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Research and policy in the field of teacher education recommend that special education (SPED) 
programs include opportunities for candidates to practice in supervised field experiences. Such 
field experiences (a) engage candidates in professional practice, (b) reduce their anxiety, (c) 
gain confidence, and (d) allow them to view themselves as educators. However, there is a lack 
of research on the characteristics of field placements in SPED. As a result of the dearth in the 
literature, the researchers discussed the results of an exploratory single survey study of 42 
faculty members from institutes of higher education (IHE) from across the United States (US). 
Results found variability of data from institutions in 18 different states. The characteristics of 
field placements and the responsibilities of the teacher candidate (TC), university supervisor 
(US), and clinical supervisor (CS) are described. Lastly, the mean number of hours in each 
placement was calculated and described for Bachelor of Science in Education (BSED) programs, 
along with implications and future research. 
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 To become a certified teacher in the United States (US), one must become licensed to 

teach in a specific area. All states have teacher licensing requirements that require a field 

experience, also known as clinical practice (National Research Council; NRC, 2001). Field 

experiences are classroom-based opportunities carried out under the supervision of a lead 

teacher, often called the cooperating/mentor teacher or on-site clinical supervisor (CS). They 

provide opportunities for teacher candidates (TCs) to develop an experiential understanding of 

student learning. Furthermore, field experiences help candidates develop appropriate teaching 

strategies while being mentored by a clinical supervisor (Retallick & Miller, 2010). Field 

experiences are among the most essential experiences in teacher preparation programs (Baum 

& Korth, 2013; Bornfreund, 2011; Zeichner, 2010). 

 Many preservice teachers obtain their field experiences through teacher education 

programs offered through institutes of higher education (IHEs). Field experiences are mandated 

by accreditation institutions (Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP), 

2019; National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE), 2010) and 

recommended by other organizations (Council for Exceptional Children; CEC, 2015; NRC, 2015). 

The Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education Programs (CAEP) states that teacher 

education programs must design high-quality clinical practices central to candidates’ 

preparation so they develop the knowledge, skills, and professional dispositions necessary to 

impact P-12 learning positively (2019). Additionally, CAEP standards state that field experiences 

should be extensive and intensive for candidates to demonstrate proficiency. As a result of the 

increase in standards, teacher educators have emphasized the need for quality fieldwork 

experiences for preservice teachers (Prater & Sileo, 2002; Stein & Stein, 2016). However, the 

accrediting agencies do not prescribe how teacher education programs should implement field 

experiences.  

 Field experiences are integral to teacher preparation programs because they allow 

preservice teachers to link theory to practice and provide scaffolded experiences with 

increasing responsibilities (CEC, 2015). Furthermore, teacher education programs often provide 

candidates with opportunities to (a) observe, (b) assist, (c) plan, (d) teach, (e) manage behavior, 

(f) assess and evaluate data, and (g) interact with students, faculty, staff, and parents. While 
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researchers have noted the benefits of field experiences, there is a variance in the design and 

duration of clinical experiences (Singh, 2017). Institutes of higher education prepare teachers, 

and the intensity of field experiences can vary within and across states (La Paro et al., 2014; 

NRC, 2015; Schilder, 2016; Sumrall et al., 2016; Whitebook et al., 2012). Schilder (2016) found 

variations were due to different licensing and credentialing standards in each state. The 

number, setting, expected competencies, outcomes, and supervision of classroom-based 

experiences differ by IHE teacher preparation programs (La Paro et al., 2018).   

 Clinical experiences often include hours spent in classrooms before a TC’s culminating 

student teaching experience. Institutes of higher education use different jargon to describe 

their clinical experiences, such as directed teaching, practicums, or internships. During student 

teaching, candidates typically spend an entire semester in the same classroom taking over the 

role of the teacher while the teacher of record mentors the candidate. Candidates in special 

education (SPED) graduate programs are often the teacher of record on a provisional 

certificate. Thus, many graduate TCs learn to teach while on the job while their mentor has a 

separate class. Hiring provisional teachers is typical, given the shortage of SPED teachers in 48 

states (CEC, 2022).  

Special Education Teacher Shortages 

 Special education teacher shortages have been prolonged and pervasive across districts 

and states (Freedberg, 2018; Sindelar et al., 2012). The SPED field has reported teacher 

shortages since the 1960s (Ingersoll & Perda, 2010; US Department of Education Office of 

Postsecondary Education, 2017), and new and underprepared teachers often serve students 

with the most intensive needs (Freedberg & Harrington, 2017).  

 Attrition is high in teachers who lack preparation for teaching (Ingersoll et al., 2014; 

Marinell et al., 2013). Reducing attrition is one of the most significant interventions to meet the 

demand for SPED teachers (Sutcher et al., 2019) and could eliminate teacher shortages. 

