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Abstract
This study examined the long-term impact of a special education residency pro-
gram in high-need urban schools on the recruitment, program completion, and 
hiring and retention of graduates. Findings from this study, expanding research 
to special education teacher preparation, are consistent with a growing body of 
research that suggests that a well-designed and well-implemented teacher residency 
program can have great promise in recruiting and retaining effective teachers for 
hard-to-staff schools. However, findings also indicate significant challenges in 
implementing residency programs and evaluating their effectiveness. We discuss 
the implications of these findings for special education residency programs and 
teacher preparation overall.
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Introduction
	 There are serious inequities in communities regarding the preparation of 
their teachers. Poor urban and rural communities of color (Darling-Hammond, 
2004; Peske & Haycock, 2006; Zeichner, 2010) have chronic teacher shortages 
that result in the hiring of underprepared teachers, disproportionately impacting 
the education of lower-income students and students of color (Berry & Shields, 
2017; Goldring et al., 2014; Ingersoll et al., 2014). Many of these teachers have 
little or no preparation when they begin teaching and frequently enter the teach-
ing force through one of the “fast-track” or early-entry programs (Podolsky et 
al., 2019; Podolsky et al., 2017; Zeichner, 2010). However, studies have found 
that certified beginning teachers from university preservice programs produce 
stronger achievement gains and are more likely to remain in the profession than 
beginners who are uncertified or alternatively certified (Darling-Hammond, 2010; 
Ingersoll et al., 2014).
	 Despite the benefits of a certified teacher, fewer candidates are entering tra-
ditional teacher preparation programs, as evidenced by a 35% drop in university 
enrollment between 2009 and 2014 nationwide (Berry & Shields, 2017). As a result, 
the number of teachers hired on substandard credentials and permits has increased 
dramatically to address teacher shortages (Behrstock-Sherratt, 2016; Podolsky et 
al., 2017). These underprepared teachers leave the profession at 3 times the rate 
of credentialed teachers and with an estimated replacement cost per teacher of up 
to $18,000 (Carroll, 2007; Ingersoll et al., 2014; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Ham-
mond, 2017). Moreover, teacher attrition is highest in schools serving low-income 
students and those of color (DeMoss, 2018; Goldring et al., 2014; Sutcher et al., 
2016), with more than 20% of teachers leaving these schools each year and more 
than 45% leaving over 5 years (Center for Mental Health in Schools, 2012; Papay et 
al., 2017). These conditions deprive high-need schools of a stable and experienced 
teaching force and negatively impact student achievement (Ronfeldt et al., 2013). 
As Darling-Hammond noted (2010), “retaining teachers is a far greater problem 
in the United States than recruiting new ones and also is a key to solving teacher 
shortages and improving teacher effectiveness” (p. 5).

Teacher Shortages in Special Education
	 One of the greatest teacher shortage areas is special education, particularly 
in urban, high-poverty areas with chronic teacher shortages reported for more 
than 2 decades (Cross, 2017). In a national assessment of Individuals With Dis-
abilities Education Act implementation, most states identified the shortages in 
special education as the most severe among all teaching fields, with 90% of high-
poverty schools in the United States struggling to find qualified special education 
teachers (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Given these conditions, the hiring 
of underprepared special education teachers has reached unprecedented propor-
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tions. In California, for example, 64% of new special education teacher hires hold 
substandard credentials (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017).
	 With declining enrollment in teacher preparation programs and attrition rates 
disproportionately higher in special education than reported for teachers overall 
(13% vs. 8%), statistics confirm that the pool of special education teachers is shrink-
ing (Sutcher et al., 2016). As Sutcher et al. noted, “it is striking that the field that 
serves the most vulnerable students . . . is increasingly populated by underprepared 
teachers” (p. 11). In sum, the acute teacher shortage in special education and large 
percentage of untrained teachers not only result in inadequate services for students 
with disabilities but also increase the likelihood that these teachers, who work with 
the most demanding students in some of the most demanding communities, will 
leave the profession.
	 To address the challenge of teacher shortages in urban areas, educators are 
increasingly turning to teacher residency programs, with some promising findings 
(Berry et al., 2008; Guha et al., 2016; National Center for Educational Evalua-
tion and Regional Assistance, 2015; Silva et al., 2014; Thorpe, 2014). Specifi-
cally, research has suggested that teacher residency programs recruit over twice 
the number of candidates of color (45%) in comparison to the percentage (19%) 
recruited nationally (Guha et al., 2017). With almost half of all residents prepar-
ing for teaching in high-shortage subjects like math and science, and in bilingual 
and special education, residencies have potential to address teacher shortages in 
high-need areas (National Center for Teacher Residencies, 2016). Studies have 
also suggested that retention rates of residency graduates, reported as 80%–90% 
after 3 years and 70%–80% after 5 years, are higher than those typically reported 
in urban schools (Guha et al., 2016).

