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The current educational environment presents legislative, ethical, and moral imperatives stating that all children shall have an equal and equitable opportunity to learn. It would appear impractical, if not impossible for these goals to be attained if contemporary school leaders lack the experience or knowledge necessary to understand the needs and demands of students with unique learning needs and the special programs designed to serve these needs. Training programs and/or professional development activities should be providing presentation and knowledge development specifically in the area of special programs and special populations. At this juncture the question arises as to what the immediate stakeholders believe is necessary for building level leaders to know, understand, and be able to do regarding this student population.  The subsequent study and analyses resolved to respond to these questions in order to better address the unique needs of student with disabilities and the programs designed to provide for those needs.

Introduction to the Problem

The current educational environment is one of legislative, ethical, and moral imperatives stating that all children shall have an equal and equitable opportunity to learn. It would appear impractical, if not impossible for these goals to be attained if school leaders lack the experience or knowledge necessary to understand the needs and demands of students with unique learning needs and the special programs designed to serve these needs.  Training programs and/or professional development activities must ensure presentation and knowledge development specifically in the area of special programs and special populations.

Theoretical Framework Design

At the beginning of a special programs course in an educational administration class, it became abundantly clear that terms and behaviors referenced in the lecture and readings were unfamiliar to the graduate level students.  Since these individuals were primarily practicing classroom teachers, the majority of whom had indicated teaching experience of at least five years or more, a significant concern arose regarding this apparent lack of understanding relative to inclusionary education and special education protocol.  Informal inquiry elicited descriptive information that a dismal sixty-eight percent (68%) of these experienced teachers had never engaged in an Individualized Education Program of a student.  Nor had a majority of these teachers (72%) actually reviewed the IEP’s for each student receiving direct instruction in the respective teachers’ classes.  Furthermore, many of these prospective building level leaders had little or no interaction with the special needs administrator nor special program teacher at the level of direct oversight regarding implementation of individual student educational goals, objectives, and course modifications.  For a practicing classroom educator or for an aspiring administrator, these situations were unacceptable.  This lack of interface directly impacted the potential educational success of students in the teacher’s traditional classes.  Furthermore, their inability to recognize the importance for such interaction was unacceptable for these future leaders who would accept the responsibility for ensuring the implementation of their students’ IEPs.  A second anecdotal experience in a different state and university yielded similar results with even higher numbers.  Based on this initial information with both anecdotal and descriptive data, a summary review of the literature was initiated to determine gain an expanded view of this issue.

Currently, public education is under careful scrutiny reviewing several imperatives encompassing ethical, legal, and moral issues.  The overwhelming demand from the general public and the resultant legislative initiatives stipulate that all children must be provided an equal and equitable opportunity to learn.  Yet, as noted previously, this goal seems impossible to attain if educational leaders are not adequately prepared to address the inherent issues of special education and special populations.  The research consistently shows that educators and families hold a strong expectancy that educational leaders have competence, knowledge, and ability to incorporate highly effective special education programs into the traditional educational program (Lake & Billingsley, 2000; Lange & Lehr, 2000; Seery, Davis, & Johnson, 2000; Tulbert, l999). Furthermore, research (Behar-Horenstein & Ornstein, l996; Lowe, 2000; Osborne, DiMiatta, & Curan, l993; Seery, Davis, & Johnson, 2000) has repeatedly substantiated the urgent need for educational leaders who are capable of coping with diverse populations and an ever-increasing range of educational needs.  These skills are vital if schools are to ensure a successful learning experience for all students, especially those students with exceptionalities.  Lowe and Brigham (2000) specifically cited that the principal’s attitude toward special education was a major factor in the efficacy of the overall special needs services provided students.  These authors further surmised that the principal’s ability to supervise and implement all instructional programs would directly influence the overall quality of student learning as well as substantially impact the district’s legal liabilities.  

Addressing need for both general understanding and specific expertise in the domain of students’ and special learning needs, three specific areas of significance were noted in the literature (Villa, Thousand, Nevin, Malgeri, l996; Welch, l998; Osborne, DiMattia, & Curan, l993).  These included a) the  ability to engage in collaborative partnerships, b) to develop collegial relationships between special and regular educators, and c) to support family involvement in the learning programs of students.  It may be surmised that experts in the field believe that it is imperative for contemporary educational leaders to have a competent understanding of the special learning needs, instructional processes, and legal applications of the special programs arena.  Without these competencies, there is significantly reduced possibility that National Goals Three and Six will be attained.  (Goal Three – All students leaving grades 4, 8, and l2 having demonstrated competency; and Goal Six – Every adult American will be literate.)  There is a growing need for instructional leaders to hold or acquire the skills necessary to supervise, implement, and evaluate all programs within their realm of responsibility.  Yet, without adequate preparation, exposure, or formal training of some type, building level leaders are at a great disadvantage in serving special needs students and in meeting the mandated requirements for special populations. 

