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C O R P O R A T I O N

T
he coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic presented new challenges for 
educators who teach students with dis-
abilities (SWD). Teachers had to find ways 
to deliver the instruction and special-

ized services their students require, meet students’ 
Individualized Education Program (IEP) require-
ments, and support students’ social and emotional 
development when learning went virtual in March 
2020 (Morando Rhim and Ekin, 2021). Research 
on the experiences of SWD during the pandemic 
is limited, but what is known suggests that SWD’s 
access to services and supports declined during the 
pandemic and that steeper learning losses among 
SWD in comparison with other students are likely 
(Jackson and Bowdon, 2020; Stelitano et al., 2021). 
Pandemic interruptions may be particularly prob-
lematic for secondary SWD because they missed out 
on critical preparation experiences while approach-
ing the transition to college and career (Morando 
Rihm and Ekin, 2021). Students from lower-income 
backgrounds are also likely to be more negatively 
affected, as they often had inequitable access to a 
caregiver to assist with remote learning, learning 

Key Findings

• Secondary principals overwhelmingly relied on 

collaborative service delivery models (primarily 

co-teaching) to educate students with disabil-

ities (SWD), regardless of whether their school 

was operating in person or remotely.

• Just more than a third of secondary principals 

reported using only one service delivery model 

for SWD. This was more common in the high 

poverty schools; 45 percent of principals in 

those schools reported that they had only one 

service delivery model.

• Nearly a quarter of secondary general edu-

cators reported having no additional support 

from other staff when educating SWD.

• Secondary teachers’ reports of their access 

to support for teaching SWD were relatively 

unchanged from 2019; general educators 

consistently reported less sufficient access to 

such support than special educators did.

• Secondary general educators were less con-

fident than special educators in their ability to 

use instructional practices for SWD.

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA827-7.html
https://www.rand.org


C O R P O R A T I O N

2

SWD should be taught. According to the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2017), SWD should be given a free and 
appropriate public education in the least restrictive 
environment (LRE) possible. The LRE is a guid-
ing principle that helps determine where and how 
SWD should be taught. An LRE calls for educating 
SWD alongside their peers without disabilities to 
the greatest extent appropriate, given each student’s 
disability-specific needs. However, an LRE does not 
always mean that SWD should be educated in general 
education settings. Rather, the determination of what 
constitutes the LRE must be made on an individual 
basis, considering each student’s unique needs, by 
a multidisciplinary team that includes the student’s 
educators and parents. The LRE should also be docu-
mented in the students’ IEP (IRIS Center, undated). 

Currently, the majority of SWD spend most of 
their time in general education classrooms; approx-
imately 64 percent of all SWD spend 80 percent or 
more of their school day in general education class-
rooms (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). The 
percentage of SWD who spend the majority of their 
day in general education classrooms has steadily 
increased overall, but students in different disability 
categories can have widely varying experiences with 
being included in general education classrooms. 
For instance, just less than half of students who are 
classified as having an emotional disturbance spend 
80 percent or more of their day in a general educa-
tion classroom, but nearly 90 percent of students 
with speech and language impairments do so  (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2021). If SWD are unable 
to access instruction in general education settings 
despite specialized support, these students are able to 
be educated within a resource or special education–
only setting (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 

In practice, schools use different service delivery 
models to provide SWD with specialized instruction 
within an LRE. In general education settings, common 
service delivery models include collaborative teaching, 
or co-teaching; push-in; and consultation. When stu-
dents’ LRE is determined to be a setting that is more 
restrictive than general education, they are generally 
taught in a resource or special education–only service 

devices, quality internet, and the overall infra-
structure needed for virtual learning (Diliberti and 
Kaufman, 2020; Dorn et al., 2020; Kaufman and 
Diliberti, 2021). Given these disruptions, it is critical 
that educators have the support and training they 
need to accelerate learning for SWD moving forward. 

In this report, we present findings from the Learn 
Together Surveys (LTS), a national survey of sec-
ondary school principals and educators from spring 
of the 2020–2021 school year, exploring educators’ 
support for teaching SWD. Our analysis pays special 
attention to the roles that teachers play (i.e., general 
or special educator) and the service delivery mod-
els that they use for teaching SWD. We found that, 
despite the massive disruption brought about by the 
pandemic, many long-standing patterns in roles and 
support for educating SWD remained unchanged. 
Notably, secondary educators reported receiving 
similar levels of support for educating SWD as they 
did before the pandemic, and general educators still 
perceived less sufficient support for educating SWD 
than special educators did. These patterns shed 
light on the challenges that educators in secondary 
schools faced, even before the pandemic, that made 
effectively educating SWD in secondary schools so 
challenging. 

To explore the supports that educators need for 
effectively teaching SWD, it is important to under-
stand the federal law that governs where and how 

Abbreviations 
ASLP American School Leader Panel
ATP American Teacher Panel 

COVID-19 coronavirus disease 2019
ESSER Elementary and Secondary School  

Emergency Relief
FRPL free or reduced-price lunch

IEP Individualized Education Program
LRE least restrictive environment
LTS Learn Together Surveys

MTSS multitiered systems of support
NCES National Center for Education Statistics

PD professional development
SWD students with disabilities
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instruction and services would be delivered (Lake 
and McKittrick, 2020). 

In addition to the challenge of a lack of clear 
guidance for what service delivery and LRE could 
look like when learning was virtual, the pandemic 
presented additional challenges to teachers’ day-to-
day work for effectively educating SWD. First, the 
effectiveness of co-teaching, push-in, and consulta-
tion service delivery models depend upon productive 
collaboration between general and special educators. 
According to interviews with general and special 
education teachers from the 2020–2021 school year, 
collaboration was more difficult and happened only 
rarely with virtual instruction. This left general 
educators feeling unsupported for teaching SWD and 
special educators feeling burdened with the primary 
responsibility for communicating with families of 
SWD (Bateman and Tuchman, 2021). 