Teacher Residency Programs: Theoretical Model
	 Teacher residency programs are based on a medical residency model. Teacher 
candidates are provided opportunities to practice specific pedagogy in high-need 
schools, alongside an accomplished mentor, and take coursework that is closely 
aligned with their clinical experience (Grossman, 2010; National Council for Ac-
creditation of Teacher Education, 2010; Silva et al., 2014). Consistent with other 
education reform efforts, this model emphasizes the importance of program coher-
ence, in which teacher preparation is organized around an explicit and shared vision 
of effective teaching. As Berry et al. (2008) described, teacher residency programs 
provide teaching candidates with “both the underlying theories of effective teaching 
and a year-long, in school ‘residency’ in which they practice and hone what they 
are learning alongside an effective veteran teacher in an urban classroom” (p. 11).
	 Traditional models of teacher preparation have historically focused on theory and 
academic knowledge, with either limited or disconnected opportunities throughout 
the program to apply that knowledge in practice. Instead, practice typically occurs 
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at the end of the program, with too infrequent communication between the university 
program and the school-based or cooperating teacher, who may not have adequate 
training or be sufficiently financially compensated for their work. Early-entry or 
alternative-certification routes hire teachers with little or no preparation who learn 
to teach while on the job; these programs may provide limited theoretical grounding, 
offer few opportunities to learn from a mentor teacher, and tend to privilege practi-
tioner over academic knowledge. Residency models, it has been suggested, have the 
potential to occupy a “third space” in teacher education (Zeichner, 2010). This “third 
space” or hybrid model brings together academic and practitioner knowledge as well 
as local school districts and campus-based teacher preparation programs.
	 Although residency programs differ, the residency model adheres to common 
design principles that distinguish it from both traditional and alternative routes to 
certification (Berry et al., 2008; Guha et al., 2016). First, with a commitment to 
clinically based preparation, residency programs typically extend student teaching 
to a yearlong apprenticeship (Silva et al., 2014). Placement is alongside a trained 
mentor with an average of 10 years of experience (Silva et al., 2014). Second, 
residencies explicitly address a long-standing challenge to teacher education, the 
gap between theory and practice (Zeichner, 2010). With shared responsibility for 
teacher preparation, residency mentors and university faculty have opportunities 
to exchange information and expertise, learning from one another. Third, residency 
programs are designed to build strong partnerships among institutions of higher 
education and local school districts, recruiting and placing candidates in response 
to district hiring needs and preparing them in the communities and schools in which 
they will eventually work (Guha et al., 2016). Finally, residents are rigorously 
selected, participate as part of a cohort, and are provided financial assistance in 
exchange for a commitment to teach in partner districts, with supported induction 
(Berry et al., 2008; Papay et al., 2012).

Purpose of the Present Study
	 Research has suggested that teacher residency programs show promise in 
helping districts meet staffing needs and diversify and retain their workforce in 
high-need schools (Guha et al., 2016; Silva et al., 2015). However, although resi-
dency programs may include special education participants, little if any research 
has examined the specific effect of a special education teacher residency program. 
Therefore our goal with this study was to expand research on residency programs 
to include special education teacher preparation. We describe a residency program 
based on the aforementioned principles and discuss findings from an evaluation 
study focused on candidate recruitment, program completion, and hiring and re-
tention of graduates in high-need urban schools. The evaluation questions guiding 
this study were as follows:

Question 1: To what extent does the residency program increase the re-
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cruitment of special education candidates of color committed to teaching 
in high-need schools?

Question 2: To what extent does the residency program increase candidates’ 
completion of a special education credential?

Question 3: To what extent does the residency program increase district 
hiring of credentialed special education teachers in high-need schools?

Question 4: To what extent does the residency program increase retention 
of special education teachers in high-need schools?

Method
Setting

	 This study was conducted at a university in collaboration with a school district 
located within a large urban area in southern California. The university, part of the 
largest statewide system of public 4-year institutions in the country, serves a diverse 
student body, with 45% of its more than 38,000 students from traditionally under-
served groups. As one of the biggest producers in the state, graduating 302 teacher 
candidates in 2017–2018, the university is a major supplier of teachers for the 
partner district. During  2016–2017, the district’s enrollment numbered more 
than  600,000  K–12  pupils, and of those, approximately  4% (26,000) received 
special education services. Across the district, 26% of pupils were English learn-
ers and 84% qualified for free or reduced-priced lunch. The ethnic composition 
of the district was primarily Latino (74%), with other ethnic group percentages 
being White (9.80%), African American (8.40%), Asian (6.00%), Pacific Islander 
(0.40%), and American Indian/Alaskan Native (0.02%).
	 The university’s Department of Special Education, in which the residency 
program was housed, offers credentials in four specialization areas: mild/moderate 
disabilities (MM), moderate/severe disabilities (MS), deaf and hard of hearing (DHH), 
and early childhood special education (ECSE). Candidates pursue a credential in 
one of four credential program pathways: an accelerated 1-year, cohort-based, full-
time graduate program; a 2-year intern program designed for on-the-job teachers; a 
traditional pathway (flexible scheduling for part- or full-time graduate students); and 
an undergraduate, integrated teacher education program. Between 2010 and 2015, 
the department added a fifth pathway, the residency program. During this time 
period, the traditional program was the largest, serving 40% of the 549 candidates, 
followed by the intern and residency programs at 23% each; the smallest were the 
accelerated (9%) and undergraduate (5%) programs. The majority of the candidates 
(58%) were pursuing a credential in MM, a specialization significantly larger than 
ECSE (18%), DHH (13%), and MS (11%).
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Special Education Residency Program

	 Funded by a 5-year grant from the U.S. Department of Education, and offered 
between the academic years of 2010–2011 and 2014–2015, the residency program 
examined in this article was designed as a combined 2-year special education 
credential/master’s program in one of the four specialization areas offered in 
the Department of Special Education (MM, MS, DHH, ECSE). During the first 
year, candidates completed coursework and a two-semester apprenticeship in a 
high-need school, earning a special education credential and obtaining a teaching 
position in the partner district. In the second program year, these new teachers 
received support through an induction program and completed remaining courses 
for the master’s degree. The program emphasized the importance of clinically 
based preparation (National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education, 
2010) and was built on the principles of a residency model as identified by Berry 
et al. (2008) and shown in Table 1.

