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ABSTRACT

This current study is an exploratory, secondary data analysis of a survey assessing training, district support, and
confidence of school administrators when it comes to special education teacher evaluation. The present study specifically
examines (a) if the influence of district training regarding special education teachers influences the confidence of school
administrators to evaluate and observe special education teachers, (b) if administrators with a general education credential
differ from administrators with a special education credential regarding the type of district support needed to better
evaluate special education teachers; and (c) if possessing a special education credential influences an administrator’s
confidence when evaluating both general and special education teachers at their school site. Results indicated that district
training regarding special education teacher evaluation increased administrator confidence and that administrators with
general education credentials desired more district support overall than did their counterparts with a special education
credential. The data also showed that administrators with a special education credential felt significantly more confident
evaluating special education and general education teachers than did their counterparts from general education
backgrounds. Implications for the field of special education evaluation and future directions are discussed.
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In recent decades, the role of the school administrator (e.g., principal, vice principal, charter school director, and other
instructional leaders) has undergone a dramatic shift. Formerly, school administrators were seen as the school
disciplinarians and managers of teachers (Lynch, 2012) with little to no training in, or knowledge of, leadership skills or
how to administer specialized programs (Monteith, 2000). Currently, school administrators are looked to as instructional
leaders with growing responsibilities and complex roles (DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003; Hess & Kelly, 2007; Lynch,
2012). Instructional leadership has multiple dimensions including promoting positive learning environments for all
students, evaluating instructional programs and teachers, and developing systems for accountability in order to monitor
student learning (DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003; Green, 2010; Duncan et al., 2011).

Integral to administrators' job functions as instructional leaders is the role of teacher evaluator. In an effort to
standardize the field of teacher evaluation, a crop of new evaluation systems has emerged (Hallinger et al., 2013;
Neumerski et al., 2018), including structured rubrics within observation-based systems (Neumerski et al., 2018). Under
the structured rubric framework, principals are expected to utilize classroom observation data collected using their state or
district’s designated rubric to make executive decisions about their teaching staff (Cohen-Vogel & Harrison, 2013).
Administrators are expected to observe their teachers on numerous occasions throughout the school year while detailing a
teacher’s performance based on the rubric’s definition of “high-quality” practices in various educational domains
(Neumerski et al., 2018). Following an observation, principals are expected to engage in a post-observation conference to
provide the teacher with on-going support, specific feedback on their instructional practices, and opportunities for growth
and development (Grissom & Youngs, 2016; Hill & Grossman, 2013).
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School administrators are typically the instructional leaders for all teachers on their school sites, including special
education teachers. It is often the school administrator who will perform evaluations of, make personnel decisions
regarding, and offer support to the special educator; consequently, school administrators need to be well versed in the
practices and development of special education teachers. School administrators should be able to recognize evidence-
based practices and differentiate effective from ineffective special educators (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Holdheide et al.,
2010; Steinbrecher et al., 2015). Research suggests, however, that some school administrators have limited knowledge of
special education, including evidence-based practices (Holdheide et al., 2010; Steinbrecher et al., 2015), and lack an
understanding of special education teachers' various professional roles (Steinbrecher et al., 2015). This may be due in part
to the fact that many school administrators advance through the general education teacher pipeline and do not have formal
training or a background in special education (Bays & Crockett, 2007).

This gap in professional knowledge is particularly problematic as it may adversely impact the evaluative process
as it applies to special educators. When conducting direct observations of classroom practice for evaluative purposes,
school administrators should be able to identify special education teachers' evidence-based instructional practices, make
evaluative decisions, and offer feedback to the teacher. This process allows school administrators to communicate ways to
help teachers improve their practice and to convey that the special educator's work is of importance (Bettini et al., 2015).
Constructive feedback shows a concern for special educators and their students' progress, thus promoting a positive and
supportive school environment (Vittek, 2015). Furthermore, feedback from evaluations given by school administrators has
proven to be a vital component in stemming special educator attrition rates; that is, special education teachers who
received feedback about their practices from school administrators experienced less burnout than special education
teachers who did not receive feedback (Brunsting et al., 2014).

