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Name Your Nemesis: 
Special Education 
Teacher Retention

“Turnover affects all students but 
disproportionately affects students 
with disabilities. Particularly when 
special education teachers depart”

-Calder Center

Who are we defeating? 

Lower 
Special 

Education 
Retention

Lower 
Reading and 

Math 
Outcomes



Is There a Concern?

*

Nebraska Teacher Shortage Survey, 2024

Targeted   75% -100%

Approaching 50-74%

Below Target 0-49%

Nebraska Statewide Special 
Education Retention Data 

2024-2025 Collection

**Contracted through 2023-2024 school year

Number of positions = 4758

Number of Systems = 281

Number of teachers = 3536

Total Numbers
Nebraska Special 
Education Teacher 

Retention

680 Teachers 
shifted or left positions 



Retention Rates 
By Region

 Reasons for 
Non Retention

Impact of Teacher Attrition on 
Student Outcomes

• Knowledge and experience leaves school or district

• Effectiveness of colleagues (Papay & Kraft, 2015)

• Increasing responsibilities and tasks=less time for support

• Reduced student engagement due to loss of connection

• Disruption to program implementation and school-wide reform efforts

• Reduction of finances due to teacher “churn” = $9,000-20,000

                                                                                                                                                                    (Gilmour, Mason-Williams & Bettini, 2025)



“High teacher turnover rates in 
schools negatively impact student 
achievement for all the students in a 
school, not just those in a new 
teacher’s classroom”

-Aldeman

Current Status 
of Reading 
Outcomes for 
Students with 
Disabilities

Current Status 
of Math 
Outcomes for 
Students with 
Disabilities



Specific Impacts on Reading Scores
•100% turnover Specialist/Single Subject teacher 
loss equates to a reduction of .11 SD in test scores
• Less than 100% = .011 SD in test scores
•Annual 10% specific subject teacher loss = 
reduction .005 SD test scores

● Increases with Math content loss
● Increases in schools that serves students from 

economically disadvantaged homes
                                                                      (Sorenson & Ladd, 2020)

Specific Impacts on Reading Scores
• A 100% loss of Special Education Teacher (SET) workforce in a 

school would be predicted to result in a 0.01 Standard Deviation 
(SD)unit decrease in ELA scores for students 

• A year of complete turnover among general education 
paraeducators in a high performing school would be expected to 
result in a 0.01 SD decrease in ELA score growth

• Urban general education teacher turnover a 0.04 SD unit 
reduction in mathematics and ELA scores for students without 
disabilities, and a 0.06 SD unit reduction in ELA scores for students 
with disabilities.

• Rural turnover is most significant for students with disabilities and in 
ELA. Complete turnover of SETs or special education 
paraeducators is predictive of a drop in growth scores of 0.03 or 
0.02 SD units

                                                                                    Kaler, Theobald, Jone & Bettini, 2025

1.Prepare
2.Retain
3.Attract



Identify Your Superpower:
Comprehensive Mentoring  



#1. Relevant Work Orientation

Impact of Super Power #1

1. Provide an orientation prior to the start of 
the school year and encourage 
collaboration and connection with staff 
members

2. Plan the agenda to reach all staff 
members through a generational 
leadership lens

3. Share Structural and Procedural 
Information and Activities related to the 
culture of the school

4. Focus on what the new teacher may 
need to know in the first month of school

Orienting teachers to their new work location and position is vital to ensuring 
they are prepared for the year. Many schools provide school wide new 
teacher orientations but they may not have planned, directed special 

education orientation time. 

“Build a bridge instead of 
a wall.”

-Tim Elmore, 2024

#2. Relevant Work Orientation

Impact of Super Power #2

1. Offer a collegial and friendly welcome to the new 
teacher
2. Value the expertise and experience of the new 
teacher
3. Build a culture supportive of all learners and those who 
support them
4. Provide a collaborative climate with time to meet with 
colleagues and admin
5. Plan for administrative support of special education 
teachers: 

• Strong special education knowledge
• Purposeful and intentional support
• Consistent support
• Adequate resource support
• Goal setting and individualized learning plans

Leaders determine whether a special education teacher feels supported. This 
occurs in many ways, but it all begins with a culture of understanding and trust.

Because they might lack 
extensive knowledge of 
special education, some 
school leaders need to 
spend more time 
understanding the work 
of special educators.

IRIS Center, 2025

#3. Deliberate Role Design

Impact of Super Power #3

1. Alleviate procedural demands when possible
2. Reduce the number of additional duties and 

monitoring
3. Encourage team collaboration for paperwork 

completion
4. Schedule coveted opportunities and 

collaborative meeting sessions
5. Schedule common planning times with key 

support personnel (e.g., mentor, team leader)
6. Ensure resources and curriculum supports are 

available and/or easily attainable. 