Teachers who lack pedagogical training are more likely to leave after their first year than 

teachers who receive quality preparation (Connelly & Graham, 2009; Gray et al., 2015; Ingersoll 

et al., 2014).  
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 Even though it is one of the most critical elements of teacher preparation, there is a 

variance in the duration of field experiences for SPED majors (Zeichner, 2010), ranging from one 

to multiple classroom-based experiences prior to student teaching (Bornfreund, 2011; Rice & 

McLaughlin, 2010). Clinical supervisors (CSs) can oversee their TCs differently, and their 

supervisors’ qualifications vary significantly within and across IHEs (Lafferty, 2015). The 

variations result in differences in TCs’ experiences across IHE programs. 

 In their literature review, Nagro and deBettencourt (2017) found a clear consensus that 

student teaching in SPED typically lasts one semester and ranges from 10-15 weeks. 

Additionally, students in pre-student teaching experiences ranged from six classroom hours to 

two full days per week for 14 weeks, which equals approximately 200 hours (Nagro & 

deBettencourt, 2017). In 2002, Prater and Sileo conducted a meta-analysis that included the 

number of contact hours required for preservice teaching in SPED. Ninety-one IHEs averaged 

163 contact hours with 3.5 supervisor visits during pre-student teaching and 457 hours with 6.5 

supervised observations during student teaching.  

Purpose 

 Even with the requirements for IHEs to provide adequate field experiences for 

preservice SPED teachers, there is little empirical research on the characteristics and number of 

hours preservice teachers spend in their placements. Nagro and deBettencourt (2017) reviewed 

the literature on the characteristics (i.e., placement types, extent, framework, activities, and 

methods for guiding and assessing) of field placements. They found there is a demand for more 

information about the characteristics. Specifically, there is a need to understand current 

practices in SPED (Nagro & deBettencourt, 2017). Given the research on SPED teacher 

shortages and the variability of field experiences, it stands to reason that the characteristics 

and hours of SPED field experiences across the US are essential to understand. This study 

focused on field experiences in SPED teacher preparation and used a survey to determine the 

characteristics and hours of field experiences of programs across the US. The target population 

was faculty at IHEs with SPED initial preparation programs (i.e., Bachelor of Science in 

Education; BSED and Master of Art in Teaching; MAT). The researchers surveyed IHE SPED 

faculty to determine the characteristics and TCs’ hours of field placement in both programs.  
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Method 

 The study’s purpose is to understand SPED field experiences to prepare candidates 

better, consider implications for teacher preparation programs, and future research. 

Specifically, the study determined the characteristics and the number of hours SPED TCs spend 

in their field experiences at universities across the US. The research questions (RQ) that guided 

the study were:  

1. What are the characteristics of the field placement experiences in initial preparation 

SPED programs? 

2. How many hours do preservice teachers spend in their field experiences across the US? 

To answer the research questions, the researchers used a convenience sample with single 

survey administration, in which data were collected anonymously from across the US.  

Participants  

 The population was drawn from SPED faculty from IHEs from across the nation. The 

researchers sent anonymous questionnaires by email and social media resulting in an unknown 

population. As a result, the researchers did not calculate the total return rate. The survey 

population was recruited by posting the anonymous questionnaire on Teacher Education 

Division (TED) CEC Facebook Groups and emailing program faculty from at least two IHEs with a 

SPED initial certification program in each state (N = 100). The researchers did not provide 

incentives to complete the survey. As a result of accepting all participant information without 

randomization, the researchers used convenience sampling techniques.  

 All participants (N = 42) consented to the study and stated they were faculty at a public 

or private university or college offering SPED field experiences. Twenty-three respondents 

accessed the survey from social media, and 19 responded to the email requests. Next, the 

survey asked for the names of their universities. All the participants who answered the question 

(n = 34) provided different universities, except two stated the same university. Further analysis 

revealed that one of the responses was from the university’s BSED program, and the other was 

from the MAT program. Consequently, the data were not duplicated. The 34 respondents to 

survey question four came from 18 states, with Florida (n = 5) and Georgia (n = 3) representing 

19% of the 42 participants.  



 
THE JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION APPRENTICESHIP, 12(1)-1   6 
Demographics 

 Demographics were calculated, and 88% of the participants who answered the question 

(n = 40) identified as white (n = 35), 5% were Asian (n = 2), 3% (n = 1) as black, and 5% stated 

other (n = 2). Additionally, only one participant (3%) stated they were Spanish, Hispanic, or 

Latinx. Over 87% of the participants who answered the survey question on gender (n = 40) were 

female (n = 35), and 13% were male (n = 5). The same participants (n = 40) primarily had 

doctorate degrees (n = 35, 88%), and five had master’s degrees (13%). Participants’ ages ranged 

from 31 to 70 years old. In summary, the participants were primarily white, female, and had 

doctorate degrees. The US demographics of SPED faculty are not known. However, the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2017) reported that 49% of the faculty across all 

institutions were female, and 23% were not white. 