Administrator Preparation Related to Special Education Teacher Evaluation

Research suggests that school administrators do not receive adequate preparation for teacher evaluation generally,
and receive very little, if any, preparation related to evaluating special education teachers specifically. In their analysis of
210 syllabi across 31 educational leadership preparation programs nationwide, Hess and Kelly (2007) found that the
majority of these programs spent limited time training pre-service principals on how to evaluate teachers. Similarly,
Duncan et al. (2011) conducted a survey of 106 Wyoming principals concerning their views about their administrative
preparation programs and found that many of the principals identified supervision and evaluation as shortfalls. In-service
principals have also reported little to no training in their administrative preparation courses on the teacher evaluation
process, and that having some type of training during pre-service preparation would have made them more effective
evaluators (Lawson & Knollman, 2017).

Research on preparation related to supporting and evaluating special education teachers is extremely limited.
According to Jacobs et al. (2004), administrative preparation programs rarely deliver information on the instructional
needs of students with disabilities or how school administrators can handle these needs at their school sites. Furthermore,
many administrative certification programs do not require special education coursework as this is not compulsory in most
states (Bettini et al., 2015; Jacobs et al., 2004; Patterson et al., 2000; Steinbrecher et al., 2015). This would suggest that
pre-service administrators who do not already have formal training or experience in special education have little
opportunity to acquire special education knowledge that would enable them to better support special education teachers
and their students. Angelle and Bilton (2009) found that when principals had even limited exposure to special education
matters through formal coursework, they experienced significantly higher comfort levels handling special education issues
than did those principals without formal coursework; yet, many school administrators do not have this opportunity
(Westling et al., 2006).

If principals do not receive needed information during their preparation programs, the next logical source of
professional development and in-service training would be the school district. School districts have the potential to be a
rich training ground as they are equipped to consider contextual factors that influence school administrators’ job tasks.
Currently, it is unclear the extent to which districts offer professional development and training related to supporting and
evaluating special education teachers. Duncan et al. (2011) found that many novice principals indicated the need for in-
service professional development from their districts regarding teacher evaluation and reported that the amount of support
provided by districts was limited. Rodl et al. (2018) surveyed over 900 school administrators in California and found that
61 percent of respondents felt they needed more support from their districts when it came to special education teacher
evaluation, with close to half reporting the need for professional development.

Limited training opportunities may impact the extent to which administrators feel confident performing
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observations and evaluations of special education teachers. In their survey of elementary principals, Glowacki and
Hackmann (2016) found that respondents who lacked formal coursework and a background in special education teaching
felt less confident evaluating and providing feedback to special education teachers than to general education teachers.
Respondents also reported the need to become more knowledgeable about special education best practices. Rodl et al.
(2018) corroborated these findings in a survey of California school administrators; results indicated that school
administrators with a special education teaching credential were significantly more confident evaluating special education
teachers than were their peers without a special education credential, regardless of years of experience.

Purpose of the Study

As instructional leaders, school administrators have an important role in the development of special education
teachers through observation, evaluation (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Holdheide et al., 2010; Steinbrecher et al., 2015), and
feedback (Glowacki & Hackman, 2016; Lochmiller, 2016). Although school administrators are tasked with evaluating
special education teachers, many do not have a background in special education (Hackman & Glowacki, 2016; Lawson &
Knollman, 2017; Rodl et al., 2018) and may lack knowledge regarding evidence-based practices for teaching students
with disabilities (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Holdheide et al., 2010; Jacobs et al., 2004; Steinbrecher et al., 2015; Westling et
al., 2006). Lacking essential knowledge regarding evidence-based instructional practices could result in inaccurate
assumptions about the effectiveness of special education teachers (Correa &Wagner 2011; Steinbrecher et al. 2015) ,
which could, in turn, result in ineffective special educators remaining in the classroom, exemplary special education
teachers not being recognized, or special education teachers generally unable to obtain needed professional development.

Extant research suggests that administrators receive little to no training on special education teacher evaluation in
their preparation programs, and, therefore, would benefit from increased opportunities for professional development at
their district or school site (Shelton, 2011; Spanneut et al., 2012). Research also suggests that administrators without a
special education background do not feel as confident evaluating special education teachers as general education teachers
(Glowack & Hackman, 2016; Rodl et al., 2018), which furthers the need for exploration into the types and quantity of
district training that may increase their overall confidence and efficacy in performing their job duties related to evaluation.

