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There is a dearth of research on private special education schools.  This exploratory study uses focus group research to look closer at the instructional experience in private special education schools and to identify perceptions of novice private special education teachers on what educational supports are needed for students to succeed and what instructional supports are needed for teachers to be effective. Transcripts of the focus group session were submitted to content analysis and revealed six themes: four themes describe teaching concerns, one theme describes the kinds of supports provided for novice teachers in the private special education schools, and one theme presents recommendations for how the teacher preparation program can be more supportive of private special education teachers.

A vast network of school options has been established throughout the USA to meet the diverse needs of students eligible for special education services.  Private special education environments, referred to as non-public schools in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA; 1998), are considered to be at the more restrictive end of the placement continuum (Association of School & Agencies for the Handicapped, 2003). Non-public schools segregate special education students from their non special education peers. The schools tend to be narrowly focused and typically enroll students with specific disabilities such as serious emotional disturbance, severe learning disabilities, multiple disabilities, and mental retardation.  They include both day and residential institutions and offer intensive programs with highly specialized services such as counseling, tutoring, or behavior management needed for children who cannot be served by their local school districts.  More than 100,000 students with special education needs attend non-public schools according to U.S. Department of Education figures (Fox, 1999).  In New Jersey, more than 10,000 children go to such schools with tuition costs running as high as $50,000 per child, and in some cases costing above $100,000 (N.J.Orders Cost Cuts, 2001).  The national average for day tuition at a non-public school is $22,000 and $60,000 for residential tuition (Fox, 1999).

There is a paucity of research on non-public special education schools but published reports tend to be critical of such schools due to insufficient standards for certification and lack of accountability for educational outcomes (Parrish, Graczewski, Stewart-Teitelbaum, & Van Dyke, 2002).  State education departments often have failed to properly screen school owners and monitor schools to ensure that students are making appropriate educational progress.  In Florida, where the McKay Scholarship program allows Florida parents to use scholarships to enroll their disabled children in a private school of their choice (i.e., schools that may or may not be designed specifically for those with disabilities), there are no background checks or finger printing of school owners, schools are not required to participate in the statewide assessment program, and there is no system in place to confirm enrollment on an ongoing basis.  One published report disclosed that some Florida private schools and service providers continued to receive money from the state after students with disabilities had withdrawn from the program (Fla. Panel, 2003).  It is the intent of this exploratory study to look closer at the instructional experience in non-public special education schools and identify perceptions of novice non-public school teachers on what educational supports are needed for students to succeed and what instructional supports are needed for teachers to be effective.

In California, where the largest number of students attend non-public schools (Fox, 1999), new state legislation developed by California Youth Connection, a foster youth advocacy organization, focuses specifically on the standards for quality of education and accountability to students at non-public schools (Education: Foster Youth & Special Education Students; 2004).  The new legislation, which took effect January 2005, ensures that students who attend non-public schools have access to standards-based core curriculum and instructional materials, that these schools conduct regular state and local assessment or alternate assessment of students’ academic progress; and that the non-public schools complete an annual School Accountability Report Card.   

Legislators also wanted to ensure that all instructional staff at the non-public school possess valid teaching credentials.  In California, although public schools are required to have credentialed teachers for every class, non-public schools can obtain certification if they employ just one credentialed teacher (regardless of the total number of students served; Parrish et al., 2002).  This means that most teachers employed in the non-public schools have little or no teaching preparation yet are assigned instructional responsibility for students with the most challenging and complex needs.  

Research has shown that uncertified teachers are ill equipped and lack preparation in curriculum, pedagogy, and learning theory to manage the daily demands of teaching students with severe disabilities (Burstein & Sears, 1998).  Zetlin and Kimm’s (2003) study of supports provided to non-credentialed teachers found that only a minimum of on-site teaching supports are made available in the school setting to guide the inexperienced teacher through the school day.  Most teachers questioned reported significant challenges and stress, and indicated feeling exhausted, overwhelmed, and frustrated (p.58).

