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A
ccording to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), approximately 13 
percent of public school students (6.7 million students) receive special education services 
(NCES, 2018). The majority of these students have high-incidence disabilities. The term 
high-incidence disabilities generally refers to specific learning disabilities, emotional 
or behavioral disorders, and intellectual disabilities; the definition sometimes includes 

students with high-functioning autism, speech and language impairments, and attention-deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (Gage et al., 2012).1 Among students with high-incidence disabilities (here-
after abbreviated as SWDs), learning disabilities are by far the most prevalent disability category, 
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education in the environment closest to the general 
classroom that still meets the student’s individual 
needs. The No Child Left Behind Act (Pub. L. 107-110, 
2002) held and the current Every Student Succeeds Act 
(Pub. L. 114-95, 2015) holds schools accountable for 
the performance of SWDs on grade-level standards. 
This trend is promising because students educated 
in more-inclusive (i.e., general education) settings 
have been found to have better access to high-quality 
teachers and curricula, more social interactions with 
peers (Morningstar, Kurth, and Johnson, 2017; Skiba et 
al., 2006), and better academic outcomes than students 
educated in separate settings (Hehir et al., 2016). 

Although the principle of including SWDs 
in general education settings is widely supported, 
challenges and controversies have emerged with its 
implementation. Researchers have questioned the 
feasibility and effectiveness of implementing instruc-
tional practices for SWDs solely in general educa-
tion classrooms (Fuchs and Fuchs, 1994; Kauffman, 
Anastasiou, and Maag, 2017; Ryndak, Jackson, and 
White, 2013; Zigmond, Kloo, and Volonino, 2009). 
Although some studies have yielded positive results 
for SWDs and their peers without disabilities edu-
cated in inclusive general education settings (Cosier, 
Causton-Theoharis, and Theoharis, 2013; Ruijs and 
Peetsma, 2009; Sermier Dessemontet and Bless, 
2013), others suggest that teachers may struggle to 
provide appropriate accommodations and supports 
for SWDs in general education classrooms (Fuchs et 
al., 2015; McLeskey and Waldron, 2011). 

constituting 32 percent of all students receiving spe-
cial education services (NCES, 2018) and 5 percent of 
the U.S. school-aged population as a whole. 

SWDs are most likely to receive the majority 
of their instruction in general education settings. 
Over the past several decades, the proportion of 
SWDs who receive the majority of their instruction 
in general classes has steadily increased. As of the 
2015–2016 school year, 63 percent of SWDs spent 
80 percent or more of their time in general educa-
tion classes, a substantial increase from 47 percent of 
SWDs in the 2000–2001 school year (NCES, 2018). 
The trend toward more-inclusive education for SWDs 
was spurred by federal special education law as well 
as accountability policies. The Least Restrictive 
Environment mandate of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (Pub. L. 108-446, 2004) 
requires that all students with disabilities receive their 
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KEY FINDINGS
 ■ General educators were less likely than special educators to report sufficient access to support for serving SWDs.

 ■ Most teachers reported that their schools have a culture of shared responsibility for the success of all students, 
but fewer teachers—particularly general educators—reported sufficient leadership support for serving SWDs.

 ■ Most teachers reported having access to staff with specific expertise regarding students with disabilities, but 
fewer teachers—particularly general educators—believed that collaboration was emphasized in their school mod-
els or that they had sufficient time for planning. 

 ■ General educators reported significantly less access than special educators to data and records for SWDs as well 
as tools for using data. 

 ■ Both general and special educators reported relatively low access to training and resources for serving SWDs; 
general educators reported significantly less access than special educators.  

 ■ Teachers were significantly less likely to report sufficient support for serving SWDs at the high school level. 
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Supportive school culture: Researchers have 
found that schools in which SWDs are educated in 
more-inclusive settings and achieve better outcomes 
share a common cultural feature: Teachers assume 
collective responsibility for the success of all stu-
dents—with and without disabilities (McLeskey and 
Waldron, 2002b; Waldron and McLeskey, 2010). 
Educating SWDs is not thought of as a “special edu-
cation” issue—rather, it is a schoolwide responsibility. 
A culture of shared responsibility also has been tied 
to better working conditions for special educators 
and an increased likelihood that special educators 
will remain in their schools (Bettini et al., 2018; 
Jones, Youngs, and Frank, 2013). Strong leadership 
support is crucial for establishing a supportive school 
culture and securing other resources that teachers 
need to effectively serve SWDs. Principals play an 
important role in communicating expectations to 
teachers, setting the vision for school culture, helping 
teachers navigate the demands of successfully sup-
porting SWDs, and providing resources and training 
(McLeskey, Waldron, and Redd, 2014).

Collaboration and planning time: Effectively 
instructing SWDs also depends on productive col-
laboration and planning between general and special 
educators (Fuchs and Fuchs, 1994). General and 
special educators typically are trained and specialize 
in distinct areas and play different but complemen-
tary roles in supporting SWDs (Brownell et al., 2010; 
McCray, Butler, and Bettini, 2014). General educators 
tend to specialize in specific content areas and may 
be more familiar with grade-level curriculum, while 
special educators bring an understanding of SWDs’ 
unique learning needs and how to adapt curricula 
accordingly. Both benefit from opportunities to plan 
and collaborate with one another, and SWDs depend 
on the combination of their expertise for effective 
instruction (Friend and Cook, 1990).   