The purpose of this study was to explore training and support school administrators identified as needed and that
may influence their confidence in performing special education teacher evaluations. First, we were interested in
examining the extent to which the amount of district training provided—when it was provided—increased administrator
confidence in evaluating special education teachers. Second, we were interested in exploring whether administrators with
and without special education teaching credentials differed in the type of training and support needed. This would allow
us to determine whether school districts need to focus their training efforts in different areas depending on administrator
background, and the types of support specifically required of the majority of administrators who do not have a background
in special education.

Finally, we were interested in understanding whether having a background in special education increased
administrator confidence in performing teacher evaluations in general. This research aim was exploratory, as there is
currently no research in this area, but we hypothesized that school administrators with a special education teacher
credential would understand the breadth of student learning types and pedagogical strategies for addressing a variety of
learning needs. Consequently, administrators with a special education background may feel more confident evaluating
teachers in a range of instructional contexts. This study addressed the following research questions: (a) when controlling
for years of experience evaluating special education teachers, to what extent does the amount of district training
administrators receive influence their confidence in performing observations and evaluations of special education
teachers, (b) do administrators who have never held a special education teaching credential and administrators who have
held a special education teacher credential differ in the type of support requested, and (c) when controlling for years of
experience evaluating all teachers, to what extent does possessing a special education teaching credential influence
administrator confidence evaluating both special education and general education teachers?

METHODS
Participants

Between April and May of 2017, 929 school administrators in California completed a survey as part of a larger
study on administrators’ training and support needs related to evaluating special education teachers (Rodl et al., 2018).
Data for the current study were drawn from the larger sample of 929 participants; secondary data analysis was performed
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on item responses that answered this study’s research questions. Respondents were recruited through California
Department of Education’s publicly accessible database, and participants were eligible to complete the survey if they were
responsible for formally evaluating teachers in any capacity.

This study included 838 respondents who provided complete data on relevant item responses. Of the 838
administrators in the sample, 89% were principals or charter school directors, 7.1% were district level leaders, and 3.9%
were assistant/vice principals or deans. A majority of respondents were the primary school leaders in an elementary
school setting (52%), 18% were administrators in a high school setting, 16% were in a middle/junior high school setting,
and 14% were school leaders in other educational contexts (e.g., county-level programs, K-12 setting). A majority of the
participants (88%) stated that they had never possessed a special education teaching credential, and the remaining 12% of
participants reported holding a special education teaching credential presently or in the past. The school administrators’
years of experience evaluating general education teachers ranged from 0 years to 39 years (X = 10.61, SD = 6.68), and
their years of experience evaluating special education teachers ranged from 0 years to 39 years (X = 9.77, SD = 6.72).

Survey Instrument

The original survey included demographic questions related to participants’ current assignment, years of
experience evaluating general and special education teachers, and credentials held. The survey asked participants to report
information about the teacher evaluation system in their school or district, the training they had received in both their
personnel preparation programs and their districts related to evaluating teachers generally, and training received related
specifically to evaluating special education teachers. Participants were also asked to report their feelings of confidence
evaluating both general and special education teachers, and any additional training and supports needed. The survey
included a total of 26 items; information regarding instrument development can be found in Rodl et al. (2018).

To answer this study’s research questions, the following eight items were included in this secondary analysis: (a)
the participant’s current assignment (e.g., principal, assistant principal, district-level administrator), (b) whether the
participant possessed a special education teaching credential at any point in his or her career, (c) participant’s self-reported
feelings of confidence evaluating special education teachers (on a 5-point scale from not at all confident to extremely
confident), (d) participant’s self-reported feelings of confidence evaluating general education teachers (on a 5-point scale
from not at all confident to extremely confident) (e) participant’s self-reported number of years of experience evaluating
special education teachers, (f) participant’s self-reported number of years of experience evaluating general education
teachers, (g) participant’s self-reported number of days of training provided by their districts related to evaluating special
education teachers, and (h) whether the participant felt he or she needed more support from the district related to special
education teacher evaluation.