Teachers also struggled to communicate with 
and engage their SWD while using virtual learning 
environments. In a fall 2020 nationally representative 
survey of teachers educating SWD, teachers whose 
schools were operating remotely reported that their 
SWD were completing assignments at a rate more 
than 20 percentage points below the reported com-
pletion rate of SWD learning in person. Open-ended 

delivery model. Schools may use a combination of 
multiple service delivery models to educate SWD 
based on their individual needs—e.g., using a com-
bination of co-teaching and consultation to support 
students in general education settings plus a resource 
or special education–only model for students whose 
needs cannot be sufficiently met in the general edu-
cation setting. 

The COVID-19 pandemic presented major 
challenges to effectively educate SWD with the 
aforementioned service delivery models, and the 
shift to virtual learning posed new questions about 
what exactly constitutes an LRE. In spring 2020, 
the U.S. Department of Education issued guidance 
that school districts were still required to abide by 
federal special education law and provide SWD with 
the specialized instruction and supports laid out in 
their IEPs, regardless of whether instruction was in 
person or virtual (U.S. Department of Education, 
2020). Districts were largely left to navigate the vir-
tual implementation of IEPs, including determining 
how previously used service delivery models might 
translate to virtual settings. According to an analysis 
of 106 districts’ reopening plans for fall 2020, very 
few districts addressed how they would teach SWD 
in sufficient detail to assess how virtual specialized 

Common Service Delivery Models

• Co-teaching: General and special education teachers regularly work together to plan and 
teach classes that include both SWD and their peers without disabilities (Cook and Friend, 
1995).

• Occasional push-in: A special education teacher or other specialist periodically provides 
specialized supports for SWD who are in a general education classroom that includes both 
SWD and their peers without disabilities.

• Consultation: A special education teacher or other specialist supports SWD by consulting 
with general education teachers to advise them which academic and behavioral strategies 
might be most effective for SWD; however, the specialist is not involved in the classroom  
(Idol, 1989). 

• Resource or special education only: Special education teachers or other specialists teach a 
smaller group of SWD without their peers without disabilities, using more-specialized strate-
gies and curricula.
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grade levels and who have widely varying disabilities 
and learning needs. They generally support these 
students across multiple academic content areas, 
requiring special educators to be familiar with cur-
ricula across content areas and grade levels. On top of 
the academic support that they provide to students, 
special education teachers also coordinate communi-
cation with parents and with the other educators and 
specialists who are assisting SWD. Finally, special 
education teachers are often responsible for oversee-
ing paperwork and ensuring compliance with IEPs 
(Fowler, Coleman, and Bogdan, 2019). Researchers 
have found that poor working conditions may hinder 
the quality of special education teachers’ instruc-
tional practice (Bettini et al., 2016) and may lead 
to burnout and attrition (Diament, 2021; Sutcher, 
Darling-Hammond, and Carver-Thomas, 2016). 
The overall stress and burnout of the COVID-19 
pandemic could exacerbate these existing challenges 
for teachers of SWD. Understanding their working 
conditions and needs for support is critical (Steiner 
and Woo, 2021). 

Although it is clear that the pandemic presented 
challenges to SWD and their teachers, little is known 
about what service delivery models looked like 
during the pandemic, the supports that teachers 
believed were most needed, and how other teacher 
and school characteristics shaped these issues. This 
information will help policymakers understand the 
diversity of contexts and teaching situations that 
existed across the schools we surveyed during the 
pandemic. 

This report addresses national survey findings 
from secondary school principals and teachers 
from spring 2021 to address the following research 
questions:

1. What service delivery models did secondary 
school principals most commonly report 
using to educate SWD during the 2020–2021 
pandemic-disrupted school year?

2. What service delivery models did secondary 
general and special educators most com-
monly report using to educate SWD during 
the 2020–2021 pandemic-disrupted  
school year?

survey responses revealed that simply communicat-
ing with SWD virtually felt like the biggest challenge 
to remote instruction. When SWD did not complete 
assignments, teachers did not know if this was the 
result of a lack of internet access, a misunderstanding 
of the assignment instructions, a lack of appropriate 
accommodations, a conceptual misunderstand-
ing, or a lack of motivation (Stelitano et al., 2021). 
Presumably, it was easier for teachers to understand 
the source of students’ misconceptions when they 
could connect with their students in person. With 
students learning from home during school closures, 
the pandemic necessitated more communication and 
collaboration with both students and their families. 
Case studies of schools that supported SWD effec-
tively during the pandemic found that building such 
relationships with families was critical but required 
additional time and intentionality (McKittrick et al.,  
2020). 

Beyond these pandemic-related challenges, 
general and special education teachers have histor-
ically faced unique challenges specific to teaching 
SWD. Despite increased inclusion of SWD in general 
education classrooms, the roles and responsibilities of 
general and special educators remain largely siloed. 
This starts with teachers’ preparation experiences. 
Most states lack specificity in their policies that gov-
ern the extent to which SWD-related coursework and 
field experience with SWD is required for general 
educators, leaving room for variability in preparation 
experience (CEEDAR Center, University of Florida, 
undated). Even after completing training, majorities 
of general educators may feel inadequately supported 
for teaching SWD: According to a 2018 nationally 
representative survey of general and special educa-
tors, general educators—particularly general edu-
cators at the high school level—were substantially 
less likely than special educators to feel adequately 
supported to teach SWD (Stelitano, Perera, and 
Johnston, 2019). 

Although special educators generally feel better 
prepared and equipped to teach SWD, their roles 
often entail unique stressors and challenging work-
ing conditions. Special education teachers might 
support as many as 50 students who are in different 
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Table A.1 in the appendix provides details of the 
teacher participants and their school characteristics.3

In this report, our analysis of the teacher sur-
vey results compares the survey responses of special 
educators and general educators.4 In Table A.1, we 
present descriptive statistics for the full sample and 
for each of these two subgroups. We searched for 
differences between these two subgroups in years of 
teaching experience,5 gender identity, race, school 
grade bands served,6 school poverty level,7 school 
enrollment of non-white students,8 school locale (city, 
suburban, town, rural), and operational status (fully 
remote, hybrid, in person). Special educators were 
more likely to have three or more years of teaching 
experience (97 percent compared with 95 percent of 
general educators), to identify as female (78 percent 
for special educators compared with 63 percent of 
general educators), and be non-white (22 percent for 
special educators compared with 17 percent of gen-
eral educators). Otherwise, the two groups of teachers 
had no significant demographic differences. 

