this review.

Conclusion

        The systematic literature review proposed is not only essential for the next generation of teacher preparation, but for the current ongoing crisis that is

occurring in our schools. Students need teachers. More speci�cally, students with disabilities need stability. The current scenarios playing out in our school

divisions do not o�er schools nor students stability. The �ndings from this study o�er opportunities to recruit future teachers into the special education

workforce. Ensuring that our future students have opportunities early to have experiences with individuals with disabilities may lead them into this �eld of

work. Stakeholders must invest in the future of the special education workforce through targeted recruitment, �exible programming, and �nancial

support. By focusing on methods for recruiting and attracting future special education teachers into the �eld, this portion of the teacher pipeline can be

stabilized. However, there are additional factors that may need to be considered by all stakeholders making future teacher workforce decisions around the

preparation and retention of the workforce.
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Outcome
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Program
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Financial

Support
Experience

Flexible

Programming

Targ
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(Burbank et al.,

2009)
Y N N Paraprofessionals N Y N Y Y Y N N N

(Coulter,

2004)
N N Y

Undergraduate

and Graduate

Students

N N N Y N N Y N N

(DeSutter &

LeMire 2016)

N Y N Undergraduate

Students

Y Y N N N N Y N N
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(Jameson et

al., 2019)
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Y Y N N N Y N N Y

(Larwood,

2005)
N N Y PST N N N Y Y N N N N

(Lawson &

Firestone,

2018)

Y N N Undergraduate

Students

Y N Y Y N N Y N N
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(Mamlin &
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2020)
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(Prater et al.,
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Y N N

Graduate
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Table 1. Literature Review Matrix, Included Studies

*SET = Special Education Teacher, 

**PST = Preservice Teacher
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