Principle 1:
Strong Partnership Among Institutions of Higher Education and School Districts

	 The university and the district collaborated on all aspects of the residency 
program. A senior district special educator on detached service was assigned to 
work full-time on the project as the district liaison. She was an active participant 
in screening applications and selecting residents, recruiting and training mentor 

Table 1
Guiding Principles of a Residency Program and Their Implementation 

Residency principle			  Special education residency program

Strong district–higher education	 Partnership between the university and a large 
institution partnership		  urban school district

Progression through the program	 Rigorous selection of a diverse special education
as part of a rigorously selected cohort	 cohort with program progression facilitated 
	 	 	 	 through financial incentives and academic
				    and collaborative support

Full-year teaching alongside		  Two-semester apprenticeship with selected
an experienced, trained mentor 	 special education teachers in high-need schools 
				    prepared as mentor teachers

Tightly aligned education theory	 Coursework integrated with classroom practice
and classroom practice		  through professional development with mentors,
				    administrators, and faculty

Ongoing mentoring and support	 Support for graduates through an induction
for graduates			   program that includes mentor support
				    and completion of advanced coursework
				    for the master’s degree
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teachers, facilitating professional development activities, coordinating district 
recruitment and hiring activities, and, finally, supporting graduates during the 
induction phase of the program.
	 The residency program’s management team met frequently with district and 
school administrators to review recruitment and hiring data, to track teacher re-
tention, and to coordinate program activities with district initiatives. For example, 
residents and mentors collected and analyzed district student achievement results 
to inform practice, a district priority, and the university student teaching evaluation 
was revised to better align with the district evaluation.

Principle 2:
Candidate Progression Through the Program
as a Part of a Rigorously Selected and Supported Cohort

	 The program goal was to recruit 125 candidates, 25 each year of the 5-year grant. 
In addition to university admission requirements (e.g., minimum undergraduate grade 
point average [GPA] of 2.76, passage of basic skills and subject matter exams, 45 field 
experience hours, recommendations, personal essay), all applicants were screened 
using a residency application and an individual interview. Those approved through 
this process participated in a group interview, conducted by university and district 
personnel and unique to the residency program. Applicants were rated on items 
related to their potential for success in the program, including an understanding of 
and familiarity with the cultures and languages of the communities they would be 
serving and their experience working with K–12 students of color.
	 Candidates progressed through the program in a cohort of approximately 25. 
The cohort experience was supported by initial and ongoing advisement to ensure 
that residents enrolled in preselected courses with multiple opportunities to collabo-
rate. In addition to shared coursework, a cohort-based professional community of 
learners was supported in professional development activities for resident, mentor, 
and administrator site teams. Final program evaluation ratings and exit interviews 
indicated that residents highly valued the cohort experience and continued to sup-
port one another during their first years of teaching.

Principle 3:
Apprenticeship Alongside an Experienced, Trained Mentor Teacher

	 A rigorous recruitment process for selection of mentor teachers was developed 
in the initial years of the project, which included an application, administrator 
recommendation, and classroom observation by program staff. Selection criteria 
included a teaching credential in an appropriate special education specialization 
area, a minimum of 3 years of teaching experience, and demonstrated excellence 
in teaching. Seventy-nine highly qualified mentors were recruited for the project, 
including six former residents in the final years of the grant. Mentors had an aver-
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age of 13 years of teaching experience, 61% had a master’s degree, and 47% were 
teachers of color. They attended trainings that included detailed fieldwork expecta-
tions and assignment guidelines, information on coaching, and the use of a rubric 
to evaluate and provide feedback on resident performance. In addition, site teams 
comprising mentors, administrators, and residents participated in monthly literacy 
professional development activities.
	 Mentor ratings of the mentoring experience were overwhelmingly positive, 
with 97% of the respondents reporting that the residency experience had a positive 
impact on their teaching practice. The quality of the mentorship was also evidenced 
by resident perceptions of their fieldwork experience; 97% of the residents indicated 
that their fieldwork experience was valuable, reporting that their mentor frequently 
observed their teaching, met with them, and offered suggestions and advice about 
their teaching.

Principle 4:
Tightly Aligned Theory and Classroom Practice

	 Residency faculty meetings, attended by all course instructors in the program, 
were established in Year 2 of the project to ensure coverage of essential content, to 
eliminate redundancies across courses and course assignments, and to strengthen 
connections between coursework and field experiences. Course syllabi were examined 
for the extent to which they included application assignments (e.g., observation, 
lesson plans, field-based practice). Where application assignments were minimal, 
they were added. Individual faculty interviews indicated that collaboration around 
course assignments was one of the most gratifying program activities, and a retrospec-
tive review of syllabi found an increase in the number of application assignments 
from 30 in 2010 to 42 in 2014. The success of these efforts was also documented 
on formative program evaluations survey ratings of coursework satisfaction and 
interview data. While 76% of residents across all 5 years were “satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” with their coursework, only 43% of Cohort 3 residents were satisfied 
with coursework. Interview data indicated that closer articulation of coursework 
assignments with the fieldwork experience was needed. Following the previously 
described faculty activities, coursework satisfaction ratings rose to 100% for Co-
hort 4 and 70% for Cohort 5.
	 Professional development activities for faculty and school site teams of resi-
dents, mentors, and administrators were provided to further integrate coursework 
with classroom practice. Monthly workshops focused on collecting and interpreting 
a battery of language and literacy progress monitoring assessments and develop-
ing an Action Plan Project designed to improve English/language arts outcomes 
of K–12 students. Findings from the Action Plan Project were showcased in poster 
sessions at an annual professional development institute.
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Principle 5:
Mentoring and Support for Program Completers
During Their First Years of Teaching

