[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]         [image: HECSE Logo]

October 29, 2014
Commissioner Joan McLaughlin			Commissioner Thomas Brock
National Center for Special				National Center for Education Research
	Education Research				Institute of Education Sciences
Institute for Education Sciences			US Department of Education
US Department of Education

Dear Commissioner McLaughlin and Commissioner Brock:
The Higher Education Consortium for Special Education (HECSE) and the Teacher Education Division (TED) of the Council for Exceptional Children appreciate the opportunity to provide feedback on the important work of NCSER and NCER.  HECSE is comprised of 65 universities with doctoral programs in special education. Our member institutions are at the forefront of teacher education, research and development in special education.  TED is one of 17 special interest groups comprised of CEC members who are dedicated to the preparation and development of future special educators.  Over 2500 strong, TED members lead and support teacher education on behalf of students with exceptional needs and their families.   Together HECSE and TED represent the voice of those preparing the next generation of special educators – teachers, leaders, researchers and higher education faculty.  
Below we address the questions posed in your August 14, 2014 request for comments.
What are the characteristics of education and special education studies that have had the most influence on policy and practice during the last 10 years? What lessons can we draw from these studies to inform NCER’s and NCSER’s future work?
The field of special education stands as an exemplar of research to practice.   The last decade has witnessed an important and remarkable infusion of evidence-based practices into the preparation of special educators and delivery of instruction.  These include strategies used within multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS), positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) and universal design for learning (UDL).  Specifically, studies funded by NCSER have documented interventions that yield positive outcomes for students in terms of social and behavioral skills, early literacy, parent involvement and reduction of services needed.  We have learned that evidence based home and school management strategies implemented before beginning medication may reduce the need for medication for some children with ADHD. We have begun to understand the efficacy of specific technologies for specific groups of students, such as the use of iPrompts for students with ASD.  We have evidence that specific curricular interventions make a difference, such as fraction intervention for 3rd graders for student with math disabilities. We also  know that gender specific interventions may improve outcomes for female high school students.  While infusion of these practices is not yet universal, it continues to grow and yield important dividends for students with disabilities and the field of special education. This research has also had a positive impact on general educators and general education students. NCSER is the hub of this activity and represents a critical, though underfunded, investment in this important and ongoing work. The continuation of this research and ongoing efforts to infuse it into preparation and practice is much needed. 
What are the critical problems or issues on which new research is needed?
The overarching challenge faced by special educators is how to improve results for students ages birth to 21 .  We know that much work is needed for students with disabilities to achieve their full potential.  By any measure – achievement levels, graduation rates, employment rates – students with disabilities lag behind their non-disabled peers.  While progress is evident in many areas, such as participation in postsecondary education, we have a long way to go.  As representatives of institutions preparing future special education teachers, researchers, and leaders, we believe that a key to addressing these challenges is ensuring that every student has a teacher (and access to other education personnel) who is well prepared and skilled in delivering instruction and utilizing evidence based practices.  We recommend a targeted research focus in this area (see below) that would address the need to better understand the components of educator  preparation that lead to effective educators 
One of the key areas in need of further study relates to the strategies used in the field to address the ongoing (and well-documented) issue of shortages in special education teachers and leaders.   For example, we are concerned about the expanding practice of allowing individuals to serve as special education teachers of record when they are not prepared to do so.  In some states “intern teachers” with no preparation at all are the “highly qualified” teacher of record for students.  This practice has exacerbated teacher turnover which, in turn, effects student performance.  The shortage of special education teachers has persisted for decades, contributing to short-sighted solutions which involve simply lowering standards to increase supply.  The shortage of faculty in special education is well-documented and continues to loom as a challenge when considering who will prepare the next generation of special and general educators to ensure the continued infusion of evidence-based practices in the field. 
Another under-studied area relates to approaches to measuring teacher effectiveness. Although we support efforts to accurately identify the degree to which teachers and leaders can be designated as effective at all stages in their careers, we are concerned about approaches that over-emphasize student standardized test scores as a measure of teacher effectiveness. We see a clear need for systematic and longitudinal studies that identify comprehensive and reliable approaches to measuring teacher effectiveness.
Finally, we see a need for research on the content, pedagogy, and practices currently used in higher education to prepare future teachers, leaders, and researchers in special education. TED and HECSE are committed to identifying and disseminating effective preparation approaches and practices; however, little federal support exists for studies in this area. In our view, NCSER’s goal to identify, validate, and scale up evidence-based practices cannot be met unless we also understand what elements of educator preparation are most likely to result in closing the research to practice gap. 
How can NCSER and NCER target their funds to do the most good for the field?
Given the concerns identified above, HECSE and TED propose a three-pronged strategy:
· Create a Special Education Division of a newly created Educator Preparation Research Program 
The Educator Preparation Research Program could address the key questions raised above, as well as those that are part of the larger policy discourse and are beyond the scope of this letter.   We will submit that much of the criticism that is routinely leveled at teacher preparation in higher education lacks a research base. Bringing research to this field is critically needed.
The Special Education Division of the Educator Preparation Research Program would address the following key questions, among others: 
1)  What are effective strategies for recruiting the most promising students into special education?
2) What are the characteristics of pre-service curriculum and clinical preparation that result in the best prepared special education teachers and leaders?
3) What are the characteristics of preparation that improve retention in pre-service programs?  What strategies are effective in retaining effective special education teachers and leaders? 
4) How can we improve the acquisition of evidence based practices as well as promote the maintenance and generalization of practices taught in pre-service programs? 
5) What is the predictive validity of teacher performance assessments that are used to determine teacher readiness in special education (such as edTPA)?  What is the link between these performance assessments and teacher performance over time?
6) What strategies can be used to resolve teacher shortages in special education while ensuring that all students with disabilities receive a high quality education?  

· Develop a regular mechanism for securing input from the field of special education regarding research priorities.

We appreciate the opportunity afforded by this call to comment on research priorities within NCSER and NCER and propose that this input be sought on an annual basis.   Webinars could supplement the call for further discussion and consideration.  This is an important way to ensure that research is connected to practice and to the pressing needs identified in the field.  

· Invest in tomorrow’s special education researchers. 

The ongoing shortage of special education faculty at institutions of higher education creates a challenge in developing future researchers in special education.  NCSER-sponsored investments that support the development of early career researchers make an important contribution to alleviating this shortage. We support efforts that continue to strengthen opportunities for early and mid career faculty to engage in NCSER-funded research and to strengthen their research skills. We appreciate the contributions that veteran researchers make to NCSER and the research community; however, we also believe it is important to ensure that NCSER’s reach is broad and includes emerging researchers.
Thank you for your consideration of our views.  We would be pleased to confer with you further or answer any questions that you might have.  Please know that HECSE and TED consider NCSER and NCER essential allies in improving results for students with disabilities.
Best regards,
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Katharine Shepherd, University of Vermont 	              Wendy Murawski, California State 
HECSE President					University, Northridge
kgshephe@uvm.edu					TED President 
							wendy.murawski@csun.edu
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