Instrument  

 The questions were developed by examining variables identified in the literature about 

field placements. Next, the author drew from more than 15 years of experience in SPED and six 

years at two different IHEs with SPED initial certification programs. After the author's review, 

experts in survey development and SPED field placements examined, pilot tested, and provided 

feedback on the clarity of the items and the time it took to complete the questionnaire.  

Content and Face Validity 

 The researchers used content validity to measure variables of interest (Kerlinger, 1986) 

which measures the appropriate sampling of questionnaire items and determines the degree 

the instrument covers the content it is supposed to measure (Bush, 1985). Additionally, it 

measures the comprehensiveness and representation of a scale (Yaghmaie, 2003). The 

researchers used guidelines Dillman and colleagues (2014) provided to measure content 

validity. The guidelines include (a) making sure the question applies to the respondent, (b) 

making sure the question is technically accurate, (c) asking one question at a time, (d) using 

simple and familiar words, (e) using specific and concrete words to specify the concepts clearly, 

(f) use as few words as possible to post the questions, (g) use complete sentences with simple 

sentence structures, (h) make sure “yes” means yes and “no” means no, and (i) be sure the 

question specifies the response task. These guidelines were followed and then examined by 



 
THE JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION APPRENTICESHIP, 12(1)-1   7 
experts in the field of SPED for construct validity. All experts agreed that the questions were 

relevant to the research questions. 

Construct Validity 

 The definition of construct validity is “the degree to which a test measures what it 

claims, or purports, to be measuring (Brown, 1996, p. 231). The researchers examined the 

constructs of the characteristics and number of hours of field placements and developed the 

survey to include items related to each construct. Experts in the field of SPED validated the 

questions and determined that the researchers addressed the constructs in the questions. 

 Based on expert feedback, the researchers identified the primary predictor variables 

and constructs as characteristics and hours of field placements at IHE with SPED programs. The 

characteristics and hours of field placements are determined by survey questions (SQ) 4 

through 24. Fourteen of the questions offered open-ended responses after selecting “other.” 

The incorporation of open-ended questions allows for richer, clarifying data collection. 

Reliability 

 The researchers evaluated the survey reliability using Dillman and colleagues (2014) 

guidelines. Reliability refers to the consistency in responses across different respondents. The 

Qualtrics survey consisted of 29 questions. The first question the researchers evaluated was: 

Q5. Are you required by your state certification body to place students by grade band levels 

(i.e., k-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12)? Responses included: (a) yes, please type in grade band levels, (b) no, 

and (c) other. For other, participants were able to write a response. The demographics selected 

for reliability was Q3. What is the name of your university? The researchers evaluated the 

participants’ responses from Georgia (n = 3) and Florida (n = 5) for reliability. Internal 

consistency for Georgia was 100%. All three respondents selected yes and typed in k-2, 3-5, 6-8, 

and 9-12. The internal consistency for Florida was 60%. Three of the respondents selected yes 

and typed in k-12. Two respondents said no. The mean internal consistency for Florida and 

Georgia was 75%. Results from participants with similar demographics were compared and 

found to be acceptable, thus confirming the reliability of the survey (George & Mallery, 2003).  

Design 
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 The researchers used an exploratory, quasi-experimental design in the current study. 

Additionally, the researchers used a convenience sample with single survey administration. The 

literature stated there is variability in SPED field experiences. The purpose was to determine 

the characteristics and number of hours of field placements for SPED TCs.  

Procedures 

 After receiving Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, a Qualtrics survey was 

developed and sent to experts in the field of SPED initial preparation programs to determine 

the validity of the survey. Experts gave feedback on the clarity and coverage of the survey. The 

researchers posted the revised anonymous survey on social media used by SPED IHE faculty 

during September and October 2018. The platform used was Facebook, and the targeted 

groups were the TED-CEC and Early Career Group of TED-CEC. Next, the researchers identified 

two colleges of education with initial preparation SPED programs per state across the US 

through website searches. One faculty member from each college was emailed the link to the 

anonymous survey to collect data from various programs. The researchers did not email more 

faculty from each university to control for duplicate data from the same university. 

Results 

 The researchers analyzed the survey data quantitatively using descriptive statistics to 

determine the characteristics and hours of the initial preparation SPED clinical experience 

programs across the US. After collecting data, the researchers imported the responses into 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for descriptive computations. The author did 

not perform hypothesis testing in this exploratory study; therefore, no power analysis was 

computed. The results of this study cannot be generalized beyond the participants used in the 

sample. 