Training and resources: Teachers also need 
appropriate resources and training to redesign their 
classrooms and instruction to meet a diverse range 
of student learning needs (McLeskey, Waldron, and 
Redd, 2014; Scruggs, Mastropieri, and McDuffie, 
2007). Teachers need access to evidence-based 
curricula, as well as resources, support, and training 
for adapting curricula to meet the needs of SWDs. 
Professional development also can help teachers learn 

The extent to which SWDs are afforded effective 
and specialized instruction depends, in large part, 
on the support their teachers receive (McLeskey et 
al., 2014). Certain teacher supports are essential for 
effectively instructing SWDs, including a support-
ive school culture, collaboration and planning time, 
resources and training, and access to data and tools 
for using data. In this report, we explore the extent 
to which these supports are available to teachers, 
based on the results of the Measurement, Learning 
and Improvement (MLI) Survey administered via 
the RAND American Teacher Panel (ATP), a survey 
administered to a nationally representative sample 
of teachers. Although research has established the 
importance of these supports, little is known about 
teachers’ access to them on the nationwide level and 
about how school-level factors (such as grade levels 
served, percentage of minority students, and poverty 
level) influence the prevalence of teacher supports. 
This report addresses this gap through the following 
research questions:

1. To what extent do general and special educa-
tors in U.S. schools report that they have suf-
ficient access to support for serving students 
with high-incidence disabilities including a 
supportive school culture, collaboration and 
planning time, data and tools for using data, 
and training and resources? 

2. How does teachers’ access to support for serv-
ing students with high-incidence disabilities 
vary by aspects of school context, particularly 
by grade levels taught? 

Literature Review

Effectively educating SWDs in general education set-
tings requires substantial changes to school culture, 
resources, teachers’ roles, and classroom instruction 
(Brownell et al., 2010; Choi et al., 2017; Hoppey and 
McLeskey, 2014; Waldron and McLeskey, 2010). As 
SWDs increasingly receive the bulk of their instruc-
tion in general education settings, they are supported 
by a variety of teachers and specialists who must be 
adept at tailoring instruction to meet a diverse range 
of student learning needs. 
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particularly minority students—for special educa-
tion, which is simultaneously a challenge to teachers 
and an indication that their general instruction is 
inadequate for meeting all students’ needs (Harry 
and Klingner, 2014; Skiba et al., 2008). These and 
other challenges constrain teachers in high-poverty 
schools, likely leaving them inadequately supported 
for serving SWDs. 

Little is known about the prevalence of teachers’ 
supports for serving SWDs across U.S. schools. Data 
from national surveys provide insight into some gen-
eral types of teacher support, but usually not support 
specific to serving SWDs. Large-scale surveys have 
reported on the prevalence of school cultural sup-
ports and opportunities for teacher collaboration. In 
the 2009 Metlife Survey of the American Teacher, a 
nationally representative sample of approximately 
1,000 teachers, a high percentage of teachers (80 per-
cent) reported that teachers in their schools shared 
collective responsibility for the achievement of all 
students and that most teachers held high expecta-
tions for all students (77 percent). This survey also 
measured teacher collaboration patterns and found 
that almost all teachers reported spending some time 
in structured collaboration with their colleagues each 
week (Markow and Pieters, 2010). However, accord-
ing to the 2016 ATP survey of a national sample 
of approximately 1,800 teachers, only 38 percent 
believed they had sufficient time to collaborate with 
colleagues (Johnston and Tsai, 2018). The School and 
Staffing Survey, administered to a nationally repre-
sentative sample of more than 130,000 teachers, mea-
sured teachers’ training opportunities for supporting 
SWDs and found that more than two-thirds reported 
receiving less than a day of training related to sup-
porting SWDs in the past three years. Only one-third 
believed that they had sufficient support for teach-
ing SWDs (Wei et al., 2009). A recent survey of a 
nationally-representative sample of 1,350 K-12 public 
school general educators found that the majority were 
concerned about their preparedness to teach SWDs, 
and few believed that their teacher preparation 
coursework was relevant to their current work with 
SWDs (National Center for Learning Disabilities and 
Understood, 2019). Overall, existing studies suggest 
that limited time for collaboration, a lack of training, 
and a lack of preservice preparedness to teach SWDs 

effective collaboration skills and shift school culture 
to become more inclusive (McLeskey, Waldron, and 
Redd, 2014). Effective professional development for 
supporting SWDs is ongoing, embedded in teachers’ 
daily tasks, and content-focused. It involves student 
data and provides guidance for how teachers can col-
laborate to support SWDs (Leko and Brownell, 2009; 
McLeskey and Waldron, 2002a). 

Access to data and tools for using data: Finally, 
data should drive all decisions in schools that 
effectively support SWDs (McLeskey, Waldron, and 
Redd, 2014). Tailoring instruction based on ongoing 
monitoring and analysis of student learning with 
formative assessments is considered the most import-
ant principle for educating SWDs (Fuchs et al., 2008; 
National Center on Intensive Intervention, undated). 
Although both general and special educators should 
use data to drive their teaching, special educators are 
required by federal law to deliver specialized instruc-
tion and monitor the progress of SWDs toward 
unique goals on their individualized education 
programs (Pub. L. 108-446, 2004). By virtue of their 
roles, special educators may have easier access to data 
about SWDs’ unique learning strengths and needs, 
but this information is also important for general 
educators and their ability to appropriately adapt cur-
ricula to meet their students’ needs.  