Additional information provided by Weishaar and Borsa (2001) suggested that one of the major problems standing in the way of  effective and collaborative administration of special programs (p. ix) was a lack of training in shared problem solving. Other areas of difficulty focused on understanding the systematic nature of school districts and the need to form a community of administrators who would be lifelong learners in the area of special programs (p. ix).  In the same vein Sage and Burrell (l994) identified six primary factors that comprised the special education configuration and effective leadership skills.  General areas for these six areas included a) terminology, b) philosophical issues related to special education, c) historical competence of a district in working with special needs population, d) local traditions, e) legal foundations, and f) fiscal issues and the often attendant constraints.  These areas became the foundation for the subsequent investigation into the knowledge base held by pre-service and practicing school leaders relative to special needs students and special populations.

Statement of the Problem

When discussing the issues of special needs students, the programs designed to serve those students, and the legislative initiatives mandating extensive reports on student progress, the onus of responsibility is placed directly in the hands of building level principals and special education administrators.  Yet, research and anecdotal data indicate that building level administrators may not have the experience base or practical knowledge to adequately meet these requirements.  Nor do building level leaders and special education administrators traditionally receive combined training in how to implement these shared responsibilities.  It has been suggested that training programs, professional development curriculum, and field-based learning opportunities should be provided for the aspiring and practicing principal to address the complex and fluid processes associated with special programs and students with specific learning needs (Johnson, 2003).   In order to design appropriate learning opportunities, it would be extremely beneficial if a base-line pattern of experiences, skill sets, and/or responsibilities were to be clearly defined.  Identifying this definitive pattern of essential responsibilities and attendant expertise benefit all stakeholders involved in the educational program of students with special learning needs.  Therefore, the problem addressed by this research was to identify the perspectives of special education administrators as compared to perceptions of beginning building level administrators from the standpoint of special needs students and special populations. 

Purpose of the Study

As stated, the primary research focus guiding this study was to determine at what level a training program should begin in order to provide substantive support for special education administrators and building level school leaders.  A second research focus was to identify and clarify the expectations held by building level administrators and special education directors regarding the special education process.  The underlying purpose of this study, therefore, was to begin identifying areas of need for beginning school principals in the domain of special education protocols and implementation of effective instructional programming for students with unique learning needs.  

The first premise underpinning this investigation was to begin design of a specific task analysis regarding:  a) What the principal believes the role of the special educational director should encompass with regard to service delivery and implementation for students with exceptionalities as required under state and federal law, and b) What the special education director believes the role of the principal should encompass with regard to service delivery and implementation for students with exceptionalities as required under state and federal law.  The second premise of the investigation was to determine the existing baseline knowledge of prospective school leaders and their practical exposure to these special education and inclusionary processes.  

The investigation reviewed the knowledge base from both the training arena and actual experience base utilizing training programs and an existing practitioner-base by integrating interviews, a researcher-constructed survey instrument, anecdotal data, and a compilation and statistical analyses of the summary data.

Methods 

Research Questions

Three open-ended questions were provided to the participants:  a) what are the responsibilities of the building level administrator regarding special needs students, special education, and special programs; b) what are the responsibilities of the special education administrator regarding special needs students, special education, and special programs, and; c) what is your level of knowledge, understanding, and competency in administrating these component parts as noted above?

Research Design:

The methodology used for this study was an initial preliminary investigation  applying the qualitative research inquiry.  Data were collected based on a summary literature base, structured interviews, and a researcher-constructed questionnaire.  As noted by Creswell (2002), the process focused on systematic inquiry established by practical experience.  The inquiry incorporated specifically designed questions to elicit full and comprehensive responses.  Triangulation of the data was used to ensure multiple perspectives of this issue incorporating the use of participants from various training institutions in multiple states.  Analyses were conducted with results presented and provided with simple descriptive statistics in order to provide clarity and immediate review for further study.

Population

A purposive sample was utilized with the obvious realization that a biased perspective would be possible within the selected sample.  The participant population included 146 Educational Leadership graduate level students and 34 special education administrators (practicing and/or in training with special education teaching experience).  The geographic locations were in three mid-western and/or southern states in suburban or urban settings. The convenience sample utilized the population enrolled in the universities’ graduate level educational leadership preparation programs.