 The researchers analyzed the data for descriptive statistics and the mean number of 

hours for field placements. Survey questions (SQ) 4-24, excluding SQ11, were analyzed to 

answer RQ1 about the characteristics of field placements, and SQ11 was analyzed to determine 

the average number of hours of field placements across the US.  

Research Question One (RQ1)  
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 “What are the characteristics of the field placement experiences in initial preparation 

SPED programs?” The researchers analyzed the survey data by descriptive statistics and 

qualitatively for themes in the open-ended responses to answer RQ1. Table 1 provides an 

overview of the responses. 

Table 1 
Field Placement Survey Responses 
Question Yes No Other 
 n % n % n % 
Grade band placement required 24 57 17 40 0 0 
Field experiences embedded in course prior to student 
teaching 

16 38 18 43 8 19 

Students placed with one CS during a semester 34 81 5 12 3 7 
Year-long placements 17 41 21 50 4 10 
Field placement associated with a specific course 26 62 15 16 0 0 
Placed in pairs prior to student teaching 6 14 30 71 6 14 
University supervision in placements prior to student 
teaching 

33 79 6 14 0 0 

 
 The SPED programs represented in the study were drawn from undergraduate and 

graduate programs. The largest percentage was BSED, where 55% (n = 23) of the respondents 

chose either BSED or dual certification BSED. Graduate programs represented 45% (n = 19) of 

the participants and included MAT, dual certification MAT programs, or MEd initial certification 

programs.  

 When asked if the participant’s university places candidates with one CS over an entire 

semester, 7% (n = 3) selected “other.” Participants who wrote a response said “geographical 

limitations” prevented them from placing candidates with one CS per semester, “most students 

in my program are teaching (on waivers),” and “year-long placements.” The questionnaire 

asked participants if their program participates in year-long placements, and 10% (n = 4) 

selected “other.” The statements in “other” included “they don’t stay with the same supervisor 

BUT they can stay with the same CO-Op,” “We have an internship program in which teacher 

candidates can be employed by districts with restricted license after completing 75% of 

coursework. This is a yearlong placement,” and “Year program but could be a different 

supervisor.”  
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 When asked if they placed candidates in pairs prior to student teaching, over 14% (n = 6) 

stated “other” and wrote, “Both. We have multiple field experiences: 1 individual, 1 coteaching, 

1 could be individual or with partner”, “Sometimes, depends on the size of the class,” “We use 

a residency model with partnering schools, so students are most often in cohorts,” and “When 

needed due to limited placements available in our rural locale.” Participants were asked about 

the responsibilities of their candidates by placement or semester. In placement one, most 

participants said their candidates observed and assisted. In placement two, most participants 

stated that candidates assisted, planned, and taught their own lesson plans and observed. In 

placements three and four, most participants stated that candidates planned and taught their 

own lesson plans.  

 The next question on the survey asked about the responsibilities of the university 

supervisor (US), also known as university coordinators, before and during student teaching. 

Prior to student teaching, most participants (n = 35) stated the USs observe (97%), collaborate 

with the CS (97%), provide feedback to the candidate (94%), review lesson plans (91%), conduct 

seminars (83%), provide interventions (77%), and grade assignments (63%). All participants 

(100%) stated that USs observe and provide feedback during student teaching. Most 

participants stated that USs collaborate with the CS (93%), review lesson plans (90%), provide 

interventions (86%), and grade assignments (71%). Only half of the participants said USs 

conduct orientations and seminars during student teaching. 

 Next, the survey asked respondents how many candidates USs had on their caseload 

prior to student teaching. Of the 35 responses, participants stated a mean of 9.5 candidates 

with a range of 0-20. They also were asked the same question but about ST. The results of the 

41 participants were a mean of 6.5 candidates with a range of 2-20. Also, the survey asked 

about the roles of the CS prior to and during student teaching. Before student teaching, 

participants (n = 40) stated CS’s mentor and guide candidates. 

 Prior to ST, most participants stated that the CS’s mentor/guide (90%) reviewed and 

approved lesson plans (85%), collaborated with the US (85%), reviewed policies and procedures 

(83%), and provided feedback on lesson plans (83%). During ST, most participants stated that 
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CS’s mentor/guide (98%) provided feedback on lesson plans (98%), collaborated with the US 

(95%), reviewed policies and procedures (85%), and conducted formal evaluations (85%).  

 Next, participants were asked, “What percentage of university supervisors are full or 

part-time faculty (i.e., eligible for benefits, not adjuncts) of your university?” Results showed 

that 35% of the respondents stated that less than 25% of their USs were full or part-time 

faculty, which means 75% of these respondents’ USs were adjuncts or doctoral students. 

Conversely, 40% of the respondents (n = 8) stated that all or most (greater than 75%, n = 8) are 

full or part-time faculty. Approximately 15% (n = 6) selected 25-50%. Faculty who selected 

other wrote, “Student teaching is supervised by adjuncts, every other placement is supervised 

by full-time faculty” and “As the program coordinator, I supervise all internships with doctoral 

student support.” 