Several contextual factors may influence the 
extent to which teachers have access to supports for 
educating SWDs. Researchers have documented 
the unique challenges that teachers face in educat-
ing SWDs in high schools. Teachers report having 
limited time for collaboration and feeling increased 
pressure for fast-paced instruction because of high-
stakes testing (Mastropieri et al., 2005). Furthermore, 
secondary-school teachers face the challenge of 
teaching more-complex content to SWDs, whose skill 
gaps tend to widen as they advance in grade (Dieker 
and Murawski, 2003; Mastropieri and Scruggs, 2001). 
School poverty level is another likely influence on 
teacher support for serving SWDs. Challenges facing 
high-poverty schools are well-established in research 
and include poor resources and materials (Kozol, 
1991) and lack of experienced or quality teachers 
(Darling-Hammond, 2004). The influence of poverty, 
among other factors, has been tied to the overiden-
tification of  students (Schifter et al., 2019)—and 
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invited via email with an individualized link that 
allowed respondents to start, stop, and return to the 
survey as needed and allowed RAND staff to track 
response progress. The survey took approximately 
30 minutes to complete, and respondents were 
provided with a $30 electronic gift card upon com-
pletion; nonrespondents were sent weekly reminder 
emails throughout the course of administration. The 
survey was open for approximately five weeks.

The ATP is a nationally representative sample of 
teachers. At the time of the survey, the ATP con-
sisted of 28,954 teachers, with 15,719 completing at 
least 10 percent of the survey (for a response rate of 
54 percent) and 15,258 completing the survey (for a 
completion rate of 43 percent). Sampling weights were 
generated and applied to ensure that the proportion-
ate representation of teacher demographics matched 
the most recently available national data, while 
adjusting for potential bias because of survey non-
response. Weighting for the AEP involved modeling 
selection probabilities (i.e., what is the chance that this 
individual was contacted for inclusion in the panel?) 
and response probabilities (i.e., given that they were 
selected, what is the probability that they responded?).

Weights were designed to ensure that the 
weighted sample does not under- or overrepresent 
certain types of teachers. One main weight was cre-
ated to ensure that the sample was nationally rep-
resentative, and a series of 80 replicate weights were 
calculated to produce the margin of error associated 
with an estimate. The main weight was calculated by 
modeling response probabilities of teachers across 
a wide variety of teacher characteristics. This main 
weight was then calibrated so that the weighted 
sample matched the known national teacher popula-
tions across these characteristics. Characteristics that 
factored into this process included descriptors at the 
individual level (e.g., gender, professional experience) 
and school level (e.g., school size, level, urbanicity, 
socioeconomic status). Replicate weights were calcu-
lated by removing 1/80th of the sample and repeating 
the process used to determine main weights on the 
remaining set of respondents. Replicate weights were 
used in calculating jackknife standard errors in our 
estimates.  

To facilitate the comparison of responses of 
teachers from schools with different demographic 

may limit teachers’ capacity to serve SWDs. However, 
we know of no existing large-scale studies of teach-
ers, inclusive of both general and special educators, 
that explore the extent to which they have access to 
in-service supports for serving SWDs. 

This report addresses gaps in the literature by 
using a nationally representative sample of teach-
ers to explore the extent to which teachers reported 
having sufficient support for serving SWDs. We focus 
on four types of support that are essential for teach-
ers’ capacity to effectively instruct SWDs: (1) having 
a supportive school culture, (2) collaboration and 
planning time, (3) access to data and tools for using 
data, and (4) training and resources. We explore how 
teachers’ reported access to these supports may vary 
by teacher role by comparing general and special 
educators. We also conduct subgroup analyses to 
determine whether teachers’ support for serving 
SWDs varies by school context; previous research 
suggests that teachers in high schools, schools with 
high percentages of minority students, and schools 
with high poverty levels may face additional chal-
lenges in serving SWDs (Darling-Hammond, 2004; 
Mastropieri et al., 2005; Skiba et al., 2008). 

Data and Methods

Sample and Data

Data are drawn from the spring 2018 administration 
of the MLI Survey to the ATP. The MLI Survey was 
developed by The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
(BMGF), in consultation with staff at RAND, as a 
means to inform ongoing support of state educa-
tion agencies.2 The survey was designed to generate 
nationally representative data on principal and 
teacher perspectives regarding various topics, includ-
ing perceptions of their preservice preparation, inter-
ventions to support students, social and emotional 
learning, and data use. The 2018 survey is similar, but 
not identical to, the 2016 and 2017 iterations of the 
MLI instrument (see Johnston and Tsai, 2018, and 
Johnston, Akinniranye , and Doss, 2018, for examples 
of publications based on previous administrations of 
the survey).  

As is the case with all ATP surveys, the MLI 
Survey was administered online. Respondents were 
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and tools for using data, and training and resources 
(Appendix A includes the specific survey items). 
Teachers reported the sufficiency of the different sup-
ports they received for serving SWDs on a five-point 
scale, which included “did not receive,” “completely 
insufficient,” “somewhat insufficient,” “somewhat 
sufficient,” and “completely sufficient.” Although 
interviewees were provided with ten types of support 
and an “other” option, this report focuses on types of 
support that are commonly described in the research 
literature as essential for effectively educating SWDs. 
We created a dichotomous variable for support, col-
lapsing those who reported “somewhat sufficient” or 
“completely sufficient” into one variable. 