Methods

This report analyzes teacher and school leader 
responses to survey questions on the varying types 
of supports for serving SWD at their school. We com-
pared responses across the different school character-
istics detailed above. When interpreting our findings, 
we categorized the types of service delivery models 
as either collaborative or independent based upon the 
necessity for collaboration between teachers required 
in the model.  

All comparisons mentioned in the report are 
unadjusted for statistical controls and are significant 
at the p < 0.05 level unless otherwise specified. We 
tested the robustness of these patterns using linear 
regression models that controlled for school enroll-
ment of students that qualify for FRPL, school locale, 
and mode of instruction during the 2020–2021 
school year. Because these results were substantively 
similar, we present only unadjusted descriptive 
results. Although the intent of this report is to pro-
vide descriptive information rather than to suggest 
causal relationships, these analyses provide addi-
tional insight as to the extent to which differences in 

3. To what extent did secondary general and 
special educators believe they had adequate 
resources and supports for educating SWD 
during the 2020–2021 pandemic-disrupted 
school year?

4. To what extent did secondary general and 
special educators feel confident in their abil-
ity to use instructional practices to educate 
SWD during the 2020–2021 pandemic- 
disrupted school year?

 
Data Sources and Methods
Sample and Data

Data were drawn from the 2019, 2020, and 2021 LTS. 
The LTS are administered yearly to principals 
and teachers in March and April via the RAND 
Corporation’s American Teacher Panel (ATP) and 
American School Leader Panel (ASLP). The surveys 
were developed by RAND, in collaboration with 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, to generate 
nationally representative data on teacher and princi-
pal perspectives. The 2021 LTS are the primary data 
source for this report; data drawn from the 2019 and 
2020 LTS are analyzed to observe descriptive trends 
(when useful). The 2021 LTS topics included serving 
SWD, supporting students’ postsecondary pathways, 
data for decisionmaking, and social and emotional 
learning. Teachers received additional questions on 
teacher preparation, math materials and instruc-
tion, and teaching writing. School leaders received 
additional questions on principal preparation and 
well-being.

The 2021 LTS yielded 3,605 responses out of 
6,368 invitations for teachers (58.9-percent comple-
tion rate) and 1,686 out of 4,286 for school leaders 
(40.4-percent completion rate) (Young et al., 2021).1 
Each LTS respondent was assigned a weight to ensure 
that estimates based on the LTS sample reflect the 
national (or state) population of teachers and school 
leaders. Characteristics that factor into this pro-
cess include descriptors at the individual level (e.g., 
gender, professional experience) and school level (e.g., 
school size, level, locale, socioeconomic status).2  
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Results

School and Educator Use of Service 
Delivery Models 

In spring 2021, secondary principals overwhelm-
ingly relied on collaborative service delivery models 
(primarily co-teaching) to educate SWD, regardless 
of whether their school was operating in person or 
remotely. We asked secondary principals to indicate 
the most commonly used service delivery models 
in their schools by selecting all models used.10 The 
most commonly used model for teaching SWD was 
co-teaching (reported by 64 percent of principals) fol-
lowed by resource or special education only (reported 
by 53 percent of principals) (see Figure 1). Some 
service delivery models—co-teaching, occasional 
push-in, and consultation—require that general and 
special education teachers collaborate to plan and, 
in some cases, deliver instruction to SWD. Nearly all 
secondary principals (93 percent) indicated using at 
least one collaborative model; the remaining 7 per-
cent of principals indicated that they used resource or 
special education–only models or models that offered 
no support. 

Secondary principals’ reports of service deliv-
ery models used remained relatively consistent, 
regardless of whether their schools were operating in 
person, hybrid, or remotely. Although these data are 
descriptive, they suggest that schools may not have 
substantially adapted their service delivery models 
because of their in-person, hybrid, or remote status. 
However, principals of low poverty schools were 
between 9 and 17 percentage points more likely to 
offer each service model than high poverty schools. 
That is, low poverty schools served their SWD with 
more diverse models than did high poverty schools. 
We also found that middle school principals were 
more likely than high school principals to offer  
occasional push-in support (50 percent versus  
39 percent) and resource or special education–only 
models (60 percent versus 49 percent).11 School 
financial resources and personnel availability could 
influence school offerings of service delivery models; 
we discuss this in greater detail in the “Implications” 
section.

the responses of general and special educators may 
have reflected other school or teacher characteristics.

Because there was a smaller number of special 
educators in our sample, we could not examine sub-
group differences separately for general and special 
educators. Therefore, all teacher subgroup analyses 
that explore subgroup differences beyond teacher role 
(e.g., general versus special educator) include the total 
sample of educators. Because principals and teach-
ers in our sample are not within the same schools, 
our findings represent broad national comparisons 
between the two groups of school staff members. 
Differences in survey items between the 2019 LTS, 
2020 LTS, and 2021 LTS are noted throughout the 
report. The survey weights included in the 2021 LTS 
and survey weights produced for prior years of the 
LTS are intended to facilitate cross-sectional (e.g., 
current year) analysis of teacher and school leader 
responses to the surveys. Although cross-sectional 
comparisons of estimates across the 2019 LTS,  
2020 LTS, and 2021 LTS are useful for observing 
descriptive trends, these weights are not designed to 
conduct formal longitudinal analyses that account for 
panel members who do and do not complete the LTS 
in multiple years. We add this caveat to note that our 
significance tests are based on within-year weights; 
these weights do not take into account that the  
2019 LTS, 2020 LTS, and 2021 LTS are not indepen-
dent samples because there are panel members who 
completed the survey in more than one year. Lacking 
longitudinal weights, we use the year-specific weights 
for each wave, stack the data, and then test the 
statistical significance of the differences over time. 
This is the approach suggested by the PATH study 
(Westat, 2021) for use when longitudinal weights are 
unavailable.9

As with all self-reported survey items, the LTS 
items are possibly subject to bias, and we cannot con-
firm the accuracy of educators’ responses. 
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Secondary principals commonly indicated using 
more than one of the service delivery models pre-
sented in Figure 1. Just more than a third of second-
ary principals selected only one model, a quarter 
selected two models, and approximately 40 percent 
selected a combination of three or more models (see 
Figure 2). Of the 36 percent of principals selecting 

Just more than a third of secondary principals 
reported using only one service delivery model for 
SWD. This was more common in the high poverty 
schools; 45 percent of principals in those schools 
reported that they had only one service delivery 
model.