Procedure

During the larger study, potential respondents were emailed an anonymous link to complete the 26-item survey
via Qualtrics. The email included information about the study and informed potential respondents that the first 50
participants would receive a $10 Amazon gift card for their participation. Respondents who clicked on the link were
directed to the implied consent page, and then to the 26 study items. At the end of the survey, participants were redirected
to a URL that allowed them to enter their email address if they wished to receive the $10 Amazon gift card. The email
addresses were not attached to the data; no personally identifying information was collected from the participants. The
survey link remained open during a four-week period from April 2017 to May 2017.

Data Analysis

To answer this study’s first research question, which examined the effect of amount of district training received
on administrator confidence, a multiple regression using ordinal variables was conducted. The dependent variable was
administrators’ confidence in performing special education teacher evaluations, reported on a scale from 0 (not at all
confident) to 4 (extremely confident). The independent variable was amount of district training, operationalized as the
number of days of training provided by the district related to evaluating special education teachers. The independent
variables included three dummy variables: less than 1/2 day, 1/2 day to 1 day, and 2 or more days, with no days used as
the control. The original survey item allowed for a “more than 3 days” option, but only four participants selected that
option; consequently, the “2 to 3 days” and “more than 3 days” response categories were collapsed into one category of “2
or more days.” Prior research indicates that an increase in years of experience is related to an increase in confidence in

89



Journal of School Administration Research and Development

performing teacher evaluations (Rodl et al., 2018); therefore, years of experience evaluating special education teachers
was included in the regression model as a control variable. Heteroskedasticity was detected with the *“confidence
evaluating special education teacher” variable, as the variability of the studentized residuals was unequal across the range
of the predicted linear values; consequently, robust standard errors were used for this multiple linear regression to ensure
that the standard errors were not underestimated, thus controlling for non-constant variance.

To investigate the second research question, four tests of proportions using z-tests were conducted to determine if
credential type was a predictor of the type of support administrators reported needing. The test of proportion z-tests were
selected to determine whether the two groups (i.e., administrators who had held a special education credential and
administrators who had never held a special education credential) differed significantly on four categorical variables:
support needed (yes or no), need for professional development (yes or no), need for input from a special education teacher
(yes or no), and need for consultation with a special education administrator (yes or no). Respondents could select more
than one type of support needed from the response options.

Lastly, to answer the third research question related to the influence of a special education teaching credential on
confidence evaluating all teachers, a multiple regression was conducted. The dependent variable, confidence evaluating all
teachers, was operationalized as the sum of two variables: confidence evaluating special education teachers (on a 5-point
scale) and confidence evaluating general education teachers (on a 5-point scale). The independent variable was possession
of a special education teaching credential at any point during the administrator’s career and had two levels: yes (possessed
a special education teaching credential; coded as 0) and no (never possessed a special education teaching credential; coded
as 1). Years of experience evaluating all teachers was included in the analysis as a control variable; this variable was
created by summing the continuous variables of years of experience evaluating special education teachers and years of
experience evaluating general education teachers. Heteroskedasticity was detected with the “total confidence” variable, as
the variability of the studentized residuals was unequal across the range of the predicted linear values. As with the
analysis for the first research question, robust standard errors were used to ensure that the standard errors were not
overestimated.

RESULTS

A multiple regression was conducted to examine the effect of amount of district training on administrator confidence; a
total R? of .14 was found, which was statistically significant (F(4, 833) = 32.99, p < .001). As shown in Table 1, after
controlling for years of experience evaluating special education teachers, administrators who received less than one half
day of training (n = 138) related to special education teacher evaluation from their school district felt an estimated 0.15
points higher, on average, in their confidence evaluating special education teachers than administrators who received no
training (n = 628), (t = 2.06; p < .05); administrators who received % to 1 day of training (n = 58) felt an estimated 0.39
points more confident than their peers who received no training (t = 3.88, p < .001); and administrators who received 2 or
more days (n = 14) felt an estimated 0.52 points more confident than administrators who received no training (t = 2.75; p
<.01).