To examine supports that teachers reported 
receiving for collaboration and planning, we also 
analyzed teacher responses to a survey question 
asking them to indicate the extent to which collabo-
rative opportunities are emphasized in their school 
model, including “no emphasis,” “very little empha-
sis,” “some emphasis,” and “a lot of emphasis.” Again, 
we dichotomized this variable by collapsing teachers 
reporting “some emphasis” and “a lot of emphasis” 
in our reporting. Although this survey item has a 
different question stem than the others analyzed 
in this report, we believe it captured an important 
facet of teachers’ support related to collaboration and 
planning. 

profiles, the survey data were merged with the 2015–
2016 school- and district-level files from the NCES 
Common Core of Data (CCD), which was the most 
current version of the data available when weights 
were generated and analysis was conducted.3 

Table 1 provides details of the teacher partici-
pants and their characteristics. Our analysis of the 
teacher survey results is focused on the comparison 
of what we call special educators and general edu-
cators; we present descriptive statistics for the full 
sample and for each of these two subgroups.4 Table 2 
provides details of school demographics.

As Table 1 indicates, special educators generally 
had less teaching experience than general educators 
(13.0 for special educators, 14.2 years for general edu-
cators), and they were slightly more likely to identify 
as female (84.4 percent female for special educators, 
75.4 percent for general educators). Otherwise, the 
two groups of teachers had no significant demo-
graphic differences.  

Methods

This report analyzes teacher responses to survey 
questions asking them to report whether they 
received sufficient access to varying types of supports 
for serving SWDs, including a supportive school cul-
ture, collaboration and planning time, access to data 

TABLE 1

Weighted Teacher Demographics

Full Sample
Special 

Educators
General 

Educators

Total number 15,652 1,865 13,787

Characteristics (mean)

Total years in role 14.0 13.0 14.2**

Female 76.5% 84.4% 75.4%***

Asian 2.8% 3.2% 2.8%

Black 7.3% 6.8% 7.4%

Hispanic 7.9% 5.6% 8.2%

White 83.1% 84.6% 82.9%

Other race/ethnicity 2.2% 3.1% 2.0%

NOTES: Asterisks indicate significant differences between teachers who identify as special educators and 
those who do not, according to weighted chi-square tests (for categorical variables) or regressions (for 
continuous variables). ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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TABLE 2

Weighted School Demographics

Full Sample
Special 

Educators
General 

Educators

Total number 15,652 1,865 13,787

Characteristics (mean)

Elementary school 49.2% 49.0% 49.2%

Middle school 27.3% 26.1% 27.4%

High school 3.5% 5.7% 3.8%

Other types of schools 19.9% 19.2% 19.8%

Total enrollment 840.1 764.3 851.4***

Asian students 4.9% 5.3% 4.8%

Black students 15.2% 14.3% 15.4%

Hispanic students 24.3% 23.0% 24.5%

White students 50.4% 51.7% 50.3%

Other race/ethnicity 5.1% 5.6% 5.1%

Free or reduced-price lunch 52.2% 52.1% 52.3%

High-poverty school (> 75% free or reduced-price lunch) 24.7% 23.8% 24.8%

Title I school 43.4% 41.4% 43.7%

City school 28.7% 29.0% 28.6%

Suburban school 39.5% 37.9% 39.7%

Town school 11.4% 14.6% 11.0%

Rural school 20.4% 18.6% 20.7%

English-language learner (district-level) 9.2% 9.1% 9.2%

Special education (district-level) 13.5% 14.2% 13.3%***

NOTES: Asterisks indicate significant differences among teachers who identify as special educators and those who do not, 
according to weighted chi-square tests (for categorical variables) or regressions (for continuous variables). *** p < 0.001.

To address the first research question, we pre-
sented weighted averages of teacher responses for 
general and special educators. We tested whether 
general and special educators’ reports differed by 
estimating a series of weighted linear probability 
models in which we regressed each outcome vari-
able (teacher survey responses) on an indicator for 
whether a respondent is a special educator. We con-
ducted supplemental analyses to examine whether 
findings of differences between general and special 
educators were robust to the inclusion of additional 
covariates. In a multivariate linear probability model, 

we included a vector of school and teacher character-
istics that includes school level, school poverty quar-
tile, school racial/ethnic demographic composition, 
share of SWDs in the district, urbanicity, school and 
district size, an indicator for whether a teacher has a 
master’s degree or higher, and teacher years of expe-
rience. Relative to a simple comparison of weighted 
means, these analyses provided additional insight as 
to the extent to which differences in the responses 
of general and special educators may have reflected 
other school or teacher characteristics.
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with a discussion of our findings’ implications for 
policymakers and practitioners.  