FIGURE 1

Secondary Principal Reports of Service Delivery Models for SWD Used by 

Teachers at Their School in 2021

Co-teaching 64%

47%

43%

53%

22%

Occasional push-in

Consultation

Resource or special education only

No support

NOTE: The results in this figure show the weighted percentages of school principals reporting teachers using different models for SWD in their schools. 

Principals were asked to select all models that applied. Therefore, the percentages will not sum to 100 percent. n = 1,653.

FIGURE 2

Secondary Principal Reports of the Number of Service Delivery Models for 

SWD at Their Schools in 2021

NOTE: The results in this figure show the weighted percentages of school principals reporting the number of different service delivery models for SWD in 

their schools (e.g., the “five” bar represents school principals who reported using all of the service delivery models for SWD). n = 1,653.

One

36%

Two

24%

Three

Number of service delivery models

20%

Four

11%

Five

8%
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educators were asked to select the one service deliv-
ery model they most commonly used when educating 
SWD.12 Secondary general educators reported that 
they most commonly taught SWD with consultation 
support. Notably, the second most common option 
selected by secondary general educators was educat-
ing SWD with no additional support, followed by 
co-teaching (see Figure 4). Few secondary general 
educators reported receiving occasional push-in sup-
port. Common service delivery models for secondary 

only one service delivery model (i.e., single model 
schools; see Figure 3), the large majority of those 
selected collaborative service delivery models in 
general education classes with some level of support 
from special educators or specialists (82 percent). 

Among school characteristics examined, school 
poverty level was the characteristic most linked to 
being a single model school; 45 percent of the highest 
poverty schools were single model schools compared 
with only 22 percent of the lowest poverty schools. 
Single model schools are otherwise demographically 
similar to other schools, including locale, student 
race/ethnicity, operational status, and school level. 
This suggests that higher poverty schools offered less 
diverse menus of service delivery models compared 
with lower poverty schools. As mentioned in the 
finding above, the diversity of school service delivery 
model offerings could be tied to school finance and 
staffing issues. This raises potential equity concerns 
for the extent to which one model could appropriately 
meet students’ unique needs and constitute the LRE. 

Nearly a quarter of secondary general educa-
tors reported having no additional support from 
other staff when educating SWD in spring 2021. 
In the teacher survey, secondary general and special 

FIGURE 3

Secondary Principal Reports of Service Delivery Models for SWD Used by 

Teachers at Schools with Only One Model in 2021

Co-teaching 42%

19%

21%

11%

6%

Occasional push-in

Consultation

Resource or special education only

No support

NOTE: The results in this figure show the weighted percentages of the service delivery models for SWD used among the 36 percent of school principals 

who reported only using one model in their schools. n = 583.

Nearly a quarter of 
secondary general 
educators reported 
having no additional 
support from other staff 
when educating SWD 
in spring 2021. 
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We detected some variability in secondary teach-
ers’ most commonly used service delivery models for 
educating SWD—specifically co-teaching—by teacher 
experience and school poverty level. More novice 
teachers (i.e., teachers with less than three years of 
experience) reported teaching SWD with regular 
co-teacher support (36 percent of novice teachers, 
compared with 25 percent of non-novice teachers and 
25 percent of teachers overall).13 One potential expla-
nation for this trend is that principals may be giving 
novice teachers more support for teaching SWD 
through the co-teaching model. In addition, more 
teachers in the lowest poverty schools reported using 
this model (36 percent versus 26 percent of teachers 
in the highest poverty schools). Because co-teaching 
requires a regular commitment from general and 
special educators to collaboratively teach the same 
class and is therefore more resource intensive, these 
findings could indicate that the highest poverty 
schools lack the financial or staffing resources to 
implement co-teaching to the same extent as  
other schools. 

special educators fell into two categories: just more 
than half reported most often teaching SWD in 
resource or special-education only classes and a third 
reported most often using the co-teaching model (not 
shown in figure). Recall from Figure 1 that nearly 
two thirds of secondary principals reported that their 
schools used the co-teaching model (often in addi-
tion to other service delivery models), which diverges 
from teachers’ accounts of the prevalence of this 
model. One hypothesis for this divergence is the con-
straints of the time-intensive nature of co-teaching. 
One special educator can only co-teach with a limited 
number of general educators, so even if a school 
offers co-teaching as a model, it is not necessarily 
true that all general educators in the school who 
teach SWD will receive co-teaching support. Another 
explanation may stem from different expectations for 
the level of collaboration required for co-teaching. If 
a principal aspires to use co-teaching but the special 
educator has to support SWD in multiple classes 
scheduled simultaneously, they instead may use con-
sultation or occasional push-in models that require 
less-intensive daily collaboration. 

FIGURE 4

Secondary General Educator Reports of Their Most Commonly Used Service 

Delivery Models for Teaching SWD in 2021

Co-teaching 24%

13%

21%

2%

26%

Occasional push-in

Consultation

Resource or special education only

No support

NOTE: The results in this figure show the weighted percentages of of general educators’ most commonly used service delivery models for teaching SWD. 