Special education jobs are often not manageable. Administrators must protect 
instructional and procedural minutes, encourage school wide collaboration and 

provide resources.

New special education 
teachers are often 
idealistic, underestimate 
the time it takes to 
complete tasks, and 
overestimate their 
abilities. Their first 
teaching job might be 
quite different than the 
“ideal” version they 
were expecting. 

Iris Center, 2025



#4. Strong Job Match

Impact of Super Power #4

1. Candidates are matched to position related 
to: 

• Caseload
• Age/Grade Level
• Program Model
• Content
• Preference

2. Job descriptions are detailed and clear
3. Interviews are position focused and ask 

connecting questions
4. Tours are offered to allow shadowing and/or 

a view of the setting, student body, etc.

Teachers are more likely to stay in a position when they have background related 
to caseload, age and grade level, content, program model, and personal 

preference needs. 

Teachers who are well 
matched to their positions 
are more likely to 
experience success and 
remain in the field.

(Bishop, Brownell, Klingner, 
Leko, & Galman, 2009; 
Morvant, Gersten, Gillman, 
Keating, & Blake, 1995)

#5. Ongoing Professional Development

Impact of Super Power #5

1. Partnerships are built between the district and 
educator preparation programs, educational 
service units, and other training sources even if 
those programs are at a distance.

2. Beginning teachers are offered both 
content-specific support and basic orientation 
support and districts provide these supports 
through different methods.

3. The High Leverage Practices in Special 
Education, HLPs, are used to support teachers 
across all grades/subjects.

4. Teachers assist in training district staff in their 
areas of expertise.

Each staff member comes into the position with a beneficial skill set. Given 
the diversity of their caseload, they may still lack specific skills. 

Teachers who are well 
matched to their 
positions are more likely 
to experience success 
and remain in the field.

(Bishop, Brownell, Klingner, 
Leko, & Galman, 2009; 
Morvant, Gersten, Gillman, 
Keating, & Blake, 1995)

#6. Responsive Mentoring

Impact of Super Power #6

1. Mentors are matched appropriately with 
mentees (job, grade, experience, generation, 
etc.)

2. Protected time for mentors and mentees is 
offered to allow ample time for weekly 
communication 

3. Provide support and direction for mentors in 
order to encourage strong conversations

4. Offer opportunities for new special education 
teachers to observe classrooms and to be 
observed by their mentor for instructional skill 
growth

Special education teachers need other special education teachers to guide them 
through their positions. When mentors are provided a mentoring program or like 

guidance, they are able to ensure mentees cover all required information.

“[Special education 
teachers’] roles in 
schools vary widely... 
Thus, when new SETs 
begin teaching, one of 
their first—and most 
challenging—tasks is 
to ‘make sense’ of, or 
figure out, their roles.”

Billingsley, 2019



Defeat Your 
Nemesis: 

Resources and Tools

Your Super Power Toolbox

Local 
Tools Statewide 

Tools
National 

Tools 

Local 
Tools

•Mentoring Programs
•Veteran Special Education 

Teachers
• Internal Supports
•Educational Service Unit 

Supports and Personnel



State 
Tools

• Get SET Nebraska Induction 
and Mentoring Programs

• Get SET Lessons Learned Blogs
• Get SET 2025-2026 Professional 

Development Resources
• NDE Special Education 

Retention Survey Data

Special Education Teacher 
Induction & Mentorship 

Program

Administrative 
Leadership Academy

1. Relevant work orientation
2. Supportive school community
3. Strong job match
4. Deliberate role design
5. Ongoing professional development
6. Responsive mentoring

Comprehensive Special 
Education Mentoring

Comprehensive Special 
Education Mentoring

1. Relevant work orientation
2. Supportive school community
3. Strong job match
4. Deliberate role design
5. Ongoing professional development
6. Responsive mentoring



National 
Tools

• LEAD IDEA Center
• IRIS Vanderbilt University
• CEEDAR Center High 

Leverage Practices

https://lead-idea.org/



irisplus@vanderbilt.edu

https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu/

Share Your Expertise
Attraction and 

Retention Survey



https://bit.ly/Retentionsurvey

Attraction and 
Retention 
Survey

Presentation 
Resources

Pamela Brezenski, EdD
Project Manager

pbrezenski@esu13.org
www.getsetnebraska.org

Micki Charff, EdD
NDE OSE Assistant Director

mcharff@nebraska.gov

Amanda Witte, PhD
Research Assistant Professor

awitte@unl.gov

getsetnebraska.org

Thank you for 
attending
Unlock Your Superpower! 
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