 Participants were also asked, “What level of education is required to be hired as a 

university supervisor for your program?”. Most participants selected master’s degrees (85%). 

Specifically, 46% (n = 19) selected masters in SPED, and 37% selected masters in any education 

field (n = 15). Approximately 20% (n = 8) selected a doctorate in SPED, and 9% selected a 

bachelor's in SPED or another education field. Lastly, 10% selected “other.” Two participants 

wrote: “3 years of teaching experience” and “Most of our US are doc students.” The survey also 

asked, “What is the level of education of most of your university supervisors (coordinators) for 

your program?”. Over 75% (n = 31) stated that most USs have master’s degrees.  

 The questionnaire asked participants if their CSs or mentor teachers were compensated 

for hosting candidates. The results were that half of the respondents stated that their CS was 

compensated with stipends or credit hours. The participants who typed “Other” stated “stipend 

only for mentors of student teachers” and “their district decided voucher or stipend, but the 

stipend does NOT go to the teacher but to the building for the teacher to get materials for their 

classroom.” 

 To answer research question two, participants were asked, “How many hours do 

preservice teachers spend in their field experiences across the US?” Table 2 displays the 

number of responses and mean hours by placement or semester for BSED only. The researchers 

chose to exclude MAT responses in the analyses for two reasons. First, most MAT programs are 
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typically two years long, while traditional BSED programs are four years which skewed the data 

by placement. For example, a faculty member inputting data for their BSED program would 

type in an average of four placements (representing four semesters), with the last placement 

being student teaching because the program places students in their junior and senior years. 

While MAT programs most likely place only two semesters. Second, the number of responses 

for the MAT program (N = 7) was low. Due to the variability in the number of hours based on 

program type, the data displayed in Table 2 represents hours of field placement in BSED 

programs only.  

Discussion and Implications 

 Special education has reported teacher shortages since the 1960s (Ingersoll & Perda, 

2010; US Department of Education Office of Postsecondary Education, 2017), and teachers who 

lack pedagogical training are up to three times more likely to leave after their first year than 

teachers who receive quality preparation (Gray et al., 2015; Ingersoll et al., 2014). To better 

understand the preparation TCs are receiving, the current study focused on the characteristics 

and intensity of field placements of SPED candidates across the US.  

Table 2 
Responses and Mean Hours for BSED by Placement (N = 22) 

Placement 
Semester 

n M SD Minimum Maximum 

1 22 54 43 10 155 

2 22 73 61 10 299 

3 18 170 198 10 800 

4 14 204 207 41 800 

5 8 186 188 28 600 

6 2 350 410 60 640 

 
 Institutes of higher education prepare teachers, and the intensity of field experiences 

can vary within and across states (La Paro et al., 2014; NRC, 2015; Schilder, 2016; Sumrall et al., 

2016; Whitebook et al., 2012). The number, setting, expected competencies, outcomes, and 

supervision of classroom-based experiences differ by IHE teacher preparation programs (La 
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Paro et al., 2018). The variability in practicum experiences for all majors ranges from one to 

multiple classroom-based experiences prior to student teaching (Bornfreund, 2011; Rice & 

McLaughlin, 2010). Supervisors guide TCs differently, and their qualifications vary significantly 

within and across IHEs (Lafferty, 2015). This study also found that the number of hours and 

characteristics of the field placements varied widely among the represented states and IHEs.   

 All states have teacher education certification requirements, including field experiences 

guided by a mentor teacher or CS. The same is true for SPED majors at both the undergraduate 

and graduate levels. However, prior meta-analyses on SPED field experiences show a variance 

in the characteristics and number of hours SPED TCs spend in their field placements (Nagro & 

deBettencourt, 2017; Prater & Sileo, 2002). Furthermore, both studies showed a need for more 

information on the clinical experiences of SPED TCs in IHE initial preparation programs.   

 As a result of the need for more information on the characteristics and hours of field 

experiences in SPED, the researchers conducted this current exploratory study through a single 

survey and convenient sample administration. While 61 participants consented to the study, 

only an average of 40 participants (range of 34-42) answered most of the survey questions. It is 

unknown why the other 12 participants who consented did not participate any further, and this 

is surprising given that the researchers emailed the survey to over 100 faculty members at 50 

different IHEs that offer SPED initial preparation programs. The Qualtrics-generated email could 

have gone into the faculty members' spam folder, and the researchers did not send follow-up 

emails. Another limitation of the study was the time of year, and the survey was sent early in 

the semester when faculty are typically busy planning.  