Results

Teachers’ access to support for serving SWDs varied 
by type of support and teacher role. Special educators 
reported having significantly more sufficient access 
to support for serving SWDs than general educators 
in all areas, including supportive school culture, 
collaboration and planning time, access to data and 
tools for using data, and training and resources. 
Almost two-thirds of special educators reported 
sufficient access to almost all types of support. For 
general educators, the percentage reporting suffi-
cient support varied from less than half to just over 
two-thirds. The types of supports most commonly 
reported as sufficient by special educators related to 
accessing student data (86 percent) and having tools 
for using data (74 percent). In contrast, the most 
commonly endorsed area of sufficient support for 
general educators related to a culture of collective 
responsibility (68 percent). Planning and release time 
were among the supports least often received by both 
general and special educators: Only 40 percent of 
general educators and 54 percent of special educators 
deemed their amounts sufficient. Teachers’ reports 
of support diverged the most in the area of training 
and resources, in which the percentage of general 
educators reporting sufficient support was approx-
imately 20 percentage points lower. Beyond teacher 
role, school-level factors were also associated with 
teachers’ support for serving SWDs. Teachers at the 
high school level reported significantly less sufficient 
support for serving SWDs than teachers in middle 
or elementary schools in all areas. We describe these 
findings in greater detail below.  

Most Teachers Reported a Culture of 
Shared Responsibility, Fewer Reported 
Sufficient Leadership Support for 
Teaching SWDs

Most teachers reported sufficient access to leadership 
support and a culture of shared responsibility for the 
success of all students (Figure 1). Significantly higher 

We addressed the second research question by 
examining additional subgroup differences among 
teachers. Specifically, we explored whether teach-
ers’ responses varied systematically in high schools 
relative to elementary and middle schools and across 
schools of varying levels of student poverty and per-
centage of minority students. We conducted each of 
these subgroup analyses with our total sample of gen-
eral and special educators. We considered examining 
differences by grade band, percentage of minority 
students, and poverty level separately for general 
and special educators but did not implement that 
approach, as the special educator subgroup was much 
smaller than the general educator subgroup, limiting 
statistical power for examining heterogeneity further 
within that subgroup.

We first examined differences by school level 
by regressing survey responses on an indicator 
of whether a teacher is a high school teacher.5 We 
estimated supplemental multivariate models that 
included the same vector of school and teacher 
covariates outlined earlier to test whether findings 
were robust to controlling for additional relevant fac-
tors. We also tested for differences by school poverty 
level and percentage of nonwhite students by regress-
ing teacher responses on indicators for whether a 
school is low, mid-low, mid-high, or high poverty 
(with low poverty being the reference group) and 
whether a school has a low, moderate, or high rate 
of nonwhite students (with a low rate of nonwhite 
students being the reference group).6 We then tested 
the joint hypotheses that each school poverty quartile 
and each percentage nonwhite category has the same 
coefficient, using an adjusted Wald test. Rejecting 
the null hypotheses of equality indicates statistically 
significant differences in teacher responses across 
schools of varying poverty levels or percentages of 
nonwhite students. 

Our findings are summarized in the next section 
and organized around our two research questions. 
First, we examine the extent to which general and 
special educators report having sufficient access to 
support for serving SWDs. Next, we present sub-
group analyses in which we examine variation in 
general and special educators’ support by school 
grade levels served, percentage of minority students 
in the school, and school poverty level. We conclude 
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collaborative opportunities for teachers and special-
ists in their school models (65 percent and 57 percent 
for special and general educators, respectively). Far 
fewer teachers reported that they had sufficient access 
to planning and/or release time (54 percent of special 
educators and 40 percent of general educators). 

Significant differences were observed between 
special and general educators on two of the dimen-
sions of collaboration and planning time. A sig-
nificantly higher percentage of special educators 
indicated that their schools emphasized collaborative 
opportunities (an eight-percentage-point gap); this 
finding was robust to the inclusion of school and 
teacher controls. A larger gap (14 percentage points) 
emerged between special and general educators on 
the question of whether teachers perceived sufficient 
access to planning and release time. This gap was sig-
nificant in both the bivariate and multivariate models. 
Notably, planning and release time was least likely to 
be deemed sufficient by both types of teachers. 

General Educators Reported Significantly 
Less Access to Student Data and Records as 
well as Less Access to Tools for Using Data 

Most teachers reported sufficient access to tools for 
using data, particularly special educators. Nearly 

percentages of special educators (63 percent) than gen-
eral educators (56 percent) indicated sufficient access 
to leadership support. This seven-percentage-point 
gap was statistically significant in both bivariate and 
multivariate models (which controlled for teacher 
and school characteristics). General and special 
educators were similar in their reports of a culture of 
shared responsibility, with 68 percent and 70 percent 
reporting shared responsibility, respectively. Overall, 
a higher proportion of teachers reported having suffi-
cient support related to a culture of shared responsi-
bility than they did sufficient leadership support. 