	 In Years 1–4, all residency completers participated in an induction program, 
through either the district or the university; 95% of the residents elected to par-
ticipate in the university program. The university program included a rigorously 
selected, paid special education support provider for each student, with activities 
coordinated by the residency program’s district liaison. The district liaison was 
critical to the success of the induction experience, working closely with the district 
to ensure the timely assignment and training of an appropriate special education 
support provider. Residents reported that their support providers were in regular 
contact (92%), worked with them to identify teaching challenges and possible 
solutions (92%), shared lesson plans and instructional activities (87%), and gave 
them useful feedback on their teaching (90%).
	 Induction coursework focused on residents’ immediate teaching challenges. 
Program evaluation findings indicated that residents found coursework applied 
to their teaching assignment (84%), provided opportunities to discuss individual 
concerns (83%), provided guidance on effective teaching practices (79%), and 
encouraged reflection and refinement of practice (86%).
	 A comprehensive Residency Program Evaluation Survey was administered at 
the end of each project year to all stakeholders—residents, mentors, administra-
tors, and faculty. Survey items were directly related to the principles of an effective 
residency program, including the apprenticeship experience, mentor training, and 
the alignment of coursework and fieldwork experiences. These surveys, along with 
transcripts of focus group interviews and project-specific documents and records, 
were reviewed on a regular basis and used to inform program improvement efforts. 
Taken together, these data, when combined with the descriptions of program activities 
detailed earlier, demonstrate that program implementation adhered to the principles 
of residency programs. Findings aggregated across all 5 years confirmed that the 
cohorts supported a professional community of practitioners, residents valued their 
fieldwork experiences, mentors appreciated program trainings, coursework was 
aligned with field experiences, and induction supported the development of new 
teachers. Interviews with district administrators yielded comments suggesting that 
they were more likely to hire residency graduates than other applicants and that the 
collaboration with the university was highly valued.

Residency Participants

	 A cohort of approximately 25 special education candidates was recruited each 
year through university and district outreach (website, flyers, word of mouth). 
Advertising for the residency program focused on its significant financial incen-
tives reflecting a “living wage,” the accelerated 1-year cohort-based features of the 
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credential program, and completion of a master’s degree in an additional year while 
teaching. During the 5-year grant period (2010–2015), a total of 125 residents were 
recruited; the majority were pursuing a credential in MM (65%), followed by ECSE 
(17%), DHH (13%), and MS (5%). The distribution of the 125 residents across 
specializations was relatively consistent with that of the department. Residents were 
paid a monthly stipend and were required to sign a service obligation agreeing to 
work in the district for 3 years or return the stipend or partial stipend, prorated on 
years employed as a teacher in the district.

Description of Research Processes and Key Findings
Recruitment and Program Completion

	 Recruitment and admission data were analyzed to determine whether demo-
graphic characteristics of candidates in the residency program and their completion 
of the program differed from other program pathways.

Procedures

	 University admission data for credential candidates admitted between academic 
years 2010–2011 and 2014–2015 were disaggregated by credential pathway (resi-
dency vs. other). Demographic variables examined included ethnicity (non-White 
vs. White); gender; age; undergraduate GPA; and type of admission, whether regular 
or exceptional—exceptional admits do not meet one or more admission require-
ments, typically undergraduate GPA or all sections of a required exam. Candidates’ 
undergraduate institution of higher education (IHE) was also examined. Under-
graduate IHEs were categorized as the public IHE in this study, other California 
public IHEs within the same system, California public research IHEs, California 
private IHEs, and IHEs outside California and outside the United States. Program 
completion variables included completion status (exited, completed, continuing), 
program duration (number of semesters to program completion), and exit GPA. 
These data were initially collected in 2015–2016. However, because many of the 
candidates in other pathways were still completing the program, completion data 
were also collected in spring 2019, more accurately capturing program duration 
and completion for these candidates.

Results

	 Recruitment. Between 2010 and 2015, a total of 549 credential candidates 
were admitted to the special education program, 125  to the residency pathway, 
and 424 to other program pathways. Candidate demographics and statistical com-
parisons of the two candidate groups are presented in Tables 2 and 3. As shown 
in Table 2, chi-square tests of independence revealed that the residency program 
pathway recruited significantly more candidates (51% vs. 40%) from non-White 
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groups and admitted marginally fewer (7% vs. 13%) exceptional admission can-
didates. There was a significant effect for undergraduate IHE, x2(5) = 13.533, p = 
0.189. Post hoc pairwise comparisons using Bonferroni adjusted .05 alpha levels 
of .002 per test (.05/5) revealed that candidates admitted to the residency program 
were significantly more likely to be recruited from public research IHEs than were 
candidates admitted to other pathways (20% vs. 9%, respectively). No differences 
were found for gender; 82% of the total admitted were female in both groups.

Table 3
Means, Standard Deviations, and Test of Significance for Age and Undergraduate 
Grade Point Average of Residency and Other Pathway-Admitted Candidates

Demographic		  Residency	 Other		  t(547)	 p		  95% CI
variable

Age (years)	 	 29.10 (6.42)	 32.43 (9.37)	 −4.546	 0.000	 [−4.772, −1.888]

Undergraduate		 3.21 (0.53)	  3.14 (0.54)	 1.239	 0.216	 [−0.39, 0.175]
GPA

Note. N = 549, 125 residency and 424 other. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
CI = confidence interval. GPA = grade point average.