 Of the 42 participants, only 34 gave the name of their university. The survey asked for 

the university name, so duplicate responses from the same universities could be analyzed and 

removed from the data if necessary. The implications are that eight participants did not provide 

their university; thus, some data could be duplicated. The researchers chose to include the data 

from the eight because of the low number of participants. Consequently, the study's results 

should be read cautiously due to the possibility of duplicate responses from the same university 

programs, which is a limitation. 



 
THE JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION APPRENTICESHIP, 12(1)-1   14 
 Even though the researchers targeted two universities in all 50 states, several states 

were represented more than two times in the study after analyzing the names of the 

universities. Analyses showed that five universities were in Florida and three in Georgia. More 

than two universities from a few states resulted from the anonymous social media link. A 

higher representation from Florida and Georgia could result from the authors being from the 

Southeast US. Implications are that the results are weighted toward the IHEs in the Southeast 

US, and other parts of the US are not well-represented in the data. The demographics of the 

participants showed they were primarily white, non-Hispanic, females with doctorate degrees. 

Because National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2017) reported that 49% of the faculty 

across all institutions were female and 23% were not white, the demographics of this 

exploratory study do not represent the faculty of higher education as of 2017. However, it may 

be more representative of SPED faculty. 

 To answer research question one, “What are the characteristics of the field placement 

experiences in initial preparation SPED programs?” the researchers analyzed data from SQs 4-

24. Most of the responses from participants (47%) were from BSED SPED programs. As a result, 

most of the data represented in this study are from BSED SPED programs. The implications are 

that the results will be heavily weighted toward initial undergraduate certification programs. 

 The following characteristic studied was whether states required program placement in 

grade band levels. Of the 42 respondents, 57% said “yes,” and 40% said “no.” If participants 

selected “yes,” they were prompted to write in the grade band levels. Twenty-three responded, 

and six participants stated the same two-grade band levels. The other 10 had different 

requirements by their state. Only two respondents did not report grade band levels that went 

up to 12th grade. As a result, it could be assumed that those two responses were for dual-

certification elementary programs. The data collected from this survey question indicates the 

variability between states. Indeed, states require field placements in SPED initial certification 

programs in various placement options. Implications are that graduates from different states 

have different grade level experiences depending on their state teacher licensing requirements. 

Additionally, it is unknown what the placement requirements are for the 17 respondents who 

said their state does not require grade band level placements. Implications of state variability in 
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grade band placements could be a reason for SPED teacher attrition and should be studied 

further. 

 Next, the researchers analyzed whether courses embedded SPED field placements, and 

43% of the participants who answered the question stated “no,” while 38% stated “yes.” 

Implications are that some candidates in SPED initial preparation programs pay separate tuition 

for their field hours which makes sense because IHEs use the tuition to pay for the US to 

mentor the candidate. Candidates with placements embedded in a course likely do not pay 

separate tuition and are not provided with as much content or supervision as the course 

instructor tries to manage the workload of teaching and supervising. 

 The researchers asked several survey questions to determine the qualifications of the 

US. Survey question 17 asked participants what percentage of their USs are full or part-time 

faculty. Results vary, but most participants (34%) indicated that less than 25% of their USs were 

full or part-time faculty. The next question (SQ18) asked what level of education is required to 

be a US at the participant’s IHE. Results indicate that most participants (46%) selected a 

master’s degree in SPED, while 37% stated USs could have a masters in any education field. 

Implications are that USs who do not have an advanced SPED degree could contribute to the 

attrition of SPED teachers after their first year of teaching. University supervisors who are not 

SPED experts may not be providing guidance in high-leverage and evidence-based practices in 

SPED, thus not preparing their candidates effectively to make it through the rigorous first year 

of teaching. 

 To learn more about the US in SPED, SQ19 asked what the education of level of most of 

their USs. Results indicate that most participants (49%) selected a master’s in SPED, and 34% 

selected a doctorate in SPED. The results of the qualifications of the USs are that most IHEs 

require a master’s degree in SPED to supervise candidates in their field placements. However, 

many of them are not considered full or part-time faculty. The implications are that adjuncts 

supervise many candidates, presumably retired SPED teachers with master’s degrees in SPED, 

or as one respondent stated, they could be doctoral students who would have master’s degrees 

in SPED while supervising for their IHE. The selection of doctorate (34%) in the education level 

of current US is assumed to be full-time faculty who also act as US in their IHEs. 
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 Since researchers know little about US roles and responsibilities in SPED field 

placements, SQ13 asked if candidates in placements prior to student teachers are assigned a 

US. Over 79% of the participants selected “yes.” The specific responsibilities of the US prior to 

and during student teaching at the participant’s IHEs were collected. Results show that the 

primary responsibility of most US is to observe the candidate (97%) and collaborate with the CS 

(97%) prior to student teaching and observe the candidate (100%) and provide feedback to the 

candidate (100%) during student teaching. Additionally, the respondents stated that the US at 

their IHEs provided feedback and reviewed candidate lesson plans (LPs) prior to (n = 32) and 

during student teaching (n = 38). Implications are that the US at most of the IHEs represented in 

this survey observed candidates in their placements and collaborated with the CS to mentor the 

candidate before student teaching, while more USs reviewed LPs during student teaching. 