Special educators are not included in these results. All results for general educators were compared with those for special educators and are significant at 

the p < 0.01 level. n = 2,911.
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When comparing how teachers responded to 
these survey items in 2019 (before the pandemic) 
and 2020 with their responses in 2021, there is little 
change in teachers’ perceived support across the 
years—with two minor exceptions. First, secondary 
educators reported more sufficient access to support 
for building relationships with families of SWD in 
2020. The 2020 LTS was administered at the start of 
the pandemic, and teachers could have been benefit-
ing from schoolwide efforts to connect with families 
to navigate the initial transition to remote learning. 
Second, although Figure 5 shows a substantial drop-
off in teachers’ access to PD and curricula support for 
teaching SWD, we caution from interpreting this as 
a significant change because the survey wording was 
changed in 2021 to specify remote learning envi-
ronments; therefore, the survey response pool was 
smaller and no longer included teachers who were 
teaching fully in person. 

Educator Support for Teaching 
Students with Disabilities

Secondary teachers’ reports of their access to 
support for teaching SWD in spring 2021 were 
relatively unchanged from 2019; general educators 
consistently reported less sufficient access to such 
support than special educators did. We asked sec-
ondary general and special educators to rate the suf-
ficiency of their access to different types of support 
and resources for teaching SWD.14 About two-thirds 
of secondary educators reported believing they had 
sufficient support for building relationships with 
families, access to a data system that helped them 
monitor student progress, and access to detailed 
records about SWD (see the bar representing 2021 
in Figure 5). However, most secondary educators 
reported insufficient access to professional develop-
ment (PD) and curriculum materials to support them 
in remote or hybrid settings.15 

FIGURE 5

Secondary Educator Reports of Sufficient Access to Supports for Educating 

SWD, 2019–2021

NOTE: The results in this figure show the weighted percentages of teachers who reported having “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” access 

to supports for educating SWD. Data are drawn from the 2019, 2020, and 2021 LTS. Asterisks indicate statistically significant difference of pairwise 

comparisons between 2021 and previous years. **p < 0.01. n = 3,545 (2019), 3,556 (2020), and 3,352 (2021).

a The 2021 version of this survey item differs from the 2019 and 2020 versions in two ways. First, the text in the 2019 and 2020 version was “Training and 

information (e.g., professional development, books that provide instructional guidance).” Second, in 2021, the survey item was restricted to teachers in 

schools operating remotely or in a hybrid status, excluding teachers in schools operating in person. Because of these differences, we do not consider the 

apparent decrease in reported sufficient access to be a notable finding. 

b The 2021 version of this survey item differs from the 2019 and 2020 versions in two ways. First, the text in the 2019 and 2020 versions was “Materials and 

tools (e.g., curricula, activities, technology, modified texts).” Second, in 2021, the survey item was restricted to teachers in schools operating remotely or in 

a hybrid status, excluding teachers in schools operating in person. Because of these differences, we do not consider the apparent decrease in reported 

sufficient access to be a notable finding.

73%

Access to support for building 
relationships with families of SWD

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

and monitor progress

Access to student records 
including learning history, areas of 
strength and interest, and unique 

social/family situations

Professional development 
related to supporting SWD 

in remote or hybrid  
learning settings

Access to curricula and materials 
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parents of SWD as part of the IEP process, so they 
may have access to more supports to perform these 
tasks. 

We found a similar pattern of perceived lack 
of support for both secondary general and special 
educators whose schools were operating remotely. 
Regardless of the type of support, educators whose 
schools were operating remotely were between 9 to 
12 percentage points less likely to perceive sufficient 
access to support than teachers who were teaching in 
person. Their perceived support lagged behind teach-
ers in hybrid arrangements by only a few percentage 
points. One hypothesis for this gap in perceived sup-
port could be that the multitude of challenges associ-
ated with navigating remote learning made all tasks 
feel more daunting, even if teachers technically had 
the tools or support to accomplish them. We exam-
ined other variables that might influence teachers’ 
perceived support for teaching SWD, including school 
poverty level, locale, teacher experience level, and 

When considering differences between general 
and special educators, secondary general educators 
were consistently less likely to report sufficient access 
to each type of support (see Figure 6); this pattern 
persisted over time (see Table A.2 for a comparison of 
general versus special educators from 2019 to 2021). 
For some types of support, the gap in access grew 
over time. For instance, in 2019, general educators 
were 8 percentage points less likely to perceive suf-
ficient access to support for building relationships 
with families of SWD; this gap grew to 10 percentage 
points in 2020 and 18 percentage points in 2021. 
For other types of support, such as access to PD for 
teaching SWD, the gap in access to sufficient support 
remained consistent at about 12 to 13 percentage 
points. These gaps in perceived support are unsur-
prising, given the often-siloed way that general and 
special educators are prepared and the ways in which 
their roles are organized in schools. For instance, 
special educators are required to monitor SWD data 
and are in charge of managing relationships with the 

FIGURE 6

Secondary Educator Reports of Sufficient Access to Supports for Educating 

SWD, by Educator Type in 2021
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68%
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 General educators  Special educators

NOTE: The results in this figure show the weighted percentages of teachers who reported having “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” access 

to supports for educating SWD. Asterisks indicate statistically significant difference of pairwise comparisons between general educators and special 

educators. ** p < 0.01. n = 2,916 (general educators) and 436 (special educators). 

a Only teachers in schools operating remotely and in hybrid status were asked to respond. As such, the sample size for these survey items was smaller.  

n = 2,342 (general educators) and 344 (special educators).
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access instruction in general education settings—
where SWD increasingly receive the majority of their 
instruction  (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). 
However, special educators were between 9 and 15 
percentage points more likely than general educa-
tors to express confidence in their ability to execute 
practices to educate SWD (see Figure 7). This is likely 
because they have specialized training and expertise 
teaching SWD. We explored subgroup differences by 
teacher experience (novice versus non-novice) and 
other school-level characteristics, including school 
poverty level, locale, school level, and operational 
status. However, teacher role was the only variable in 
which subgroups had significant differences. 

Implications and Policy 
Recommendations

Helping SWD make up for lost learning opportuni-
ties and services from the COVID-19 pandemic will 
require targeted support from their teachers moving 
forward. Findings from principal and teacher surveys 
during 2020–2021 revealed three overarching chal-
lenges for teachers educating SWD.

school level, but no other variables showed significant 
or meaningful patterns. 