Special education is consistently identified as one of the areas of greatest teacher shortage in the nation.  The severe special educator shortage in California has led to few certified teachers being available for employment in non-public schools.  As a result, many non-public schools, by necessity, must hire not-fully-credentialed teachers to assume full teaching responsibility.  To address the teacher shortage, California universities have established alternative certification or university intern programs that provide on-the-job training coupled with intensive professional development to accelerate teacher certification (Karge, Lasky, McCabe, & Robbs, 1995).  Credential candidates receive support for their day to day teaching while they attend evening and weekend classes and/or summer sessions to complete state-mandated credential requirements.  

At California State University, Los Angeles (CSULA), approximately 10 percent of credential candidates enrolled in the university intern program are full-time teachers in non-public schools. This study brings together teachers who are currently employed or previously have worked in non-public school settings to identify and discuss the unique challenges of teaching in a non-public special education school and how the university intern program can better support and prepare special education teachers for working with students with highly specialized needs in a restrictive setting.   

A focus group was conducted with eight participants who have taught in non-public schools and who are enrolled in or recently completed the special education teacher credential program. The intent of focus group methodology is to allow new ideas to emerge more easily through the interactions and free-flowing discussions among participants (Krueger, 1994).   The main intent of the study was to solicit from novice teachers their input on ways in which the teacher preparation program could provide supports and structures to help them become more effective teachers in the non-public school setting.

Method

In July 2004, a focus group session was conducted on the campus of CSULA.  A list was constructed of those candidates enrolled in the special education intern program who were employed in a non-public school, and invitations were sent to all to attend a focus group discussion.  In total, 16 teachers were invited to participate and 8 teachers agreed to attend the session.  Six were enrolled in the special education credential program and two were enrolled in the special education masters program at CSULA (i.e., they recently completed the credential program).  All had at least three years teaching experience.  Six participants were currently teaching in a non-public school and two had taught in a non-public school for at least two years before switching to teaching in a public school.  All had been teachers in the non-public school while fulfilling the requirements for the special education teaching credential.  The eight who declined to participate either had a class the night of the meeting or too much school-related work to attend the session, were on vacation, or had not taught in a non-public school setting for a number of years.

The focus group session was facilitated by the authors, both professors of education with experience in conducting focus groups and known by the participants.  The session was held in a university classroom and lasted approximately two and a half hours. The discussion was tape recorded and then transcribed.  Before beginning the discussion, the participants were asked to complete a 30-item survey which asked for demographic information about the non-public schools in which they taught.  During the discussion, a series of questions were asked to solicit participants’ perspectives on whether their school provides a quality educational experience for students, whether they have appropriate instructional resources and materials at the school to support their teaching, the kinds of support that are available at the school for academically and behaviorally challenging students, the kinds of coordination that exist between the residential and school units, the kinds of support that exist at the school to help not-fully-credentialed teachers, and lastly, in what ways the credentialing program can be strengthened to be more supportive to teachers at non-public schools. 

Results

Survey Data

First, we tabulated the survey data of participants’ responses to questions about the non-public schools in which they worked.  The eight non-public schools varied in terms of age and type of students served and size of student population.  Six schools had residential units, two were day schools.  Tuition ranged from $20,000 to over $40,000 per year depending on the types of related services required by students.  In the schools with residential units, the degree of coordination between school and residential staff ranged from 2 to 4 on a 4-point likert scale (i.e., 1 = minimal support to 4 = regular/often coordination; mean =2.9). In terms of instructional resources, all schools had VCRs and CD/DVD equipment available; all had at least one computer in every classroom; seven had computer labs; and three had school libraries.  Only two of the schools had enough textbooks for each student but six of the eight schools had textbooks that were developmentally appropriate for students and were aligned with state standards.  All schools participated in statewide testing, although some students were exempt from testing if specified on their Individual Education Programs (IEPs).  All schools offered counseling as a related service, five offered occupational therapy.  All eight schools offered dual enrollment when students were ready to transition to the public school, six schools had tutoring available for students who needed supplemental assistance, five offered career counseling, and four offered college counseling.  Of the seven schools serving high school students, all offered independent living programs, four offered extracurricular activities such as intramural sports (competing with teams from other non-public schools), school newspaper, and student council, and four provided preparation for the California High School Exit Exam.  None offered Advanced Placement high school classes. 