University supervisors during both placements provided feedback on the observations and LPs. 

There was consistency in answers across respondents. Nagro and deBettencourt (2017) 

described the confusion in some responses to terms used to describe various field experiences 

across the US. Specifically, the field of SPED needs a precise method for defining the 

characteristics of field experiences (Sindelar et al., 2010). 

 Survey question nine asked if the placements were associated with a specific course, 

and most participants (62%) said “yes.” The respondents stated that course instructors with 

embedded field placements before student teaching were responsible for teaching and 

supervising candidates. The courses could be methods courses for the specific grade levels 

required by the state certification agency mentioned previously. Implications are costs to the 

student and the instructor's workload because the student only pays tuition for the course and 

is charged tuition for another course if the placement is a stand-alone course. It would make 

sense that more supervision is provided in stand-alone courses to provide a more rigorous 

experience for the TCs. Implications are that TCs in stand-alone supervision courses pre-student 

teaching could be better prepared and less likely to leave the profession. To determine 

candidate field placement before student teaching, SQ9 asked if candidates were placed in 

pairs. Over 71% of the respondents selected “no.” The implications are that most of the faculty 
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who responded to this survey stated their TCs go to their placements alone, and the CSs are 

only responsible for mentoring one candidate at a time.  

 Clinical supervisors are critical to field placements in teacher preparation programs, and 

these mentor teachers typically open their classrooms to the candidates. Research is dearth 

about the role of a SPED CS. As a result, the researchers provided several survey questions 

about the roles and responsibilities of the CSs in SPED. First, the survey asked respondents if 

placements typically had one CS over an entire semester. Most respondents (81%) stated “yes.” 

Implications are that the grade band level placements from the previous question are probably 

by semester and not within semesters since most CSs teach within one-grade band level (i.e., K-

2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12). 

 The questionnaire asked participants to respond to different roles before and during 

student teaching. Results indicated that prior to student teaching, the primary role of the CS is 

to “mentor and guide” the candidate (90%). Next, respondents selected “review and approve 

LPs” (85%) and “collaborate with the US” (85%). Additionally, participants were asked if their 

CSs were compensated during four different placements. During placement one, 46% stated 

“yes,” with most receiving a stipend versus free credit hours at the IHE. In placement two, 41% 

selected “yes,” with most receiving a stipend. In the third placement, 32% stated they primarily 

compensate with a stipend. Placement four results indicated that 32% were not receiving 

compensation, while in placement five, 67% of the 12 respondents said their CSs received a 

stipend. Implications are that CSs are more likely to be compensated during the last placement, 

presumably supervising student teachers, than in earlier pre-student teaching placements. 

 During student teaching, IHEs expect CSs to mentor and guide (98%) and provide 

feedback on LPs (98%), as well as collaborate with the US (95%) and review and approve LPs 

(93%). Implications of the results show that the responsibilities of the CSs increase during 

student teaching, which makes sense since student teaching is the TCs’ culminating experience, 

and the experience is more rigorous the candidate for the classroom.  

 Most SPED candidates have field placements by grade band level and semester up to 

student teaching. Due to the lack of research on candidates’ responsibilities during their 

placements, the survey asked about the typical candidate responsibilities at the different 



 
THE JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION APPRENTICESHIP, 12(1)-1   18 
placement levels. It is not surprising that most candidates observe (95%) and assist (77%) in 

their first placement; assist (82%), plan, and teach their own lessons (74%) in their second 

placement; plan and teach their own lessons and assist in their third and fourth placements. 

While it might be surprising that 15% of the respondents said their candidates plan and teach 

three and five-day units in their first placements, those could be teachers of record districts 

hired to provisionally teach SPED while earning their degrees or undergraduates who have 

completed 75% of their coursework as indicated by a participant in SQ8. 

 Research question two was analyzed by placement and displayed in Table 2. Results 

showed that the mean hours for BSED programs increased from 54 to 350 hours through the 

fifth placement. The number of participants who answered the question by placements 

decreased from 22 for placement one to only 2 for placement six. The implications are that 

most (n = 14) of the participant’s BSED SPED programs do not offer more than four different 

placements. It makes sense that the number of hours in placements increases as the candidates 

gain more experience. Indeed, extended field experiences offer more opportunities for 

candidates to question and experiment in real-world situations (Sileo, Prater, Luckner, Rhine & 

Rude, 1998) and are expected to become more rigorous (CAEP, 2019).  