Educator Confidence in Instructional 
Practices for Educating Students with 
Disabilities

Secondary general educators were less confident 
than secondary special educators in their ability to 
use instructional practices for SWD in spring 2021. 
The LTS asked secondary educators to rate their level 
of confidence in using different instructional prac-
tices for educating SWD.16 Both general and special 
educators were most confident in their ability to 
break down a skill into its component parts to facili-
tate learning for SWD and to adjust their lesson plans 
to meet the needs of all students, regardless of their 
ability levels. Educators were least confident in their 
ability to adjust the curriculum to meet the needs of 
high-achieving students and low-achieving students 
simultaneously. 

Although these percentages reflect majorities of 
all secondary educators, it is important to note that 
successfully using instructional practices is critical 
for ensuring that all students, including SWD, can 

FIGURE 7

Secondary Educator Reports of Confidence in Their Ability to Use 

Instructional Practices to Educate SWD, by Educator and Model Type in 2021
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NOTE: The results in this figure show the weighted percentages of teachers who reported their ability to use instructional practices to educate SWD as  

“I can do somewhat” and “Quite a bit I can do.” Asterisks indicate statistically significant difference of pairwise comparisons between general educators 

and special educators. ** p < 0.01. n = 2,911 (general educators) and 436 (special educators).
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educators taught SWD in a general education class 
with no additional support from special educators or 
specialists and that general educators as a whole were 
less confident than special educators in their capacity 
to use different instructional practices to teach SWD. 

These challenges likely stem from the way special 
education has been historically structured in schools. 
Special educators are trained and expected to be the 
experts in teaching SWD and are responsible for 
overseeing IEPs, ensuring that SWD receive appro-
priate specialized instruction and supports, and 
coordinating communication with families and other 
teachers. Therefore, it is not surprising that special 
educators feel more confident, even if they still feel 
underresourced to do these daunting tasks. On the 
other hand, general educators struggle to get the sup-
port and training to educate SWD, who are increas-
ingly included in general classrooms but whose 
instruction has historically been viewed as someone 
else’s responsibility. Without systemic changes to the 
ways that teachers’ roles and instruction are orga-
nized, all teachers’ capacity to effectively teach SWD 
is likely to suffer. 

We provide the following recommendations for 
consideration by school and district leaders, policy-
makers, and researchers.

Schools and districts should invest in build-
ing inclusive, schoolwide systems that will build 
the capacity of all staff for teaching SWD. SWD 
are increasingly being taught in general education 
settings, and research demonstrates that SWD can 
access meaningful and equitable learning opportu-
nities and excel in general education settings if they 
have the right supports (Choi et al., 2017; McLeskey, 
Waldron, and Redd, 2014). However, it is essential 
that teachers—particularly general educators—have 
the support to plan and deliver instruction to help 
SWD succeed. 

Advocates and researchers have long called for 
better preparing general educators for teaching SWD 
(e.g., Blanton, Pugach, and Florian, 2011), and the 
current influx of Elementary and Secondary School 
Emergency Relief (ESSER) funding may create new 
opportunities for schools and districts to invest in 
training and support for general educators who teach 

First, many secondary principals reported using 
collaborative service delivery models—particularly 
co-teaching—but research has established that this 
model is only effective with ongoing and close collab-
oration between general and special educators (Cook, 
2011). Effective collaboration between teachers at the 
secondary level was already challenging well before 
the pandemic (Dieker and Murawski, 2003; Stelitano, 
Russell, and Bray, 2020), and recent research suggests 
that challenges with remote teaching made close 
collaboration between general and special educators 
even more fraught during the pandemic (Bateman 
and Tuchman, 2021). Taken together, these findings 
suggest that these important collaborative models 
may be even more difficult to effectively execute as 
teachers continue to navigate challenges from  
the pandemic. 

Second, slightly more than a third of secondary 
principals reported that their schools offered only 
one type of service delivery model, and the highest 
poverty schools were overrepresented among schools 
offering just one service delivery model. Although 
our findings cannot speak to the quality and fit of 
the service delivery model used in schools offering 
a single model, they raise the question of the equi-
tability of special education for SWD in high pov-
erty schools and the extent to which they are being 
educated in their LRE. For example, a school only 
offering co-teaching would fail to provide an appro-
priate LRE (and therefore be out of compliance with 
federal law) for a student with more-intensive needs 
whose IEP called for some instruction in a smaller, 
special education–only setting. Previous research has 
documented that staffing shortages disproportion-
ately impact high poverty schools (García and Weiss, 
2019), which may be limiting service delivery offerings. 

Third, several of our findings raise concerns 
for the capacity of secondary general educators to 
effectively teach SWD. Secondary general educators 
have long felt undersupported for educating SWD 
(Stelitano, Perera, and Johnston, 2019), and our find-
ings suggest that the pandemic may have exacerbated 
the gap between secondary general and special edu-
cators. This is made even more troublesome by the 
fact that more than a quarter of secondary general 



C O R P O R A T I O N

14

experiences should entail vary greatly and, in many 
cases, lack specificity (CEEDAR Center, University 
of Florida, undated). Education preparation program 
leaders, state education agencies, and local educa-
tion agencies are key stakeholders with the leverage 
for changing policies and local programs that could 
expand preparation opportunities for school leaders 
and general educators. For instance, education prepa-
ration programs could revise their program content 
to include more explicit training and experiences 
related to the effective inclusion of SWD. State edu-
cation agencies could revise their program accredita-
tion policies to explicitly include PD related to SWD 
for leaders and general educators. Local education 
agencies could build their own training opportunities 
for pre-service or in-service educators and leaders 
(CEEDAR Center, University of Florida, 2019). 

Federal policymakers, researchers, and advo-
cates should investigate the equity implications 
of school service delivery model offerings. The 
variety and quality of school service delivery model 
offerings could be an important indicator of school 
capacity to provide SWD with a free and appropriate 
public education in their LRE. A school offering only 
one service delivery model may not necessarily be a 
negative indicator. Rather, it depends on the quality 
of services that can be provided through that model 
and the extent to which the setting of the model (e.g., 
general education, special education only) meets each 
student’s LRE. For instance, offering only co-teaching 
with regular support from a general educator may 
not be concerning if the resulting support is of high 
quality and if the general education setting is the 
LRE for all SWD in the school. 