Regarding support for teachers, considering that these were not-fully-certified teachers entrusted with students with the most difficult special education needs, minimal support was made available.   Five schools offered staff development workshops monthly, two met with teachers twice a month, and one held in-service workshops only 2 or 3 times during the school year.  On a 4 point likert

Table 1

Demographics of Non-Public Schools

	Number of students


	Grade levels
	Types of disabilities
	Residential or day school
	Degree of coordination between school and home staff
	Percent in foster care
	Number of teachers
	Number of teachers with credentials
	Number of students per class

	75
	Prek-8th
	LD, ED, MMR
	Residential
	2.5
	95%
	10
	5
	8-12

	108
	k-12th
	LD, ED, MMR, Autism, OHI
	Day
	NA
	40%
	12
	1
	12

	60
	7th-12th
	LD, ED, MMR, OHI
	Residential
	2
	45%
	4
	1
	12

	100
	3rd-12th
	LD, ED
	Residential
	4
	30%
	14
	7
	8-12

	115
	1st-12th
	LD, ED, Asperger
	Day
	NA
	0
	20
	10
	10-13

	45
	8th-12th
	LD, ED
	Residential
	3
	40%
	3
	1
	14

	200
	7th-12th
	LD, ED
	Residential
	4
	70%
	50
	15
	4-8

	75
	2nd-12th
	ED
	Residential
	2
	85%
	7
	4
	12


scale (1 = almost no support to 4 feeling very supported), teachers rated their level of support from 1 to 4 (mean = 2.4).  All eight participants felt they needed more support particularly in the areas of instructing students with serious emotional disturbances and the more intractable learning disabilities, selecting appropriate teaching materials, instructing older students with very low basic skills especially in reading, identifying creative ways to handle misbehavior, implementing behavior contracts, and writing IEPs.

Focus Group Data

Next, we performed content analysis of the transcription of the focus group discussion so that patterns explaining regularities between responses became apparent (Johnson & LaMontagne, 1993; Roper & Shapira, 2000).  The two authors independently reviewed the transcripts and sorted participant responses according to tentative themes that emerged from the data and were relevant to educational issues and supports referred to in the teacher development literature (Darling-Hammond, 2000). There was agreement on 94% of the codes assigned to responses.  For those responses where there was disagreement, the authors met to discuss the most suitable code for the response. The themes were refined until all entries fit into a total of six overarching themes: four themes describe teaching concerns; one theme describes the kinds of supports provided for novice teachers in the non-public schools; and one theme presents recommendations for how the credential program can be more supportive of non-public school teachers.   To test the validity of the themes, we sent a detailed description of the six themes to the focus group participants to solicit their perceptions on whether the themes captured the issues and concerns of the participants and accurately reflected the discussion.  There appeared to be total agreement that the six themes indeed represented what ensued during the focus group session. Each theme is discussed in detail below. 

Teaching Concerns

High Turnover and Absence Rates. A major factor affecting teaching in the non-public school is the high level of mobility of students in classes.  Over the course of a school year, 50 percent or more of students come and go.  One teacher stated, I started off the semester in February with 12 students and within 2 weeks, 5 of them went home to their parents or went to different places and I had 3 new students come in and 1 already left.  The short-term enrollment of students means that teachers remain unfamiliar with the academic and behavioral needs of these youths and that students do not stay long enough for skills and behavior to improve.  

Another serious and related problem interfering with teaching and learning is the high rate of absenteeism of students.  In many non-public schools, a large number of students are involved with the foster care or probation systems.  These youths regularly miss class due to social worker or probation officer visits, court dates, off campus medical appointments, counseling and therapy, etc.  One participant remarked, We were going to keep a tally of the hours that they missed.  We haven’t done that yet, but there is so much away time that it is unbelievable.  Also absent are those students whose maladaptive/ defiant behavior is the reason for their placement in the non-public school. The suspensions and truancy that were responsible for their lack of success in other school settings continue in the non-public school.  