 In conclusion, the results of this exploratory study provided some characteristics from 

approximately 42 IHEs across 18 states. However, it also revealed that there is still a lack of 

information and defining characteristics of SPED field experiences and the use of terminology. 

There was variability in the results, as expected and mentioned in the literature (McCall et al., 

2014; Nagro & deBettencourt, 2017; Sindelar et al., 2010). Different states have different 

licensing and grade band level requirements which impacted the variability of the data and the 

number of placements in which candidates participate. Terminology to describe a field 

experience and the people who supervise differed among participants. A surprising study result 

is the use of part-time staff to supervise candidates. Teacher preparation programs typically 

hire part-time staff as adjuncts on a contractual basis. Using adjuncts to supervise candidates 

during their SPED field placements could impact the quality of experiences they receive. It is 

also concerning that many USs do not need master’s degrees in SPED because they may not 

fully understand SPED and its associated laws. While many USs review LPs, observe candidates 
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and provide feedback, only a third grade assignments. The implication is that many USs do not 

provide grades for candidates’ LPs, performance during observations, and use of feedback to 

change behaviors. Another surprise was the lack of compensation for CSs, meaning only about 

half of the mentor teachers are compensated for hosting and/or mentoring a candidate.  

 The number of hours BSED candidates spend in placements before student teaching 

averaged 100 hours for the first three placements compared to the 163 contact hours found by 

Prater and Sileo in their 2002 meta-analysis. Furthermore, Stein and Stein (2016) stated that 

candidates should spend 500-600 hours in classrooms prior to student teaching. During student 

teaching, presumed to be the fourth placement in this study, the results were a mean of 204 

hours in placement. This result varies widely from Prater and Silo’s 2002 meta-analysis, which 

found an average of 457 hours spent in the field during student teaching. As a result, IHEs could 

send new teachers into the workforce without enough hours to become proficient SPED 

teachers, thus adding to attrition and shortages. 

Limitations 

 As with any study, limitations arise that affect the research outcome. The first limitation 

is the sample size of the study. Even though the researchers attempted to contact faculty from 

two IHEs with SPED initial preparation in every state, the sample was only 42 participants from 

18 states. Furthermore, the participants' demographics were homogeneous, and the 

demographics of SPED faculty from IHEs are unknown. Several participants in the study did not 

name their universities. As a result, the researchers could not determine if all the responses 

were from different universities. 

 Another limitation of the study is the type of programs represented. Due to the low 

sample size, the researchers did not analyze the data by program type, and thus, the results 

could be skewed depending on the program, especially between graduate and undergraduate 

programs. It appears many of the graduate programs consisted of candidates who were 

teachers of record, and their field placements were different from traditional TC field 

placements. It is a limitation that the survey did not include the number of US observations. As 

a result, future research should address all limitations.  
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 Lastly, it is a limitation that the researchers did not delineate the number of field 

placement hours before and during student teaching. As a result, it is difficult to determine the 

number of hours participants stated during each type of field placement. Future information 

should be gathered by the type of students' field experience rather than by semester.  

Future Research 

 Since the sample size was a limitation of this study, future research should look at a 

larger sample of faculty in IHE SPED initial certification programs to represent more states and 

institutions. The researchers should send follow-up emails, phone calls, or letters to address the 

possibility that the original email went to spam. Future research should also determine faculty 

demographics in IHE’s Colleges of Education and SPED programs to determine the population 

and attempt to recruit faculty who match the population's demographics.  

 Additional future research includes disaggregating all the data by MAT and BSED 

programs. Within the MAT program, researchers should determine teachers of record and 

collect and analyze their data to find the differences between field placements. The next 

iteration of the survey should include the number and type of visits USs make when observing 

candidates, a characteristic studied by Prater & Sileo (2002). Future research could also include 

candidates’ outcomes, for example, edTPA results by IHE, certification pass rates, or graduation 

rates. Additionally, future researchers should add focus groups and randomly select 

participants for follow-up discussions to obtain richer information. Accreditation information 

could be requested and analyzed to determine outcomes. The data in this survey only 

addressed faculty at IHEs. Future research should consider the candidate's experience, their 

success in their field placements, and as a teacher, which could prove valuable to all IHEs who 

have initial preparation SPED programs. Lastly, researchers could determine SPED teacher 

shortages and attrition by collecting data about field experiences from current and former SPED 

teachers. 

Conclusion 

 It is well known that there is a SPED teacher shortage across the US, and SPED teacher 

attrition is the primary reason for the shortage. Research shows variability in the characteristics 

and number of hours of field placements, which could contribute to the attrition. Consequently, 
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the researchers collected data about the characteristics and number of hours from SPED faculty 

at IHEs nationwide. This study showed variability across the US on the characteristics and 

number of hours of field experiences. More research is needed to determine if the variability in 

SPED TC field experiences contributes to SPED teacher attrition. 
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