Most Teachers Reported Having 
Access to Staff with Specific Expertise 
Regarding SWDs, but Fewer Believed 
That Collaboration Was Emphasized or 
That They Had Sufficient Planning Time 

Relative to other supports related to collaboration 
and planning time, higher percentages of teachers 
reported sufficient access to staff with expertise 
related to serving SWDs (71 percent and 66 percent 
for special and general educators, respectively; see 
Figure 2). A smaller percentage of teachers reported 
that there was at least some emphasis on organizing 

FIGURE 1

Teacher Reports of Access to Supportive School Culture, by Educator Type
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NOTE: Bars represent weighted percentages of teachers reporting that their access to support was “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” for 
each activity. Asterisks indicate that differences between special and general educators as estimated in weighted linear probability models were 
statistically significant. *** p < 0.001.
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Both General and Special Educators 
Reported Relatively Low Access to Training 
and Resources for Serving SWDs, and 
General Educators Reported Significantly 
Less Access 

Finally, a relatively smaller percentage of teachers 
reported having sufficient access to training and 
resources for serving SWDs. Although support was 
relatively low for both general and special educators, 
there were large gaps between special and general 
educators’ levels of support. Less than half of general 
educators (48 percent; see Figure 4) and about two-
thirds of special educators reported sufficient access 
to materials and tools. This 18-percentage-point gap 
was statistically significant in bivariate and multi-
variate models controlling for school and teacher 
characteristics. Only 41 percent of general educators 
reported sufficient access to training and information 
(e.g., professional development), while 61 percent of 

90 percent of special educators reported having 
sufficient access to student records and data (see 
Figure 3) and almost three-quarters of special educa-
tors reported having sufficient access to data system 
tools. Although general educators’ reported levels of 
support were higher relative to other types of sup-
port, large gaps existed between special and general 
educators supports for accessing student records and 
data and tools for using data. There were large dispar-
ities between special and general educators’ reports of 
access to student records (19 percentage points) and 
access to data system tools (12 percentage points). 
Again, these results were statistically significant in 
both bivariate and multivariate models. 

FIGURE 2

Teacher Reports of Access to and Emphasis on Collaboration and Planning Time, by 
Educator Type
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NOTE: The first set of bars represents weighted percentages of teachers reporting that there was “some emphasis” or “a lot of emphasis” on 
collaborative opportunities for teachers and specialists. The second two sets of bars represent the share of teachers reporting that their access 
to those supports was “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient.” *** p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 3

Teacher Reports of Access to Data and Tools for Using Data, by Educator Type
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NOTE: Bars represent weighted percentages of teachers reporting that their access to support was “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” 
for each activity. Asterisks indicate that differences between special and general educators as estimated in weighted linear probability models were 
statistically significant. *** p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 4

Teacher Reports of Access to Training and Resources, by Educator Type
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NOTE: Bars represent weighted percentages of teachers reporting that their access to support was “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” 
for each activity. Asterisks indicate that differences between special and general educators as estimated in weighted linear probability models were 
statistically significant. *** p < 0.001.
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a school culture of shared responsibility were most 
closely aligned, while their reports of support related 
to training and materials had the largest discrepan-
cies. Both types of teachers reported lacking planning 
and release time. Our subgroup analysis revealed that 
teachers at the high school level were less likely to 
report receiving sufficient support for serving SWDs 
in general. The largest gaps between high school and 
middle and elementary school teachers’ support were 
in the areas of opportunities for collaboration and 
access to student records. 

Conclusions and Implications

Our study has several limitations. First, our data 
collection relies on self-reported data, which is 
susceptible to bias from participants answering in a 
way that they believe is socially desirable. A second 
key limitation is the smaller sample size for special 
educators, which deterred us from conducting the 
subgroup analysis separately for general and special 
educators. A third limitation is the lack of estab-
lished benchmarks for the survey questions that we 
analyzed. For instance, when asked about the extent 
to which they had sufficient support for different 
school-based practices regarding SWDs, teachers 
selected options ranging from “did not receive” to 
“completely sufficient.” However, “sufficient support” 
is likely to be interpreted differently by different 
teachers. Similarly, questions about school priority 
do not include a benchmark for what constitutes 
a practice being emphasized or prioritized in the 
school. A fourth limitation is the inability of the 
survey to describe special educators’ roles more pre-
cisely. Special educators play a wide variety of roles, 
including co-teaching in general education class-
rooms, providing consultation to other teachers, and 
leading resource or self-contained classes. Special 
educators in these different roles likely have different 
experiences with the support they receive. Finally, all 
analyses in this report were purely correlational and 
do not imply causal relationships between teacher 
and school-level characteristics and teachers’ support 
for serving SWDs.

We can conclude that areas of low support for 
both general and special educators point to a need 

special educators reported sufficient access to train-
ing and information. This 20-percentage-point differ-
ence was statistically significant in both bivariate and 
multivariate models and is the largest gap between 
general and special educators for all types of support 
examined in this report.

Subgroup Comparisons

Our subgroup analyses revealed that teacher support 
for serving SWDs varies significantly depending on 
the grade levels served. Although we tested the rela-
tionship between teacher support and school poverty 
level as well as school percentage of nonwhite stu-
dents, neither of these relationships were significant 
or robust to the sensitivity analysis described in the 
methods section. 

Teaching High School Was a Significant 
Predictor for Reporting Less-Sufficient 
Support

Overall, teaching in a high school was significantly 
related to reports of less-sufficient support for serving 
SWDs. High school teachers were significantly less 
likely to report sufficient access to support than 
middle school and elementary teachers for seven 
items: leadership support, culture of shared respon-
sibility, opportunities for collaboration, planning/
release time, access to student records, access to data 
systems, and access to materials and tools. These dif-
ferences remained significant in a model controlling 
for relevant school and teacher covariates. The figures 
display the magnitude and significance of gaps in 
support between high school and middle and ele-
mentary school teachers for supportive school culture 
(Figure 5), collaboration and planning time (Figure 
6), access to data and tools for using data (Figure 7), 
and access to training and resources (Figure 8). 