Procedures

The participants were given 20 minutes to develop a written response (list and numerical notation of effectiveness levels) addressing the research questions. Upon receipt and review of the initial written responses, further insight was gained into the respondents’ perspectives by incorporating the focus group process where comments were recorded and transcribed into text data.  All written responses and transcribed notes were analyzed via detection of strands and patterns thereby developing a general sense of the information collected.  Final results were determineded by codifying the descriptions and identifying general themes.  Because of the nature of a mixed design study, final analyses of the data entailed a two-phase process: a) the first being the interpretative (qualitative) process, and b) the second focusing on a quantitative analysis.   

Results of the Initial Investigation

Analyses of the investigation yielded the following results.  Using both the principals’ responses and the special education administrators’ reactions, eight major areas of roles and responsibilities were identified.  While the qualitative data demonstrated several variations of the response, further analysis focused the general responses into the identified eight general areas.   Table One presents these component parts of the special education administration process and the respondents’ perspectives.  

Table 1

Roles And Responsibilities Of Building Level Principal
*Results Are Presented By Percentage Of Total Respondents
	Role/Resonsibility
	Aspiring Principals’ Responses 
 By Percentage
	Practicing Special Education Administrators’

Responses 

By Percentage
	Principals’

Numeric

Ranking
	Sp. Ed.

Administrators’

Numeric 

Ranking

	Financial considerations
	98
	78
	1
	4

	IEP meeting/parental interaction
	98
	95
	1
	3

	Compliance Assurance/Legal Compliance
	43
	75
	7
	5

	Discipline
	96
	98
	2
	2

	Policy/General oversight responsibilities
	84
	65
	3
	7

	Legal concerns
	95
	73
	3
	6

	Communication with Sp Ed Administrator/Coordinator
	80
	99
	4
	1

	Teacher Evaluations/Professional Develt
	78
	95
	5
	3


Aspiring building level principals indicated that their perceptions of the principal’s major responsibilities would include a) finances, b) discipline, and c) policy/legal issues.  In contrast, the special education administrators’ perspectives indicated that the principal’s primary role should focus upon a) communication with the sp. ed. administrator, b) discipline, and c) teacher evaluation and/or professional development issues.  Even a cursory review of Table One indicates that the only area indicative of fairly strong agreement is easily identified -- discipline.  From that point forward in Table One, specific areas for potential conflict become patently clear as related to effective administration of special needs programs.  A major area of concern for all schools is financial consideration.  When two professionals both believe they are responsible for efficient use of limited resources, there may be potential for divergence of opinion; combine that issue with the role responsibility differential addressing communication between special education administrator and principal ranked at level number four (4) for the principal and level number one (l) for the sp. ed. administrator respectively), and the prospect of discord grows quickly.  Furthermore, it is obvious than when conflicting opinions occur regarding resource allocation and communication is limited, or there is an unequal expectation of procedural communication, the administrative effectiveness level may be significantly diminished.  

This may, in turn, directly affect the areas of morale, climate, and instructional efficiency.  Additionally, the areas of policy and oversight, teacher evaluation and professional development also show incongruity in the responsibility levels and role delineation.  Quite simply, when studying concerns regarding teacher efficacy, a fundamental version of this issue may raise questions regarding just who is in charge of evaluation and professional training for classroom teachers, paraprofessionals, and all other personnel responsible for the implementation of students’ IEP’s.  Further emphasizing the concerns presented in the analyses were matters of policy and legal compliance.  When there is conflict between administrators regarding which party monitors and executes these processes, again, the potential for lack of implementation grows exponentially.  

General areas of responsibility noted periodically in both principals’ and sp. ed. administrators’ responses included communication with families, concern for classroom teachers’ time and understanding of disability areas, and instructional inclusionary processes.  Interestingly, these areas did not occur at a frequency rate equal to the primary eight items presented in Table One.

As in the previous review of information, the analysis for the data presented in Table Two included compiling a comprehensive list of comments, generalizing these into specific strands and patterns by use of synonyms and task classification by commonality.  Eight general areas of role/responsibility were identified for the special education administrator’s position.  

A summary review of Table Two portrays a very different graphic than Table One.  The areas of agreement are much greater in Table Two than in Table One between special education administrators and building level principals regarding roles and responsibilities of the special ed. Administrator.   Areas indicative of strong agreement include initial testing/evaluation/referral procedures, file compliance, core data (reporting processes), and procedural safeguards of all meetings and interactions relative to special needs students and programs.  Areas in close proximity for agreement included scheduling for programmatic and instructional purposes and legal issues in the areas of special programs or special needs students.  The two sections that indicated a high degree of discord, however, indicated a fairly high rate of disconnect.  These included programmatic budgetary issues and program/instructional oversight.  It appeared that the aspiring principals and the practicing special education administrators did not have a clear agreement or understanding regarding the actual oversight responsibilities for implementation of instructional programs nor, as previously noted, the budgetary and resource allocation processes.