However, offering only a resource or special  
education–only service delivery model would likely 
be of high concern as this model offers a more 
restrictive environment. Other models or options 
offer less support or more indirect support from 
special educators or specialists. Based on our find-
ings, more than a third of principals reported only 
offering one service delivery model, and the fact that 
principals in the highest poverty schools were nearly 
twice as likely to indicate offering only one model 
than those in the lowest poverty schools suggests 

SWD. Schools nationwide will continue to receive 
and must plan to allocate this one-time funding for 
the next several years, and they must plan ways to 
use it to improve capacity to support SWD with-
out incurring recurring costs. Schools and districts 
should consider ways to invest ESSER funding that 
will build school systems that increase the capacity 
of all staff for teaching SWD. For instance, special 
education advocacy and research organizations are 
aligned in their calls for leaders to use ESSER fund-
ing to implement schoolwide multitiered systems of 
support (MTSS) frameworks, in which schools use 
ongoing progress monitoring, formative assessment, 
and research-based interventions for all students 
who need them (Center for Learner Equity, 2021; 
Education Resource Strategies, 2021; National Center 
for Learning Disabilities, 2020). Systems such as 
MTSS use evidence-based practices and interventions 
that are effective for teaching SWD, but all staff have 
roles and responsibilities for monitoring students’ 
progress and providing intervention. Within inclu-
sive school-wide systems like MTSS, work that was 
formerly siloed to special educators becomes the 
work of all staff. These strategies would enhance 
existing staff capacity in a way that could be sus-
tained once ESSER funding ends. 

Education preparation program leaders, state 
education agencies, and local education agencies 
should improve and expand preparation opportu-
nities related to SWD for school leaders and gen-
eral educators. General educators and principals play 
unique and critical roles in educating SWD, but their 
preparation and training in this area are often lim-
ited. Principals play important roles in cultivating a 
vision for what inclusion will look like in their school, 
creating work environments that foster productive 
collaboration, and building staff capacity through PD 
(Shogren et al., 2015; Waldron, McLeskey, and Redd, 
2011). Despite the central influence of principals in 
driving the effective inclusion of SWD, principal 
preparation programs tend to lack explicit training 
or experiences related to educating SWD (Burdette, 
2012; Billingsley, McLeskey, and Crockett, 2017). 
The same is true for general educators, as guidance 
on what level of training on SWD their preparation 
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that this area may warrant further exploration. One 
potential explanation may be that higher poverty 
schools experience greater staffing needs (Sutcher, 
Darling-Hammond, and Carver-Thomas, 2016) and 
cannot implement multiple service delivery models as 
a result. Federal policymakers, researchers, and advo-
cates may consider monitoring the impact of service 
delivery model quality and offerings in the aftermath 
of the pandemic. If schools are unable to provide the 
service delivery models needed to effectively teach 
SWD in their LRE, federal policymakers should be 
aware and prepared to intervene. 

Notes
1 This report uses also the teacher responses from the 2019 and  
2020 LTS. The 2019 LTS yielded 3,744 complete responses out of 6,363 
invitations for teachers (59-percent completion rate) (Johnston et al., 
2019). The 2020 LTS yielded 3,784 complete responses out of 6,625 invi-
tations for teachers (57-percent completion rate) (Young et al., 2020).
2 For more information on survey recruitment, administration, and 
sample weighting, see Young et al., 2021.
3 School demographic characteristics were obtained from the 
2019–2020 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Common 
Core of Data, with the remaining characteristics identified through 
teachers’ survey responses. The 2019–2020 school- and district-level 
files were the most current version of the data available when weights 
were generated and analysis was conducted.
4 We define teachers as special educators if they responded “yes” to 
the question, “During the current school year (2020–2021), are you a 
special education teacher?” We define general educators as all teachers 
who did not respond “yes.”
5 We define novice teachers as teachers with fewer than three years of 
teaching experience.
6 The LTS is designed to be a survey of middle and high school 
educators, including only teachers who report teaching one or more of 
grades 6–12 and principals of schools serving one or more of grades 
6–12. In our analysis, we define middle school teachers as teachers who 
indicate that they exclusively teach grades 6, 7, or 8 and high school 
teachers as teachers of grades 9, 10, 11, or 12. However, sizable por-
tions of LTS respondents in both the ATP and ASLP were in a school 
designated by the NCES as an elementary school. This is because the 
NCES designates combined elementary/middle schools (e.g., grades 
K–8), as elementary schools. These schools are labeled as “other types 
of schools” in Table A.1.
7 We defined poverty levels using data on the percentage of students 
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL) from the NCES Com-
mon Core of Data. High poverty schools are those in which 75 percent 
or more of students qualified for FRPL, mid-poverty schools have 
between 25 and 75 percent of FRPL-eligible students, and low poverty 
schools have less than 25 percent of students qualifying for FRPL.
8 We defined non-white students based on the NCES Common 
Core of Data as Asian, Hispanic, Black, and other-race students, and 
then divided that number by the total population to calculate the 
percentage of non-white students. We then divided these values into 
two variables for majority non-white (greater than 50 percent) and 
majority white (less than 50 percent) schools.