The high turnover rate of students makes teaching a challenge as does maintaining an adequate and appropriate supply of textbooks for students who come and go.  Textbooks often are not turned in as students move to other placements and schools.  Some textbooks are returned filled with gang graffiti and tagging symbols; others have answers to chapter questions written in the book.  Also problematic is trying to provide textbooks for the continuous stream of new enrollees at the various grade levels.  As one teacher noted, We definitely don’t have enough textbooks but it’s hard …there is such a high rate of turnover, you can never guess at the beginning of the year how many kids there will be in one particular class, so even though you are buying new books every year, there is always going to be the shortages.  One strategy that some teachers have adopted is to order copies of textbooks at each grade level and duplicate the appropriate chapters for students to work on in class and at home or in the residential units.  In this way, teachers avoid the defacing of texts and ensure that they have appropriate written material for every subject that is taught and for each grade level.

Multi-Grade Classrooms and Curricula Challenge. Although the participants reported that class sizes are small, they typically have to contend with classes that span multiple grades and require all subjects to be taught in one classroom. As novice teachers, they feel challenged to plan for multiple grade levels and subject areas and to adapt materials and instruction according to the various levels and abilities of their students.  They are worried about how to meet grade level standards when they teach students in older grades who have minimum basic skills.  Most feel unsupported in figuring this out, as one participant noted, I find it frustrating that the school will hire young non credentialed teachers and not give you any guidance.  How am I held accountable when a situation arises and I didn’t know how to handle it…I know that I have the IEPs, I know I have goals, what else are we supposed to teach?  What’s going on? It’s just totally random, it’s just totally up to me.  On the other hand, a few participants noted both the flexibility of the education program at their non-public school and how helpful colleagues were in planning for individual student needs.  One school invested in the complete SRA reading series (SRA/McGraw Hill, 2004) and training for teachers so that elementary and middle school students are given the opportunity to make substantial gains in reading.  Another teacher described, I have a close-to-18 year old student who came into our classes at the half year point and clearly couldn’t do the Algebra.  So I said ‘okay, let me work with him.’  He has difficulty -- he can’t systematically do his multiplication tables, sometimes he can do some.  And so what we did was that we designed a separate basically one on one program for him.
The facility itself is a problem at the smaller non-public schools.  Because of limited space, there are no science labs, computer labs, libraries, recreational fields.  The compact school site limits how teachers can work creatively with students, as one participant described, A lot of kinesthetic and hands-on learning that I would like to put into play cannot really be done effectively because we do not have laboratories, a green house, rooms and spaces to do things that typically, I think, that a core curriculum might include.  The participants also recognized that what students need most is more time in the classroom to learn just the basics, let alone the whole curriculum.  Students cannot be relied on to do homework assignments (although this is less of a problem when there is a residential unit and staff follow-up) so all lessons and related readings have to be completed in class. 

For those highly mobile students, an additional challenge is that school records and transcripts too often do not accompany the student at the time of enrollment.  For the school and teacher, this means, there is no evidence of what core courses the student has had, what skills they have developed or are lacking in a subject area, and whether they are going to graduate on time.  One teacher explained, …I had two students who came in January, and they are, well one is from this state and one is from another state and they both said that they completed Algebra 2 and both of them didn’t know how to multiply or divide double digits, and they were both getting ready to graduate and they were both told they were going to graduate with a high school diploma so I had to sit down and tell them they are not. 

Behavior Challenges. The greatest challenge of teaching in the non-public school is managing the maladaptive behaviors of many students.  The consensus among participants was as one teacher noted, A lot of time is being taken up in helping students deal with their behaviors that often take instructional minutes away.   A number of students enrolled in the non-public schools are emotionally disturbed and placed there because they display violent and predatory-like behaviors.  The teachers told of students who are defiant to authority, aggressive to staff and classmates, and easily set off with the teacher often as the target.  As one teacher described, I have kids who start fires, I have kids who are sexually aggressive and assertive, I have been cut at my school, I have been spit on…I was hit in the face with a basketball at close range….  