Table 2

Roles and Responsibilities of

the Special Education Administrator

	Role/Responsibility
	Aspiring Principals’ Responses By %
	Practicing Special

Ed Administrators’

Responses by %
	Principals’

Numeric

Ranking
	Sp. Ed

. Administrators’

Numeric Ranking

	Initial testing/evaluation/

Referral Procedures
	97
	99
	1
	1

	Coordinates Programmatic/ 

Instructional Oversight
	72
	99
	5
	1

	File compliance

(Paperwork)
	98
	97
	2
	2

	Core Data Federal/state/local 

Reporting Requirements
	95
	93
	3
	3

	Budget Analysis/

Disbursement of Funding
	45
	93
	8
	3

	Procedural Safeguards of all meetings Re:  Special Needs/

Programs/Student Issues
	83
	82
	4
	4

	Scheduling/Coordination of all Activities related to Sp Program/Sp Needs Students
	61
	78
	6
	5

	Legal Issues
	56
	68
	7
	6


The data presented above were then compiled for the second research component.  This area addressed the aspiring principals’ knowledge levels for each identified criterion.  For each role/responsibility as distinguished by the aspiring principals and/or special education administrators, a descriptor was developed which demonstrated a skill or task obligation as identified in the open-ended response section and noted in the narrative/tables above.  Utilizing the self-reporting method, each item was rank ordered by understanding of and ability to effectively implement the skill, task, or responsibility in a traditional educational setting.  The total of respondents’ answers were calculated and then organized into a simple mean.   The results are presented in Table Three.

Table 3

Means of repsondents’ answers

	Descriptors:

Role/Responsibility/

Task Orientation 
	Self-reported Skill Level

Aspiring Principals
	Importance

of  Knowledge 

Aspiring Principals
	Importance

of Knowledge 

Special Education Administrators

	Financial considerations

Budget Analysis/

Disbursement of Funding
	3


	4
	4

	IEP meeting/parental interaction
	2
	3
	4

	Compliance Assurance/Legal Compliance
	2
	4
	5

	Discipline
	4
	4
	4

	Policy/General oversight responsibilities
	3
	4
	4

	Legal concerns/Legal issues
	2
	4
	5

	Communication with Special Education Administrator/Coordinator
	4
	3
	5

	Teacher Evaluations/Professional Development
	3
	3
	4

	Initial testing/evaluation/

Referral Procedures
	2
	3
	4

	Coordinates

Programmatic/Instructional

Oversight
	4
	3
	4

	File compliance

(Paperwork)
	2
	3
	5

	Core Data

Federal/state/local 

Reporting

Requirements
	3
	3
	5

	Procedural Safeguards of all meetings

Re:  Special Needs/

Programs/

Student Issues
	2
	3
	4

	Scheduling/Coordination of all Activities related to Special Program/Special Needs Students
	3
	3
	4

	
	
	
	


It may be noted by a cursory review of the data that there is incongruity between the aspiring principals’ and the practitioners of special education administration.  Consistently, the special education administrators rank order most criterion higher in importance than the aspiring principals.  In the areas of finance, discipline, and policy there is consensus relative to the descriptor’s importance.  However, as noted previously, contention may arise in the consideration of which primary party is responsible for implementation of each area.  Additionally, three areas have a two-point disparity in levels of importance:  communication between principal and special education administrator, file compliance, and core data (reporting procedures).  Again, it may be noted that a difference in levels of import may significantly affect implementation of procedures and inhibit clearly defined roles and responsibilities.  This disconnect between understanding of major roles and effective task completion may create circumstances where manageable issues become mishandled or forgotten in the assumption that someone else is overseeing the issue.  
Results and Conclusions

As stated, the primary research focus guiding this study was to determine and clarify the expectations held by building level administrators and special education directors regarding the special education process.  The second research focus was to determine at what level a training program should begin in order to provide substantive support for special education administrators and building level school leaders.  Noted in both the summary review of literature and throughout the data analysis sections, identified areas indicated segments of potential concern.  Discrepancies were consistently noted between principals and special education administrators regarding communication patterns, levels of importance attached to specific issues, and uncertainty in the areas of roles and responsibility.   