Table 1

Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Administrator Confidence When Evaluating Special
Education Teachers and Amount of District Training (n = 833) Using Robust Standard Error

District SPED Training B SE B t
Less than ¥ day 0.15 0.07 2.06*
Y% - 1 day 0.40 0.10 3.88**
2+ days 0.53 0.19 2.75*
R? 14
F 32.99

*p<.05. **p<.01
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Four tests of proportion z-tests were conducted to determine if administrators who have never held a special
education teaching credential (n = 738) and administrators who have held a special education teacher credential (n = 100)
differed in the type of support requested. First, a z-test was conducted to compare the two administrator groups on whether
they needed more support related to special education evaluation. The proportion of administrators without a special
education credential who reported wanting more support (5= .64, SD = .02) was significantly higher than the proportion
of administrators with a special education credential who reported wanting more support (p = .44, SE= .05) (z(g3s) = 3.79,
p < .001) results can be seen in Figure 1.

Figure 1

Administrators’ Relative Want of Additional Support for Special Education Evaluations

Next, three z-tests were conducted to determine if the type of support requested differed between the two groups
of administrators (i.e., those with and without a special education credential) for those administrators who reported
wanting more support. Results indicated that there was no significant difference between the proportion of administrators
without a special education credential who wanted professional development regarding special education teacher
evaluation (p = .82, SD = .02) and the proportion of administrators with special education credentials who wanted
professional development (p = .73, SD = .07) (zs03) = 1.40, p = .16). There was also no significant difference between the
proportion of administrators without a special education credential wanting consultation with a special education
administrator (p = .69, SE = .02) and the proportion of administrators with a special education credential who wanted
consultation with a special education administrator regarding the evaluation process (p = .61, SD = .01) (zs03) = 0.96, p =
.34). In addition, there was no significant difference found between administrators with a general education credential
wanting input from a special education teacher concerning the evaluation process (p = .61, SD = .02) and administrators
with a special education credential (p = .69, SD = .06) (z(503)=-1.01, p = .31).

Lastly, a multiple regression was carried out to investigate the extent to which possessing a special education
teaching credential influenced administrator confidence evaluating both special education and general education teachers.
The result of the regression indicated that, after controlling for years of experience in teacher evaluation, administrators
with a special education credential felt significantly more confident (0.47 points higher) than their peers when evaluating
both general and special education teachers at their school sites. A total R? of .12 was found, which was statistically
significant (F(2, 835) = 61.73, p < .001, t=3.75).

DISCUSSION

This study corroborates prior research indicating that there is a need for increased district-provided professional training
on special education teacher evaluation (Duncan et al., 2011; Rodl et al., 2018). This is not to say that increased support
during preparation programs isn’t warranted, but absent formal coursework on special education during preparation
programs (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Bettini et al., 2015; Glowacki & Hackmann, 2016; Jacobs et al., 2004; Patterson et al.,
2000; Steinbrecher et al., 2015; Westling et al., 2006), and little training on special education teacher evaluations
specifically (Lawson & Knollman, 2017), the need for in-service training once school administrators have assumed their
professional roles is paramount. In the current study, the more days of training administrators received from their district
related to special education evaluation, the more confident they felt evaluating special educators. Though school
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administrators who received 2 or more days of training had a larger coefficient (0.52), showing that they felt significantly
more confident than those administrators without any training, it is important to note that those administrators who
received a half-day to one-day of training had a similar coefficient (0.39). This suggests that even relatively brief in-
service trainings for administrators regarding the special education teacher evaluation process could increase administrator
confidence by providing knowledge about a special educator’s roles and responsibilities as well as special education best
practices. In addition, in-service training could offer an opportunity for administrators to improve their understanding of
the evaluation process as a whole and determine any needed modifications to existing evaluation rubrics to better reflect
special education teachers’ expected teaching skills.

This study is consistent with prior research (Rodl et al. 2018) in that administrators, regardless of their credential
type, report wanting increased support regarding special education teacher evaluation. Though administrators with and
without special education teaching credentials did not significantly differ in the type of support requested, significantly
more administrators without a special education teaching credential wanted more support than their administrator peers
who had a special education teaching credential. This indicates that administrators without a special education credential,
who typically have a general education background (Bays & Crockett, 2007), need more support when it comes to special
education topics such as evidence-based practices (Holdheide et al., 2010; Steinbrecher et al., 2015), and understanding
the multitude of professional roles that special educators assume (Steinbrecher et al., 2015).