There is variation in how the eight non-public schools address discipline and behavior management.  All participants received Professional Assault Response Training (PART) on how to intervene with a violent student who is trying to harm him/herself or others (MTU Training Concepts, 2002.)  The better non-public schools have campus-wide behavior programs that involve quiet zones, an earned point system, and a behavior team for difficult cases.  In these settings, a systematic behavior plan is activated when a child’s behavior is aberrant which may include loss of points, loss of privileges, counseling by the Dean, and/or convening a team meeting with all involved parties.  In general, suspensions are discouraged since the goal is to keep the student in class and learning.  Schools with extremely violent students have on-call behavior team members with walkie-talkies who can intervene immediately when a situation gets out of hand.  In some instances, police are brought on campus as well.  

Behavior can be managed more easily when there is good communication between teachers and parents/caregivers/residential staff.  One teacher reported that the school and residential staff at his school exchange information daily regarding students’ behavior.  …At the end of the day I could say, ‘we had a problem with so and so today, he seemed very quiet today in his classes, here is what happened,’ or at the beginning of the day they (dorm staff) can be, ‘oh, we had a problem with him this morning so keep your eye out or he has been talking about running away’ or things like that.  So I think that is really good to have that kind of daily contact and to know that we can call them if we do have a problem and we want them to counsel about it.  At this same school, a Treatment Team Meeting is held for each student every two months involving all relevant staff (i.e., dorm social worker, teacher, therapists) to discuss the student’s progress and continued needs.  

Not all participants agreed with how their schools handle difficult behavior.  One teacher was concerned that her non-public school’s strategy is to tell the student to find another school to attend.  She is currently dealing with a 10 year old boy who is suicidal.  Rather than develop a plan for treating the child, the school has asked him to transfer out.  The school districts that place students in the non-public schools appear to have limited input in how individual students are managed.  Typically once placed, contact between the district and non-public school involves attendance at IEP meetings and conducting assessments.  

A big concern of some participants is that their non-public schools are being run more like businesses than learning institutions.   These participants were troubled that to keep attendance numbers high (i.e., schools receive funds based on daily attendance rates), discipline policies are being relaxed and fewer specialists are available to intercede.  Fewer students are being suspended and expelled, and consequences for truly disruptive behaviors have no teeth.  Teachers are discouraged from using PART since there are risks involved and dorm staff have been instructed to be less punitive in the residential units.  One teacher said, …but some of these kids, there’s hardly any way to control them now, so they are just allowed to say rude things, to do pretty much anything they want, and if they decide to AWOL….you can’t really do anything.  There are fewer and fewer options.…right now they are much more rewarding the kids to get them to attend school than any other thing.
Challenges of Students in Foster Care or Probation.  A sizable percentage of the populations in the non-public schools are youth in the foster care or probation systems.   These students--many of whom are extremely angry and aggressive--present some unique challenges to their teachers who feel unsupported.  As one teacher described, I had one kid who, you know, was a great kid when you talk to him, but his father was in jail for capital murder, his brother was in jail for life for murder, and one day, he was going after a student and I grabbed his arm, and two teachers behind me, we all three had to restrain him from hitting another student….a half hour later he walked down the street to call 911 to press charges on me for grabbing his arm for when he was doing it.  And it’s hard because he’s a child…he was on probation.  Another participant described, We had a student--a foster kid--last week who set another child’s hair on fire and nothing was done to him when he went and pushed a staff the next day.  The staff had to go and press charges to get him out and when you are looking at that it’s extremely difficulty.

Participants recognized that when they work with students in foster care, they have to deal with an emotional component.  Working with them you have to understand that there’s always going to be part of their education that’s dictated by their emotional state—what they are thinking about, whether maybe they are thinking about their past trauma and whatever else.  Teachers also have to contend with a type of learned helplessness that many foster youth experience.  Because these youngsters are in out-of-home care, they are monitored all the time.  As one teacher noted, you can’t tell them to walk down the hall just to make a photocopy alone.  They develop or they don’t develop certain basic skills, certain survival skills because they don’t have to. Somebody is always picking them up, driving them somewhere, planning their lives, and you know, their schedule is wall to wall.  There is not a free minute. 