The extent to which teachers reported having 
sufficient support for serving SWDs depended in 
large part on whether they were a general or special 
educator. General educators were significantly less 
likely to report having sufficient support in all areas, 
but the discrepancies between general and special 
educators varied depending on the type of support. 
General and special educators' reports of support for 
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FIGURE 5

Teacher Reports of Access to Supportive School Culture, by School Level
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NOTE: Bars represent weighted percentages of teachers reporting that their access to support was “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” 
for each activity. Asterisks indicate that differences among special (general) educators in high schools versus those in elementary or middle schools 
as estimated in weighted linear probability models were statistically significant. * p < 0.05.
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FIGURE 6

Teacher Reports of Access to and Emphasis on Collaboration and Planning Time, by 
School Level
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NOTE: The first set of bars represents weighted percentages of teachers reporting that there was “some emphasis” or “a lot of emphasis” on 
collaborative opportunities for teachers and specialists. The second two sets of bars represent the share of teachers reporting that their 
access to those supports was “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient.” Asterisks indicate that differences among special (general) 
educators in high schools versus those in elementary or middle schools as estimated in weighted linear probability models were statistically 
significant. * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 7

Teacher Reports of Access to Data and Tools for Using Data, by School Level
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NOTE: Bars represent weighted percentages of teachers reporting that their access to support was “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” 
for each activity. Asterisks indicate that differences among special (general) educators in high schools versus those in elementary or middle schools 
as estimated in weighted linear probability models were statistically significant. *** p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 8

Teacher Reports of Access to Training and Resources, by School Level
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NOTE: Bars represent weighted percentages of teachers reporting that their access to support was “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” 
for each activity. Asterisks indicate that differences among special (general) educators in high schools versus those in elementary or middle schools 
as estimated in weighted linear probability models were statistically significant. ** p < 0.01.
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1990; Fuchs and Fuchs, 1994). When it is instruction-
ally focused and involves a more expert colleague, 
collaboration among teachers is associated with 
improved student achievement (Goddard et al. 2015; 
Kraft and Papay, 2014; Vescio, Ross, and Adams, 
2008). Our findings suggest that special educators 
may have access to better support for serving SWDs; 
improved opportunities for collaboration could 
allow them to share their knowledge and resources 
with general education colleagues. This may include 
sharing specific resources and materials, learning 
from professional development, and data and student 
records that provide insight into SWDs’ learning 
needs. Collaboration can be mutually beneficial 
because general educators often have more familiar-
ity with grade-level content and curriculum. 

Enhancing collaboration between general and 
special educators requires more than simply provid-
ing opportunities for teachers to meet, although such 
opportunities are essential. Schools must undergo 
substantial “reculturing,” including changes in 
teachers’ beliefs about student learning, priorities, 
and norms of teacher interaction (Fullan, 2007). 
Establishing schools in which structure and culture 
is optimal for productive collaboration to support 
SWDs takes time, strong leadership, vision, and 
support, and is a largely context-specific process 
(Waldron and McLeskey, 2010). Comprehensive 
school change for collaborating to support SWDs is 
best achieved when integrated and viewed as part of 
other school initiatives and systems and not pursued 
as a separate initiative unique to special education 
(McLeskey, Waldron, and Redd, 2014). Schoolwide 
frameworks involving pooling of general and special 
education resources to provide tiered systems of sup-
port for all students, including those with disabilities, 
have yielded positive academic outcomes for students 
with and without disabilities (Choi et al., 2017). 

Finally, all of these issues are particularly 
important to explore at the high school level, where 
both special and general educators expressed signifi-
cant sentiments of insufficient support. Although the 
rate of students with learning disabilities graduating 
high school with a regular diploma has increased 
steadily over the years, such students enroll in four-
year colleges at almost half the rate of their peers and 
they are at higher risk for unemployment and lower 

for improved working conditions. Teachers’ percep-
tions of working conditions, including in such areas 
as leadership support, resources, and planning time, 
have been found to predict overall school effective-
ness (Johnson, Kraft, and Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2009). 
General and special educators reported relatively low 
access to sufficient support in each of these areas. 
Sufficient access to leadership support and plan-
ning time for serving SWDs were among the lowest 
reported areas of support for all teachers, and general 
educators reported relatively insufficient access to 
materials and tools for serving SWDs as well.

Research on the implications of teachers’ work-
ing conditions specific to serving SWDs suggests a 
link between special educators’ perceived working 
conditions and their instructional quality (Bettini 
et al., 2016). When teachers have inadequate plan-
ning time, they are less able to plan and deliver 
appropriately tailored and modified instruction that 
meets the needs of SWDs (Scruggs, Mastropieri, and 
McDuffie, 2007; Vannest and Hagan-Burke, 2010). 
Principals play a key role in shaping teachers’ work-
ing conditions by ensuring that resources are appro-
priate and fairly allocated to teachers, setting the 
vision for school culture, and ensuring that teachers’ 
planning time is adequate and protected (McCray, 
Butler, and Bettini, 2014). In this report, we do not 
illuminate the qualities of working conditions that 
may equip general educators to best instruct SWDs 
and improve student outcomes. Such questions 
include: What materials and resources do general 
educators need to better support SWDs? If teachers 
had more planning time, how could this time be 
utilized to plan for improved instruction for SWDs? 
General educators increasingly play a critical role in 
instructing SWDs but often feel ill-equipped to do so. 
More research is needed to understand the working 
conditions for general educators, particularly at the 
high school level, that are more or less conducive to 
their sense of support for serving SWDs, quality of 
instruction, and student outcomes. 

