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Research Question 
 
What can be done to improve working conditions for Special Educators? 

 
Rationale 

 
Having had experience as both a Special Educator and general education teacher, I have 
experienced firsthand how disparate the day-to-day workloads and conditions of both positions 
can be. As an ATF Fed Rep, most of the workplace issues brought to me come from Special 
Educators. These factors, coupled with the data and research on attrition rates for Special 
Educators warrants an investigation into the ways in which working conditions for this group of 
educators can be improved within Albuquerque Public Schools. 

 
Literature Review 

 
Nationwide, the attrition rate of Special Education teachers is around 13%, (Carver-Thomas, et 
al., 2017). The existing body of research on this phenomenon indicates factors which contribute 
to burnout and attrition. According to Jones (2020), there are four key factors that are most often 
cited by Special Educators as reasons for leaving their positions or the profession entirely: a lack 
of administrative support, underpreparedness, stressful working conditions, and a sense of 
powerlessness or lack of shared decision-making. The research also suggests that there may be 
ways to address these contributing factors. 

 
Study Design 

 
Note: For the purposes of this study, the term “Special Educator” refers to any professionally 
licensed worker who practices in the field of Special Education. This involves classroom 
teachers as well as related service providers. No differentiation between classroom teachers and 
specific related service provider positions was made. 

 
A survey (Google Form) was sent to APS Special Education Teachers through ATF’s weekly Fed 
Rep Friday newsletter. The survey asks questions about years of experience, overall job 
satisfaction, working conditions, support received, ability to participate in decision making, 
reasons for job dissatisfaction, and educator values in the workplace. The educators surveyed 
were limited to Special Educators currently employed by Albuquerque Public Schools. 

 
The survey was open for the period of three weeks and received eighty responses. Respondents 
ranged in experience from those with 1-5 years of experience (27.5%) to those with 20+ years of 
experience (25%). Most of the questions utilize a standard Likert Scale of (1) Strongly Disagree, 
(2) Disagree), (3) Neutral), (4) Agree), and (5) Strongly Agree. Respondents 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1d4fWnTfftUNMkO8oZAJh2amLwb0qhoZpednBFvDd-4I/edit?usp=sharing


were provided various statements about their workplace experiences and asked to indicate their 
level of agreement (e.g. “I am satisfied with…”). 

 
One thing the survey cannot account for is educators who have already left the profession of 
Special Educator because such individuals did not have the opportunity to complete the form; 
therefore, responses are limited only to those who are currently practicing. The goal, then, is to 
find ways to retain them and improve their working conditions to the greatest extent possible. 

 
Summary of Data 

 
Generally, the survey results indicate room for improvement in the working conditions of Special 
Educators in Albuquerque Public Schools. Many have considered leaving their position at their 
school site (62.5%) while others have considered leaving the profession entirely (57.5%). Lack 
of administrative support (21.7%) and stressful working conditions (67.4%) were cited as the top 
factors contributing to the consideration to leave. Also cited were underpreparedness (4.3%) 
and lack of shared decision making (6.5%). This echoes the national data on attrition cited 
above. 

 
It is worth noting that Special Educators generally tend to feel more supported at their individual 
school sites than they do by the district at large. 48.8% of respondents agreed that they are 
supported by administration at their school site, while only 25.1% agreed that they are 
supported by district-level administration. 

 
The following provides a general overview of the data. Complete data can be found in the 
appendix of this document. 

 
Among Special Educators in Albuquerque Public Schools: 

 
● 52.6% believe they do not play a significant role in shared decision making at their 

school sites. 
● 68.8% believe they do not play a significant role in shared decision making within the 

district. 
● 71.2% report that working conditions at their school site are stressful. 
● 81.3% report that working conditions within the district are stressful. 
● 36.3% report being given tasks that are not directly related to teaching duties or writing 

IEPs. 
● 60% reported that they do not have time during the duty day to complete tasks assigned 

to teachers by their school's Special Education department. 
● 60% report that the tasks they are assigned interfere with or take time away from 

instructional duties (teaching, grading, contacting families). 
● 48.8% report that they always have to work beyond contract hours to complete tasks and 

teaching responsibilities. 
● 26.2 % report that they often have to work beyond contract hours to complete tasks and 

teaching responsibilities. 



● 32.6% report that they are assigned tasks that are arbitrary or do not seem to align with 
their responsibilities as a Special Educator. 

● 66.3% report that workload for Special Education and General Education teachers is 
unequitable. 

● The top things Special Educators value in their workplace are: 
○ Sufficient preparation time 
○ Administrative support 
○ Manageable workload 
○ Collaboration time 
○ Clear directives 
○ Clearly-defined responsibilities 
○ Ability to participate in decision making 

 
Recommendations/Next Steps 

 
An analysis of the data indicates that Special Educators in Albuquerque Public schools face 
challenges similar to those of their nationwide colleagues. Based on the available data, the 
following issues and their potential solutions are explored. 

 
1. Administrative Support and Clarity. 

a. Often tasks are given to Special Educators based on PED mandates, district 
lawsuits, and so on. These often come with untenable deadlines, lack of clear 
expectations, and a lack of clarity in responsibilities. Establishing minimum 
deadlines for new tasks could help with overwhelming workloads. More clearly 
defining professional duties for Special Education teachers could help mitigate 
the assigning of new and additional tasks that make workloads unmanageable. 

2. Stressful working Conditions. 
a. Further study of what specifically contributes to stressful working conditions in the 

district is warranted. Apart from class sizes, the recommendations above may 
help reduce workplace stress. 

3. Preparation Time. 
a. The Negotiated Agreement already provides all teachers the ability to collaborate 

with school administrators in creating more prep time beyond the minimum (Art. 
5.E..2 & Art. 7.A-F). Developing further guidance and procedures for doing this 
could help Special Educators create more time during the duty day to complete 
tasks. Additionally, creatively using collaboration time to provide Special 
Educators time to complete tasks could be another avenue for addressing 
insufficient prep time. 

4. Shared Decision Making. 
a. Instructional Councils within the district are intended to increase shared decision 

making and this initiative should continue. An investigation by committee to 
determine why it is that Special Educators still feel they lack the ability to 
participate meaningfully in shared decision making would be worthwhile. 
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Appendix A - Data 

 
A complete version of the raw data collected for this research can be found in PDF format here. 

https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/efl_etds/239
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