Table 2
Chi-Square Results for Categorical Demographic Variables
for Residency and Other Pathway-Admitted Candidates

						      Residency		  Other		
Demographic variable		  n		  %		  n		  %		  x2(1)	 p

Ethnic background
	 Non-White	 	 	 64	 	 51	 	 168	 	 40	 	 5.30		 0.031
	 White	 	 	 	 64	 	 49	 	 256	 	 60	

Admission status
	 Exceptional	 	 	 9	 	 7	 	 57	 	 13	 	 3.56		 0.059
	 Regular	 	 	 	 116	 	 93	 	 367	 	 87	 	

Gender
	 Female	 	 	 	 103	 	 82	 	 349	 	 82	 	 0.001	 0.980	
	 Male	 	 	 	 22	 	 18	 	 75	 	 18

Undergraduate IHEa

	 Public IHE in study		 57	 	 46	 	 215	 	 51	 	 1.10		 0.294
	 Similar CA public IHEs	 16	 	 13	 	 48	 	 12	 	 0.14		 0.705
	 CA public research		 25	 	 20	 	 38	 	 9	 	 11.58	 0.001
	 CA private	 	 	 16	 	 13	 	 75	 	 18	 	 1.67		 0.196
	 Outside CA			   11		  9		  42		  10		  0.14		 0.710
	 Outside USA 			   0		  0		  4		  1

Note. N = 549, 125 residency and 424 other. CA = California. IHE = institute of higher education.
a Post hoc pairwise comparisons using Bonferroni adjusted .05 alpha levels of .002 per test (.05/5).
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	 Age and GPA comparisons are presented in Table 3. Residency candidates, 
compared to candidates from other pathways, were significantly younger. Finally, 
there were no significant differences for mean undergraduate GPA between residents 
(M = 3.21) and candidates from other pathways (M = 3.14).

	 Program Completion. Of the 125 residents, 121 completed the program. Com-
parison data on program completion status of residency and other program pathway 
candidates are presented in Table 4. The residency program pathway was found to 
be statistically different from other program pathways. Compared to candidates 
in other program pathways, residents were more likely to complete and obtain a 
preliminary credential (97% vs. 74%) and less likely to exit or withdraw from the 
program (3% vs. 24%). Moreover, the residency pathway was statistically different 
from other pathways for program duration. Specifically, as shown in Table 4, 94% 
of the residents completed the program in two semesters, whereas most candidates 
in other program pathways took three to four semesters (37%) or five to six semes-
ters (35%) to complete their programs. Finally, there were significant differences 
in exit GPA between the two groups, t(432) = 5.16, p < .001. The exit GPA for the 
residency program was higher (M = 3.82, SD = 0.22) compared to other program 
pathways (M = 3.68, SD = 0.25).

Hiring and Retention of Residency Teachers

	 District data were analyzed to examine the extent to which the program increased 
the hiring and retention of special education teachers in high-need schools.

Table 4
Chi-Square Results for Program Completion Status and Duration
for Residency and Other Pathway-Admitted Candidates

						      Residency	 Other		
Variable					     n	 %	 n	 %		  x2			   p

Program completion statusa 	 	 	 	 	 	 (2, 549) = 30.84	 0.000
	 Continuing			   0	 0	 7	 2		
	 Exited				    4	 3	 104	 24		
	 Preliminary credential	 121	 97	 313	 74		
	 Duration in programb						      (3, 434) = 250.16	 0.000
			   (semesters)					   
		  2				    114	 94	 41	 13		
		  3–4				    4	 3	 117	 37		
	 	 5–6	 	 	 	 2	 2	 110	 35	 	
	 	 ≥7	 	 	 	 1	 1	 45	 14
a N = 549, 125 residency and 424 other. b N = 434, 121 residency and 313 other.



Examining the Effectiveness of a Special Education Residency Program

40

Procedures

	 Hiring and retention data were collected from the district’s Office of Human 
Resources for 2011–2015. These data included individual teacher hire date; date 
of departure, if applicable; and hiring classification. The hiring classifications were 
as follows:

preliminary credential: teachers who hold a preliminary credential and are eligible 
for permanent status after 2 years of successful teaching

intern credential: teachers who hold a 2-year intern credential and are enrolled 
in a university or district teacher preparation program, earning the preliminary 
credential while on the job as the teacher of record

temporary contract: teachers without a preliminary or intern credential serving in 
interim or short-term assignments with options for contract renewal

provisional contract: teachers assigned for a short-term basis but not eligible for 
contract renewal

With the exception of those hired with a provisional contract, the employment 
status of all 2011–2015 hires was tracked to compare the retention of residents 
with that of other hires.

Results

	 Hiring. The district hired 1,680 new special education teachers from 2011 
through 2015 with the following employment classifications: teachers with a pre-
liminary credential, university and district interns without a preliminary credential, 
and teachers on temporary or provisional contracts without a preliminary credential. 
New hires with a preliminary credential included 114 (94%) of the 121 program 
completers in the residency program; the 7 residency completers not hired were in 
the DHH specialization, where fewer district positions were available.
	 The number and percentage of teachers in each hiring classification, presented 
in Table 5, show that 42% (n = 708) of the new special education teacher hires 
completed a preliminary credential program. Of the 1,680 new hires, 7% (n = 
114) were from the residency program and 35% (n = 594) were from nonresidency 
programs. The other 972 teachers (58%) were hired as interns or held temporary/
provisional contracts. Taken together, the data indicate that while the residency 
program contributed to the hiring of special education teachers with a preliminary 
credential, the majority of district new hires were not fully certified as special 
education teachers.

	 Retention. Retention data were available for 1,424 contracted new special edu-
cation teachers hired between 2011 and 2015. The initial hires included 708 teach-
ers with a preliminary credential (114 residents and 594 nonresidents), 603 with 
an intern credential (389 university interns and 214 district interns), and 113 on a 
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temporary contract. Not included were 256 teachers initially hired for 1 year on a 
provisional contract without renewal options.
	 Percentages for 6 years of retention data by employment classification are 
shown in Figure 1. Findings indicate that the percentage of residency teachers 
retained in the district was consistently higher each year than percentages for other 
teachers over the 6-year period. For example, percentages of 6-year retention data 
reveal that teachers from the residency program had the highest long-term reten-
tion rates (75%), followed by district interns (70%), nonresidency teachers with a 
preliminary credential (67%), university interns (64%), and initial-hire temporary 
contract teachers (60%).
	 To test for significance of teacher retention, a Kaplan–Meier methods chi-square 
survival analysis was performed by employment classification group. Results are 
presented in Table 6. Over a 6-year period, retention rates were significantly higher 
for residency teachers than for nonresidency teachers with a preliminary credential. 