Aspiring principals’ knowledge levels were generally at a median level of three (3) on a one (l) to five (5) scale potentially indicating an average knowledge level. This average level of understanding as self-identified by the beginning administrators occurs in the instructional responsibility area for students with the most severe learning needs. Additionally, it is well-documented that special education is responsible for a large portion of the legal actions impacting financial stability of many school districts annually.  Furthermore, the legislative mandates in this area alone comprise thousands of printed pages which must be vigilantly followed lest school districts and individual administrators (principals and special education directors) feel the bite of failure and dismissal.  From this exploratory investigation, it would appear that there is a significant mismatch between needed knowledge and existing ability to effectively implement practice.  The summary results of this initial study yielded specific information that may be used to improve educational leadership preparation programs as well as encouraging more cohesive professional performance in the field for both the principals and special education coordinators.

In a social climate of legislative, ethical, and moral imperatives demanding ever higher performance levels from educational institutions and mandating that all children shall have an equal and equitable opportunity to learn, it would appear impractical, if not impossible for these goals to be attained if school leaders have not had the classroom experiences necessary to understand the needs and demands of special programs and students with unique learning needs.  Universities, school district training programs and/or professional development activities must ensure that adequate preparation and on-going learning opportunities are provided for aspiring and practicing school leaders at all levels with an emphasis on collaboration, communication, and understanding of the roles and responsibilities involved in the instructional arena of special services. Utilizing the data garnered from this study, base-line curriculum may be inferred to begin a reconfiguration of coursework and/or curriculum changes in order to prepare aspiring school leaders.

References

Bakken, T. & Kortering, L. (l999). The Constitutional and statutory obligations of schools to prevent students with disabilities from dropping out.  Remedial and Special Education, 20(6), 360-366.

Behar-Horenstein, L. & Ornstein, A.C. (l996).  Curriculum, instruction, and supervision:  Essential leadership roles for principals.  Focus on Education (40), 14-19.  

DeValenzuela, J. S., Connery, M.C., & Musanti, S.L. (2000).  The theoretical foundations of professional development in special education:  Is sociocultural theory enough?  Remedial and Special Education, 21(2), lll-l20.

DiPaola, M.F. &U Tschannen-Moran, M. (2003, March).  The principalship at a crossroads: A study of the condition and concerns of principals.  National Association of Secondary School Principals Bulletin (87) 43-67.

DiPaola, M.F. &  Walther-Thomas, C. (2003).  Principals and special education:  The critical role of school leaders. ((Center of Personnel Studies in Special Education Document No IB-7.   Gainsville, FL:  University of Florida, Center on Personnel Studies in Special Education.

Foley, R.M. & Lewis, J.A. (1999). Self-perceived competence of secondary school principals to serve as school leaders in collaborative-based education delivery systems.  Remedial & Special Education, 20(4), 233-244.

Kavale, K.A. & Forness, S.R. (2000). History, rhetoric, and reality:  Analysis of the inclusion debate.  Remedial and Special Education, 21(5) 279-276.

Lake, J.F. & Billingsley, B.S. (2000).  An analysis of factors that contribute to parent-school conflict in special education.  Remedial and Special Education, 21(4), 240-25l. 

Lange, C. M. & Lehr, C.A. (2000).  Charter schools and students with disabilities: Parent perceptions of reasons for transfer and satisfaction with services.  Remedial and Special Education, 21(3),141-151. 

Lowe, M.A. & Brigham, F.J. (2000).  Supervising special education instruction:  Does it deserve a special place in administrative preparatory programs?  Information Analyses Evaluative Report, ERIC ED 448 530, p. 22.  

Osborne, A.G., DiMiatta, P, & Curan, F.X. (l993).  Effective management of special education programs:  A handbook for school administrators.  New York:  Teachers’ College Press, Columbia University. 

Patterson, J., Marshall, C., & Bowling, D. (2000).  Are principals prepared to manage special education dilemmas?  Bulletin, 84(613), 9-20.

Rueda, R., Gallego, M.A., & Moll, L.C. (2000). The least restrictive environment:  A place or a context? Remedial and Special Education, 21(2), 70-78.

Seery, M.E., Davis, P.M., & Johnson, L.J. (2000).  Seeing eye-to-eye:  Are parents and professionals in agreement about the benefits of preschool inclusion?  Remedial and Special Education, 21(5), 268-278. 

Tulbert, B. (l999).  Creating Collaborative and Inclusive Schools.  Remedial and Special Education, 20(6), 379-80.  

Villa, R.A., Thousand, J.S., Nevin, A.I., & Malgeri, C. (l996). Instilling collaboration for inclusive schooling as a way of doing business in public schools.   Remedial and Special Education,16, 16-28.

Welch, M. (l998). The IDEA of collaboration in special education:  An introspective examination of paradigms and promise.  Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation. 9, ll9-l42. 



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































24
18