Prior research indicates that administrators who have a background in special education feel more confident
evaluating special education teachers than their administrator peers who do not have a background in special education,
(Rodl et al., 2018), but research has not yet explored whether administrators with a special education background have
increased confidence evaluating all teachers. The results of the multiple regression analysis for this study suggest that
those administrators who held a special education teaching credential felt significantly more confident evaluating both
general and special education teachers at their school sites than administrators who had never held a special education
teaching credential. Considering the various roles and responsibilities that special education teachers perform in general
education classrooms, such as modifying or accommodating general education curriculum for students with disabilities,
co-teaching with general education teachers, and supporting special education students during inclusion or mainstreaming
opportunities (McLesky et al., 2017), administrators with a special education background may possess a wider range of
knowledge regarding pedagogical strategies for teaching a variety of learners in a variety of settings. It is also possible
that administrators with a special education background had also taught in general education settings, which would
naturally make them more informed regarding both special and general education teaching. School administrators are not
required to have a background in all content levels and grades that they may eventually supervise; for example, a high
school principal may have taught English, but evaluates math teachers. It would follow, then, that administrators with a
greater variety of prior classroom experiences would feel more confident evaluating and providing teachers with feedback
that is specific and relevant. It should be noted that our results are preliminary, and future research should continue to
explore how evaluator characteristics and background knowledge impact the observation and evaluation process.

Limitations

Respondents in this study were limited to California; consequently, we are uncertain whether administrators in
other states would have provided the same results. Considering that schools and districts in other geographical locations
may use different evaluation assessments, provide various training or professional development opportunities for their
administrators, or have different requirements for administrative preparation programs regarding special education courses
and teacher evaluation, the results of a nation-wide survey should be used to gain a more comprehensive picture of
administrators’ knowledge and confidence when it comes to special education teacher evaluation.

As discussed in Rodl et al. (2018), though the sample size is relatively large, the survey had a 9% response rate.
Due to the low response rate, it is difficult to ascertain if those administrators who took part in the survey may
fundamentally differ from the principal population who chose not to take the survey leading to response bias. This study is
also limited in that it is based on a self-report measure regarding special education teacher evaluation knowledge and
confidence. Respondents may not accurately remember the amount or type of training provided to them by their districts
or preparation programs, and their reported feelings of confidence may not represent their skill level in performing
evaluations.
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Future Directions

Findings from the current study indicate that one half-day to one-day of training had the most significant effect on
administrators’ confidence. Consequently, identifying training that is practical and impactful in a limited amount of time
is paramount. Research identifying the specific type of training and professional development wanted by administrators
with a general or a special education credential regarding modifying an evaluation protocol, observing special education
best practices, evaluating, and providing effective feedback to special education teachers should be conducted. A short in-
service training could also offer an opportunity for administrators to better understand the special education evaluation
system, including assessments and procedures, and identify and implement adjustments to existing evaluation rubrics to
better assess their special education teachers.

Future research should examine how raters’ characteristics—namely the credential held by the administrator—
impacts special education teacher evaluations and the quality of the feedback given. Considering that many administrators
with a general education background have little training on special education matters (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Bettini et
al., 2015; Glowacki & Hackmann, 2016; Jacobs et al., 2004; Patterson et al., 2000; Steinbrecher et al., 2015; Westling et
al., 2006) the effectiveness and quality of their feedback may be diminished. However, administrators with a special
education credential may provide more direct and cogent feedback to special educators given their former teaching
background. Relatedly, future research should explore why administrators with a special education background may feel
more confident evaluating both general and special education teachers. Future studies should explore possible
characteristics of administrators with special education credentials that may lead them to feel more confident in their
evaluation skills.

Finally, this line of research should expand to include rater efficacy rather than just confidence. Research should
be conducted to determine if an administrator’s confidence, regardless of credential, translates to more effective
evaluations and feedback for special education teachers. Specifically, for administrators with special education
backgrounds, research should examine whether confidence is correlated with increased skills or abilities related to
evaluating both special education and general educators.
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