Table 5
Number and Percentage of District New Hires, 2011–2015, by Classification

Hiring classification		  n	 %

Preliminary credential	 	 708	 42
	 Residency			   114	 7
	 Nonresidency	 	 	 594	 35

Nonpreliminary credential	 	 972	 58
	 University interns	 	 389	 23
	 District interns			  214	 13
	 Temporary contract		  113	 7
	 Provisional contract	 	 256	 15

Note. N = 1,680.

Table 6
Kaplan–Meier Methods Chi-Square Survival Analysis for Teacher Retention,
by Classification

								        1.							      2.						      3.						      4.
Credential				    x2				   p			   x2			  p			   x2			  p			   x2				   p

1. Resident	 	 	 	 −	 	 	 	 −		 	 	 	 	

2. Preliminary
	 nonresident	 	 	 5.033	 	 0.025	 −	 	 	 −	 	 	 	

3. University
	 intern	 	 	 	 	 1.869	 	 0.172	 2.458	 0.117	 −	 	 	 −	

4. District intern		 0.068	 	 0.795	 6.870	 0.009	 1.832	 0.176	 −	 	 	 	 −

5. Temporary
	 contract	 	 	 	 11.045		 0.001	 3.773	 0.052	 8.656	 0.003	 13.223		 0.000
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However, there was no significant difference between the retention rates of the resi-
dency teachers and university or district interns. When compared to nonresidency 
preliminary teachers, retention rates were significantly higher for district interns 
but not for university interns. Teachers with an initial temporary contract demon-
strated the lowest retention rates, significantly lower when compared to residency 
and to university and district intern teachers and marginally lower when compared 
to nonresidency preliminary credentialed teachers.

Figure 1
Percentage of District New Hires, 2011-2015, Retained, by Credential Category
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Discussion
	 The primary purpose of this study was to examine the long-term impact of a 
special education residency program on the recruitment, program completion, and 
hiring and retention of graduates for high-need urban schools.

Recruitment and Program Completion

	 Findings from this study indicate that over the grant period of 5 years, the 
residency program was successful in meeting its goal to recruit 125 resident teacher 
candidates. Of these, more than half (51%) were candidates of color, a significantly 
higher percentage than for candidates in other program pathways (40%). The 
residency program selected fewer exceptional admission candidates and a higher 
percentage of graduates from in-state public research institutions.
	 The demographic differences in the residency program as compared to other 
program pathways may reflect robust recruitment efforts and the rigorous candidate 
selection process. While evaluation findings showed that many of the advertised 
program features, including an accelerated 1-year program, a cohort-based model, 
and the emphasis on clinical practice with a mentor teacher, attracted candidates to 
the program, resident stipends supporting tuition and other living expenses were 
the most significant factor. As Myers et al. (2020) noted, residency programs are 
at a disadvantage to intern programs because interns receive a teacher’s salary. 
Work opportunities are also available to traditional candidates, who typically at-
tend school part-time and are usually able to maintain employment until student 
teaching. However, the residency program became an attractive and viable option 
for candidates, given grant funds that supported tuition and other living expenses.
	 The selection process involved reviewing application materials and conducting 
interviews (individual and group) with applicants rated on their academic and expe-
riential backgrounds. Candidates with strong academic records and experiences with 
diverse communities were rated highly in the selection process, possibly enhancing 
a diverse pool of participants who showed promise in teaching urban students of 
color. The study’s results, which focused exclusively on special education teacher 
preparation, are consistent with a growing number of studies that indicate that 
residency programs are successful in providing a more diverse workforce (Guha 
et al., 2016).
	 Program completion results indicated that candidates in the residency program 
earned a significantly higher GPA than did candidates in other program pathways and 
were more likely to complete the residency program, with only 2% withdrawing in 
comparison to 23%. Additionally, residents completed the program in two semesters, 
whereas other pathway candidates needed three to six semesters. These findings 
suggest that despite the accelerated pace and demanding curriculum, almost all 
residents successfully completed the program. It may be that the rigorous selection 
of promising candidates and the stipend facilitated program completion. However, 
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it may also be that the program design, which adhered to the residency model’s 
principles, contributed to program completion. Program evaluation findings revealed 
that the program overall supported a professional community of practitioners work-
ing together to support and guide residents in the program. Residents highly valued 
the cohort experience and support provided by their colleagues, mentor teachers, 
and university faculty.
	 One of the most challenging residency model principles to implement, according 
to program evaluation data, was the effort to tightly align coursework with classroom 
practice. Ratings on program alignment varied by year, and alignment was valued 
when successful. For example, mentors appreciated knowing explicitly about course 
requirements, timelines, and how they could assist candidates in implementing assign-
ments through classroom practice. The more connected and coordinated they were, 
the more highly they rated the program. These findings suggest that although chal-
lenging to implement, linkages between coursework and classroom practice enhance 
program implementation. Although little research has compared program completion 
of residency programs to other program pathways, our findings are consistent with 
studies that suggest the importance of the model’s principles in supporting residents 
through a demanding year of study (Guha et al., 2016).