Increased and enhanced collaboration among 
teachers is key for improving support for teachers 
and, ultimately, improved outcomes for SWDs. The 
blending and sharing of general and special educa-
tors’ unique expertise has long been touted as essen-
tial for effectively serving SWDs (Friend and Cook, 
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supports. Principals play critical roles in improving 
school working conditions by ensuring that teachers 
have the necessary resources and training to serve 
SWDs and by setting the tone for a school culture of 
collaboration among teachers and shared responsi-
bility for the success of all students. They also drive 
decisions around whether and how supports for 
SWDs are integrated into existing school initiatives 
and broader schoolwide frameworks. State and local 
education agencies should consider investing in 
training and support for principals that would help 
them improve working conditions related to sup-
porting SWDs and successfully integrate services for 
SWDs into existing school initiatives or frameworks. 

earning (Cortiella and Horowitz, 2014). Our findings 
suggest that high schools remain a critical context for 
improving teacher supports and schoolwide struc-
tures to improve outcomes and opportunities for 
SWDs.     

Overall, our findings highlight two groups 
of teachers most in need of improved support for 
serving SWDs: general educators and teachers in 
high schools. This study identified general areas for 
improved teacher support, such as opportunities 
for collaboration and training. Additional research 
exploring the specific needs of general educators and 
high school teachers for serving SWDs would help 
policymakers and state and local education agencies 
to craft more-targeted and more-responsive teacher 
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Appendix A. Abridged Teacher Survey Instrument

1. How sufficient was your access to each of the following for helping you support students with high-incidence 
disabilities during the current school year (2017–2018)? 

2. Thinking about the 2017–2018 school year, indicate how much emphasis your school’s model for supporting 
students with high-incidence disabilities places on the following.

Did Not 
Receive

Completely 
Insufficient

Somewhat 
Insufficient

Somewhat 
Sufficient

Completely 
Sufficient

Leadership support (e.g., key information 
and guidance from school or district 
administrators)

0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨ 4 ¨

Supportive school culture promoting shared 
responsibility for the achievement of all learners 
and high expectations related to academics and 
behavior

0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨ 4 ¨

Planning and/or release time 0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨ 4 ¨

Materials and tools (e.g., curricula, activities, 
technology, modified texts) 0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨ 4 ¨

Access to staff with specific expertise within or 
outside of your school 0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨ 4 ¨

Training and information (e.g., professional 
development, books) 0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨ 4 ¨

Data system tools that give teachers the 
opportunity to review student performance and 
monitor progress

0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨ 4 ¨

Access to student records, including learning 
history, areas of strength and interest, and unique 
social/family situations

0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨ 4 ¨

No Emphasis
Very Little 
Emphasis

Some 
Emphasis

A Lot of 
Emphasis

Organizing collaborative opportunities for teachers and 
specialists to design instruction and intervention that 
serve all students

0 ¨ 1 ¨ 2 ¨ 3 ¨
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Notes
1 There are two different approaches to defining high-incidence 
disabilities, as described in Gage et al., 2012. One approach is 
categorical, in which students with disabilities are grouped by 
similar educational needs. Another approach is by the prevalence 
of disability categories across the country. The survey used in 
this study did not specifically define high-incidence disabilities, 
but it provided examples to teachers that aligned with the first 
approach.
2 Although some MLI items are based on prior validated surveys, 
the particular questions that are the focus of this report were 
newly developed by BMGF staff for the 2018 administration. 
Therefore, we do not have psychometric information available at 
this time.  
3 NCES recently released the CCD for the 2016–2017 school year. 
These most recent data were not available when calculating the 
survey weights. Thus, the weights ensure a nationally representa-
tive sample of teachers based, in part, on characteristics from the 
2015–2016 CCD. We use the variables from the 2015–2016 CCD 
in our models to be consistent with the data used to calculate the 
weights.
4 We define a teacher as a special educator if he or she both indi-
cated that special education was a subject he or she taught in the 
2017–2018 school year and he or she was certified to teach special 
education in their state. This definition excludes anyone who 
indicated that he or she taught special education as a subject area, 
but were not certified to teach special education as well as the 
opposite case (did not indicate special education as a subject area, 
but was certified). We define general educators as all teachers who 
did not meet our criteria as special educators.  
5 We define high school teachers as any teacher indicating they 
teach grades 9, 10, 11, or 12.
6 We defined poverty levels using data on the percentage of 
students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch from the CCD. 
High-poverty schools were those in which 75 percent or more 
students qualified for free or reduced-price lunch, mid-high had 
between 50 and 75 percent, mid-low had between 25 and 50 per-
cent, and low-poverty schools had less than 25 percent qualifying 
for free or reduced-price lunch. We defined nonwhite students 
based on the CCD as Asian, Hispanic, black, and other-race stu-
dents, and then divided that number by the total population to 
calculate the percentage of nonwhite students. We then divided 
these values into three variables for low (zero to 25 percent), 
moderate (25 to 75 percent) and high (greater than 75 percent). 
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