Some foster youth in non-public schools with residential units do not have homes to go to.  Some have foster families who do not want them for the holidays or when the family goes on vacation.  The foster families may not know the child very well, may not have a strong education as a priority, and placements may change often.  High parental turnover makes it difficult for teachers to build rapport with the families so teachers cannot rely on family support for homework and discipline.  Lack of family involvement also is a problem when the IEP needs to be signed.  If parental education rights have not been limited by the court and a parent cannot be located to sign the IEP, then the non-public school identifies a parent surrogate to sign the IEP (i.e., IDEA requires the local education agency to assign a surrogate parent if the child has no parent, the parent cannot be located, or parental rights have been limited; 1998).  Often this is problematic because these volunteers are unfamiliar with the child and his/her learning needs.  Few surrogates attend the IEP meeting and review the student’s records.  Most limit their involvement to reading and signing the IEP.

When foster or probation youth live in group homes, proprietary items are a big issue (i.e., school property such as textbooks, calculators).   That means that every single thing that is sent from school with a kid is at risk for being destroyed, damaged, or just plain stolen.  Schools also have regulations as to what personal items students may and may not have in school.  Nonetheless, some group home youth insist on bringing to school their highly valued Game Boys, Walkmans, Watchmans, pagers, and cell phones.  Also problematic is contacting group home and foster families about when youths who take psychotropic medication – anti-depressant or anti-psychotic medication, for example -- should be administered their medication.  As one teacher explained, Some of these anti-psychotic medications, they [the youth] only have a certain hour of clarity, they have a window, a period of clarity, before they can’t function to do what you’d like them to do.  The level of cooperation you have about that, when you explain the kid will need to have clarity in order to do this, can you try to medicate them after work toward dinner….

Participants complained of having difficulty contacting the social workers and probation officers of their students.  Some teachers experienced agency workers who appeared unconcerned about school; others had no understanding about special education and the non-public school system and challenged decisions made by the school.  One participant described a situation in which two 18 year old students had accumulated too few credits to graduate.  So the social workers come in and they were like, well why not?...and now you have to fight somebody that is supposed to be working with you in front of the child.

Non-Public School Support for Not-Fully-Credential Teachers

The non-public schools have instituted a number of incentives to attract teachers to the school.  In recognition that many of these teachers are non-certified, they offer forgivable loan programs that provide total or partial reimbursement for tuition and books.  These loans are forgiven if the teacher remains at the school for a period of time after the credential is completed.  Some schools allow the teacher to leave early on weekdays that they are scheduled to attend university classes.  Many administrators provide the novice teachers with close supervisory support and, since a number of teachers and aides are enrolled in university programs, as one teacher described, it’s a climate of people who are going to school, it’s just a lot of people going to school, it’s almost a culture.

Given that the non-public schools are special education settings, all in-services and trainings are oriented toward the needs of the special education teacher.  Teaching assistants generally are included in the trainings.  Supervisors and administrators have special education backgrounds and when they observe and evaluate the teachers, their feedback tends to be helpful and well informed.  Participants who are now teaching in public schools described how different it is for them in their current school setting.  There are only one or two other special education teachers with whom to collaborate, staff development usually pertains to general education topics and excludes teaching assistants, and supervisors who observe their classrooms typically have general education backgrounds.  

Not all participants feel supported at their non-public school sites.  One teacher complained, Yeah, we have trainers all the time, but they are kind of inconsistent, you know, sometimes it would be like weekly and it would be on the same topic that you had month after month because the staff turnover is so frequent, and there are other topics that never get touched upon or you just might not have it.  There also is the sense that because of tight budgets at the non-public school, there are fewer of the kinds of specialists who could guide these untrained teachers in better planning for the highly specialized learning and behavior needs of their students.  