Hiring and Retention

	 Of the 125 participants in the residency program, 121 (96%) obtained a special 
education credential, and of those, 114 (94%) were employed in the district, contrib-
uting to the supply of new teachers. However, while residency program graduates 
and a small percentage of other new hires in the district completed requirements for 
a preliminary credential, the majority of new hires (58%) comprised underprepared 
teachers pursuing a credential as university or district interns or holding temporary 
or provisional contracts. These findings reflect the promise and current limitations 
of residency programs in providing a pipeline of qualified teachers for high-need 
urban schools.
	 Of the 114 resident completers hired in the district, the percentage of residency 
teachers retained was consistently higher each year than for other teachers, even after 
their 3-year service obligation ended. When tested for significance, retention rates 
were found to be significantly lower for teachers with a temporary contract than for 
other teachers. These findings are supported by research indicating that underprepared 
teachers with substandard credentials are more likely to leave the profession than other 
teachers (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). We also found that retention 
rates of nonresidency teachers with a preliminary credential were significantly lower 
than for residency teachers and district interns. These results were unexpected, because 
researchers have found that teachers with certification are more likely to be retained 
than those in alternative-certification or “fast-track” programs (Darling-Hammond, 
2010; Ingersoll et al., 2014; Podolsky et al., 2019).
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	 The high retention rates for district interns in this study may reflect the recruit-
ment strategies and program supports provided through the district. District intern 
programs typically recruit candidates from the communities they serve. In this par-
ticular district, a Career Ladder program is offered for paraprofessionals, many of 
whom live and work in the district; the district recruits these paraprofessionals, and 
also substitute teachers and others, into its intern program. Though the district intern 
program may contribute to a pipeline of promising community-based teachers and 
stability in the district, interns learn to teach while on the job, unlike residents, who 
enter the profession fully prepared to serve students with special needs.
	 The high retention rates for residents, as suggested by Guha et al. (2016), may 
be attributable to the residency program’s design: careful selection of residents and 
mentor teachers, program quality with an emphasis on classroom practice tightly 
integrated with curriculum, and residents’ commitment to teach in return for financial 
and induction support. It may also be that the district partnership during preservice 
facilitated the transition of new teachers into the district; residents were already 
knowledgeable about district initiatives, curricular priorities, and the teacher evalu-
ation system. Finally, the residents’ 1-year apprenticeship with students similar to 
those they would serve may have contributed to their retention as teachers. These 
results are supported by Goldhaber et al. (2017), who found that teachers are more 
effective in teaching in schools with demographics similar to the schools where 
they were trained.
	 Taken together, findings suggest that the residency program contributed to 
teacher retention, given the selection process and initial and ongoing preparation and 
support. Residents were selected on the basis of their commitment to and promise 
for teaching in high-need schools; they were provided clinically based preparation 
in these schools prior to entering the teaching field and were offered support through 
a special education support provider during their first years of teaching.

Limitations of the Study
	 As discussed, findings suggest that a special education residency program can 
successfully impact the recruitment, program completion, and retention of special 
education teachers in high-need urban schools. However, this evaluation effort had 
two major limitations.
	 First, it is not possible, given the design of this study, to disentangle the mul-
tifaceted and complex relationships among the features of the residency program 
and their subsequent impact on outcomes. For example, we cannot attribute the high 
rate of program completion to the rigorous selection process or to other plausible 
factors, such as the cohort model and the stipend. Similarly, high retention rates 
may be linked to multiple program features, including the yearlong apprenticeship 
in the district in which the residents were working, and a preparation program that 
aimed to tightly align coursework and field experiences. In sum, the inability to 
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isolate the relative contributions of individual program features to reported outcomes 
limits the interpretation of findings.
	 Second, in this evaluation, we do not report results of teacher evaluations or 
student achievement outcomes, commonly found in teacher education research as 
measures of quality of teacher preparation. Efforts to do so were initiated but fraught 
with insurmountable challenges, ultimately yielding examination beyond the scope 
of this study. Although the residency program worked to align its evaluation form 
with that of the district, the district evaluation form was more generic and did not 
include items related to those practices known to be effective for students with dis-
abilities, for example, direct, explicit, and systematic instruction. In addition, upon 
review, there was lack of variability among district teacher evaluation ratings. This 
was not completely unexpected, as teachers receiving anything below satisfactory 
were not retained.
	 The challenges associated with the collection and analyses of special educa-
tion student achievement data were consistent with those discussed in the research 
literature (Noell et al., 2014). The use of district individualized education plan goals 
or progress monitoring measures lacked standardization, while formal measures 
were not sensitive enough to capture student gains. Further complicating the process 
was that the special education teacher of record was not always the one delivering 
instruction, which often included more than one professional; therefore it was not 
possible to attribute student outcomes to any one specific teacher or, by extension, 
any single teacher preparation program.

Implications for Teacher Preparation
	 Residency programs are designed to attract a new pool of talented and diverse 
teacher candidates, preparing them for success and retention in high-need urban 
schools. A comprehensive examination of the teacher residency program in the cur-
rent study indicated that program implementation adhering to the guiding principles 
of the residency model enhanced the recruitment and retention of special education 
teachers. Despite a demanding year of study, residents rated the program highly 
and were significantly more likely to complete the program compared to other 
special education credential candidates. Moreover, retention rates were higher for 
residents than for all other new teacher hires. These results are consistent with a 
growing body of research that suggests that a well-designed and well-implemented 
teacher residency program shows great promise in recruiting and retaining effec-
tive teachers for hard-to-staff schools (Guha et al., 2016). Importantly, the current 
study expands the research to special education. In this section, we discuss three 
implications drawn from this study: investing in residency programs, implementing 
residency programs, and evaluating residency programs.
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Investing in Residency Programs