9 This report is one of a series of publications that report on the  
2021 LTS and the authors used similar analytic methods to Mulhern 
and Steiner, 2022, another report in this series. This report includes 
recycled text from Mulhern and Steiner, 2022, to describe the limita-
tions of our analysis.
10 To address the first research question, we asked secondary princi-
pals, “During the current school year (2020–2021), what are the typi-
cal service delivery models for SWD experienced by teachers at your 
school?” They were asked to select all models that were offered from 
five different options: (1) teaching SWD in a general education class 
with regular support from a co-teacher; (2) teaching SWD in a general 
education class with occasional push-in support from a co-teacher; 
(3) teaching SWD in a general education class with consultation 
support from a special education or other specialist but no push-in or 
co-teaching support; (4) teaching SWD in a general education class 
without consultation, push-in, or co-teaching support from a special 
educator or specialist; and (5) teaching SWD in a resource or special 
education–only class. 
11 Each of these differences is statistically significant and robust con-
trolling for students’ FRPL eligibility, locale, and operational status, 
unless otherwise specified.
12 To answer the second research question, we asked teachers to respond 
to the following item:  “During the current school year (2020–2021), 
please select which of the following best describes the role you played in 
serving SWD.” We asked teachers to choose one option from the follow-
ing responses: (1) taught SWD in a general education class with regular 
support from a co-teacher; (2) taught SWD in a general education class 
with occasional push-in support from a co-teacher; (3) taught SWD 
in a general education class with consultation support from a special 
education or other specialist but no push-in or co-teaching support; 
(4) taught SWD in a general education class without consultation, 
push-in, or co-teaching support from a special educator or specialist; 
and (5) taught SWD in a resources or special education–only class. 
13 This difference was not robust when controlling for school poverty 
level, locale, and operational status.
14 To address the third research question, we asked teachers, “How 
sufficient is your access to each of the following for helping you 
support SWD during the current school year (2020–2021)?” For each 
option listed, teachers rated the sufficiency of their access to that sup-
port/resource as: (1) N/A—did not receive; (2) completely insufficient; 
(3) somewhat insufficient; (4) somewhat sufficient; and (5) completely 
sufficient. We created a dichotomous variable for support, collapsing 
those teachers who reported “somewhat sufficient” or “completely 
sufficient” into one variable.
15 Only teachers who had indicated that they were currently teaching 
in a remote or hybrid arrangement were asked the questions about 
their access to PD and curriculum materials to support them in 
remote or hybrid settings.
16 To answer the fourth research question, we asked teachers, “Please 
indicate your level of confidence in doing the following,” and teachers 
were prompted to select between the following options to indicate 
their confidence levels for the instructional practices shown in 
Figure 7: (1) certain I cannot do; (2) very little I can do; (3) I can 
do somewhat; (4) quite a bit I can do; and (5) certain I can do. We 
dichotomized this variable by collapsing teachers reporting “I can do 
somewhat” and “quite a bit I can do” in our reporting.
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Appendix. Sample Characteristics

Full Sample Special 
Educators

General 
Educators

Total number 3,605 439 3,166

Teacher characteristics 

Novice 4.8% 2.8% 5.1%*

Female 65.1% 77.6% 63.3%*

Non-white 17.2% 22.0% 16.5%*

School characteristics 

Middle school 42.3% 44.1% 42.1%

High school 51.4% 47.2% 52.0%

Other types of schools 6.2% 8.7% 5.9%

Majority non-white students 46.7% 50.3% 46.2%

High-poverty school 20.1% 20.7% 20.0%

City school 27.5% 32.0% 26.9%

Suburban school 37.9% 37.6% 38.0%

Town school 10.9% 8.9% 11.2%

Rural school 21.4% 19.1% 21.7%

Remote instruction 24.9% 29.4% 24.3%

Hybrid instruction 54.5% 51.7% 54.9%

In-person instruction 20.4% 19.0% 20.6%

NOTE: Asterisks indicate statistically significant difference of pairwise comparisons between teachers who identify as special educators and 

those who do not. * p < 0.05.

TABLE A.1

Weighted Teacher and School Demographics from the March 2021 LTS
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Percentage of Teachers Reporting Sufficient Access

Support or 
Resource for 
Teaching SWD

All Teachers General Educators Special Educatorsa

2019

N = 3,545

2020

N = 3,556

2021

N = 3,352

2019

n = 3,030

2020

n = 3,067

2021

n = 2,916

2019

n = 515

2020

n = 489

2021

n = 436

Access to support 

for building 

relationships with 

families of SWD

61% 67% 61% 60% 66% 59% 68% 76% 77%

Data system tools 

that give teachers 

the opportunity 

to review student 

performance and 

monitor progress

70% 73% 69% 69% 72% 68% 74% 83% 75%

Access to student 

records including 

learning history, 

areas of strength 

and interest, and 

unique social/

family situations

67% 66% 68% 64% 63% 66% 81% 85% 80%

Professional 

development 

related to 

supporting SWD 

in remote or hybrid 

learning settingsb

54% 57% 40% 52% 55% 39% 64% 69% 51%

Access to curricula 

and materials that 

are appropriate 

for SWD in remote 

or hybrid learning 

settingsc

61% 65% 46% 60% 65% 45% 64% 68% 58%

NOTES: The results in this table show the weighted percentages of teachers who reported having “somewhat sufficient” or “completely sufficient” access 

to supports for educating SWD. 

a The exact definition of special educators differs by year but is substantively similar. In 2020 and 2021, we defined a teacher as a special educator if 

they responded “yes” to the question, “During the current school year, are you a special education teacher?” In 2019, we defined a teacher as a special 

educator if they responded “yes” to the “special education” prompt from the question, “This school year, what subject(s) do you teach?”

b The 2021 version of this survey item differs from the 2019 and 2020 versions in two ways. First, the text in the 2019 and 2020 version was “Training and 

information (e.g., professional development, books that provide instructional guidance).” Second, in 2021, the survey item was restricted to teachers in 

schools operating remotely or in a hybrid status, excluding teachers in schools operating in person. Because of these differences, we do not consider the 

apparent decrease in reported sufficient access to be a notable finding. 

c The 2021 version of this survey item differs from the 2019 and 2020 versions in two ways. First, the text in the 2019 and 2020 versions was “Materials and 

tools (e.g., curricula, activities, technology, modified texts).” Second, in 2021, the survey item was restricted to teachers in schools operating remotely or in 

a hybrid status, excluding teachers in schools operating in person. Because of these differences, we do not consider the apparent decrease in reported 

sufficient access to be a notable finding.

TABLE A.2

Teacher Reports of Sufficient Access to Supports for Educating SWD, by 

Educator Type and by Year from 2019 to 2021
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