Recommendations for Teacher Preparation Programs

Because these teachers have little or no preparation when they assume teaching responsibilities, they want a much stronger introduction to curricula and standards based lesson planning.  They teach students in multi-grade classrooms and want to know about curricular expectations for each grade level and subject area.  They also want the credential program to require that credential candidates be required to conduct classroom observations at a variety of school sites.  This would give candidates who are already teaching in nonpublic school settings the opportunity to observe in public school settings and to see how experienced teachers instruct and manage students with less severe disabilities. 

While recognizing that the non-public school is a unique setting, a big concern of participants is that the credential program is focused on preparing special educators for teaching students with specific learning disabilities or mental retardation.  Moreover, credential classes are geared more toward the elementary level learner.  Little university time is spent exposing credential candidates to the kinds of significant learning and behavioral challenges that teachers in non-public schools experience.  For example, they want classes that will better inform them about how to teach emerging reading and math skills to 17 and 18 year olds, how to manage behavior of very angry and aggressive middle and secondary students, how to work with students with schizophrenia, what resources are available for the mental health needs of their students, etc. 

Participants also want their classmates who teach in public schools to know more about non-public school settings.  They believe that public school teachers should do observations in non-public schools.  As one teacher stated, It would be worthwhile to introduce the system to everybody, to let everyone know that these places even exist.  Let them know how many kids are served by these places because I didn’t even know that this even existed and I still don’t really know how many kids are in this quiet system that no one really wants to talk about. 

Discussion

Participants in the focus group have shared their insights into the challenges of teaching at non-public special education schools.  They described settings in which there are variations in the quality of education provided and the kinds of supports made available to students and teachers alike.  Many teachers at the non-public schools enter the classroom with little or no preparation yet are expected to develop and deliver a sound education program for the most complex and severe special education students.  

In their classes sit students who have had little success in the public school and bring the effects of repeated school failure to the untrained teacher.  Many of the students are older and have very low basic skills, anti-school attitudes, and serious emotional and behavioral problems.  The student population is highly mobile and large numbers, because of involvement with the foster care or probation system, miss class frequently for various meetings and appointments.       

To be successful in the non-public school environment requires very specialized skills.  These untrained teachers recognize what their needs are but have not found the support and preparation required to succeed at either the school or university.  Although some non-public schools have created learning communities for their not-fully-credentialed teachers, others have fallen short of providing the professional assistance needed to increase their teachers’ skills and competence.  The university program was developed specifically for teachers who are learning while on-the job--to support them in their day-to-day interactions with students as they build their capacity as teachers.  However, we have not fully succeeded in addressing the needs of teachers in non-public school settings.  The university must do more to help these teachers develop strategies for working in classrooms with high turnover rates of students and high absenteeism.  When individualized planning and differentiated instruction are introduced, we must include strategies for working with students at the extreme.  We need to be more inclusive in our credential courses so that candidates learn methods for teaching and managing the behavior of students with all kinds of special education needs including those with emotional disturbance and social maladjustment. 

Education is the best hope for future prosperity.  Investments in education are the most effective means to deter crime, lower incarceration rates, and reduce poverty and unemployment (Noguera, 2002).  We need to give these most challenging students in non-public schools a chance to succeed.  We need to ensure that their teachers are supported and prepared to work with them in the best ways that we know.  These teachers want to be successful.  They are dedicated and have taken up the challenge to help these most needy and complex students develop the skills and capacity to be productive adults.  The words of one participant best expresses the hope and commitment they have, I think a lot of our students actually do get a much higher quality of education than they were receiving at a public school setting.  Our class sizes are four to eight students.  They all get personal attention, and I know that I personally will sit down with students—they can come after school, they can come at lunch time--and I will help them.  I will tutor them with whatever they need, even students that are not in my classes….And I think that for a lot of our students it’s the first time that they are able in a long time, anyway, to integrate themselves into a classroom setting and actually be able to learn.  And how many times I’ve heard kids say that when they get an A on a quiz, and say, I haven’t got an A on test in my life, and they earned it and they did a good job with it.   
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