	 Findings from the current study suggest that residency programs have potential 
in addressing teacher shortages in special education, but only, as researchers have 
emphasized, with significant expansion and program support (e.g., DeMoss et al., 
2017). First, as our study suggests, without expansion, residency programs may 
have little impact, particularly in large, urban school districts experiencing acute 
teacher shortages. Although our findings reflect the promise of residency programs 
in providing a pipeline of qualified teachers for high-need schools, residency 
graduates were only a small percentage of other new hires in the district, with the 
majority of new hires comprising underprepared teachers.
	 Second, our findings suggest that considerable investment is needed to support 
programmatic features of residency programs. For example, in this program, fund-
ing was allocated to support candidates financially and academically, facilitate the 
selection and training of mentors, and provide a coherent and coordinated program 
of study. Unlike other countries that have dedicated considerable public funding 
to support aspiring teachers as they learn their craft, historically few programs in 
the United States have had substantial public resources committed to residency 
programs (Polakow-Suransky et al., 2016).
	 Recently, however, investment in residency programs throughout the United 
States has been growing. Educators are advocating for policies to establish grants, 
scholarships, and tuition forgiveness programs in exchange for teaching in high-
need schools (National Center for Teacher Residencies, 2017), and these advocacy 
efforts are succeeding. For example, in 2019, California approved $50 million to 
support district–university partnership residency programs that prepare special 
education teachers and another $25  million for science and math teachers. At 
local levels, some districts have reallocated funding from their budgets to cover 
resident stipends or supplement externally funded stipends by employing residents 
as substitute teachers, paraprofessionals, and tutors (DeMoss et al., 2017). Given 
these efforts, we may be moving toward residency programs that could, as DeMoss 
et al. recommended, “be part of every district and preparation program’s efforts to 
strengthen and stabilize our teaching force” (p. 3). With financial investment and 
innovative reforms, the implementation and expansion of residency programs has 
the potential to address the inequities in public education and the persistent short-
ages of fully credentialed teachers in special education.

Implementing Residency Programs

	 Residency programs are designed with a set of guiding principles to address 
many of the limitations of traditional and alternative routes to teacher preparation. 
However, although residency programs have grown in popularity and are rapidly 
expanding, it is unclear whether these programs adhere to the model’s defining 
principles and are implemented with fidelity. Guha et al. (2016) cautioned that 
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a teacher residency program can contribute to teacher recruitment, preparation, 
and retention, but “neglecting any of the elements of the residency model could 
jeopardize the success of the model” (p. 17).
	 In the current study, findings suggest that implementation of the guiding 
principles contributed to the effectiveness of this residency program and, because 
outcomes were viewed as favorable, also informed other program pathways at the 
university. For example, traditional programs have become more clinically based, 
with an increased emphasis placed on mentor teacher selection and professional 
development. Clearly many of the defining elements of a residency program, designed 
to address concerns about teacher preparation, may contribute to the quality of other 
teacher preparation programs, blurring the lines between program pathways. Given 
these complexities, comparing programs (e.g., traditional, alternative, residency) may 
be less informative than comparing the extent to which effective teacher preparation 
elements are embedded within a program. As Goldhaber (2019) emphasized, the 
success or failure of teacher preparation programs depends on learning more about 
the elements in a program that constitute effective teacher candidate education.

Evaluating Teacher Residency Programs

	 In evaluating teacher residency programs, Goldhaber (2019) recommended 
creating systematic feedback loops that connect the experiences of teacher candi-
dates in their teacher preparation programs to teacher outcomes (see also Libetti & 
King, 2016). Studies are beginning to emerge that focus on the connections between 
teacher outcomes and more specific elements of teacher preparation programs. 
For example, Ronfeldt (2014) found that candidates completing more methods 
coursework and practice teaching have higher retention rates. Boyd et al. (2009) 
found that teachers tend to be more effective when their student teaching has been 
well supervised and aligned with methods coursework. However, little research, if 
any, has investigated these links for special education teacher preparation.
	 In addition to defining elements of a program for evaluation purposes, re-
searchers have emphasized the importance of outcome data in examining program 
effectiveness. However, tracking teacher outcome data is time consuming, costly, 
and particularly complex if teachers are employed in multiple districts. Moreover, 
as we learned in the current study, outcomes-based research has significant limita-
tions, including the validity and reliability of teacher performance measures and 
student achievement data, a particular concern in measuring student gains in special 
education. The current study’s initial efforts to use student achievement data to 
document program effectiveness were abandoned, as the challenges that emerged 
were considerable and perhaps explain why very few studies, with the notable ex-
ception of Feng and Sass (2013), have investigated the relationship between special 
education teacher preparation, teacher effectiveness, and student outcomes.
	 Two implications for evaluating the effectiveness of residency and other 
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teacher preparation programs have emerged from the current study. First, program 
evaluations must consider collecting data on specific features of programs rather 
than only their generic elements, such as fieldwork (traditional program) or ap-
prenticeship (residency program), for example, the indicators of a quality clinical 
experience that are implemented. Then, in collaboration with districts, teacher 
preparation programs need to create systems that link these qualities to particular 
outcomes, such as program completers’ retention. These kinds of systematic ef-
forts are important if we are to address a second implication—the need to engage 
in more comprehensive exanimation of relationships between teacher preparation 
and teacher quality.
	 Evidence from this study suggests that a special education teacher residency 
program increases recruitment, program completion, and teacher retention, thereby 
addressing teacher shortages, a critically important outcome in special education. 
But our data do not provide evidence that teacher residency programs produce more 
effective special education teachers, as measured by district evaluations or student 
performance. Doing so requires the refinement of special education teacher evaluations 
and more acceptable assessment of performance outcomes for students with special 
needs. This research is extremely challenging to conduct and will require resources 
that extend beyond one program or university. But it is more than worth the effort 
and the commitment if we, as teacher educators, are to improve special education 
teacher preparation programs and outcomes for students with special needs.
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