
Since the mid 1990s, alternative 
routes to special education teacher 
certifi cation have proliferated—

due in large part to their potential for 
reducing chronic teacher shortages. Es-
timates suggest that alternative special 
education preparation programs prepare 
25,000 new teachers annually and the 
numbers are rising. 

Alternative routes provide access to 
teacher certifi cation that circumvents 
traditional preparation programs; they 
allow individuals without undergrad-
uate teacher preparation to enter the 
profession. With the growth and diver-
sity of these programs—in 1999-2000, 
teachers who prepared through alterna-
tive routes constituted almost 20 percent 
of the special education teaching force, 
compared with fewer than two percent 
of teachers in 1993-1994—it is reason-
able to ask, “Who are these individuals 
and how do they differ from their tradi-
tionally prepared counterparts?” 

Periodically, the National Center for 
Education Statistics conducts Schools 
and Staffi ng Surveys (SASS) to gain an 
understanding of the teaching work-
force. The SASS 1999-2000 fi ndings 
describe the changing trends for special 

Special Education Teachers Who 
Prepared Through Alternative 
Certifi cation Routes
What Do We Know About Them?

CENTER ON PERSONNEL 
STUDIES IN SPECIAL 

EDUCATION

education teachers who have prepared 
through alternative routes. Read on to 
gain insights from COPSSE research. 

Alternative Route Teacher 
Demographics

“The research confi rms what we intui-
tively know about alternative route spe-
cial education teachers,” says COPSSE 
researcher Vincent Connelly. “These 
programs are attracting more males, in-
dividuals from ethnic and multicultural 
backgrounds, and individuals who are 
older.” Specifi cally, teachers who have 
prepared through alternative routes dif-
fer from their traditionally prepared 
counterparts in several ways:

• Gender: More males have prepared 
through alternative routes than 
through traditional ones (approxi-
mately 21 percent versus 13 percent).

• Ethnicity: Slightly more non-white 
teachers have prepared through alter-
native routes than through tradition-
al ones (approximately 18 percent 
versus 13 percent). The number of 
non-white teachers seeking certifi ca-
tion through  alternative routes has 
shown a steady increase since 1993-
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1994, when the percentage 
was not quite 10 percent. The 
largest increase was observed 
for African Americans, with 
an increase from less than one 
percent in 1993-1994 to 11 
percent today. 

• Age: Teachers who have pre-
pared through alternative 
routes tend to be older than 
those who have completed 
traditional programs. Approx-
imately 65 percent of teachers 
who have pursued alternative 
routes are more than 40 years 
of age—an increase from 29 
percent in 1993-1994.

• Degrees: Bachelors degrees 
are held by almost all teach-
ers, regardless of preparation 
route; however, fewer teachers 
who have prepared through 
alternative routes hold a mas-
ter’s degree (approximately 
52 percent versus 60 percent 
for traditional programs), al-
though trends suggest that 
this is changing. 

Where Alternative Route 
Teachers Teach 

“Typically, the percentage of 
teachers who have prepared 
through alternative routes and 
traditional programs is similar in 
relation to  school location (e.g., 
rural, town, urban fringe, central 
city),” Connelly tells us. “How-

ever, when the percent of minor-
ity enrollment at their schools is 
considered, some differences are 
evident.” Examples include: 

• Schools with a 0-25 per-
cent minority enrollment: 
In 1993-1994, 28 percent of 
teachers trained through alter-
native routes taught in schools 
with a 0-25 percent minority 
enrollment; by 1999-2000, 
that percentage had grown to 
51 percent. In 1999-2000, 52 
percent of traditionally pre-
pared teachers worked in such 
schools, down from 57 per-
cent in 1993-1994. 

• Schools with more than a 
26 percent minority enroll-
ment: In 1993-1994, more 
than 70 percent of teachers 
who prepared through alterna-
tive routes taught in schools 
with minority enrollments that 
exceeded 26 percent; by 1999-
2000 that percentage had 
dropped below 50 percent.

Alternative Route 
Teachers’ Feelings of 
Preparedness

Traditionally prepared teach-
ers tend to rate their prepara-
tion higher than do teachers who 
have prepared through alterna-
tive routes. In general, traditional 
programs are longer and require 
more coursework, observations, 

and practice teaching. However, 
does this make a difference in al-
ternative route teachers’ sense of 
preparedness, satisfaction, and 
intent to remain in teaching?

“We developed and tested a model 
that analyzes teachers’ perceptions 
of preparedness and their intent 
to remain in teaching,” Connelly 
says. “We identifi ed one key vari-
able—establishing control—that 
signifi cantly predicted satisfac-
tion. We found that satisfaction 
signifi cantly predicted subsequent 
attrition from the profession 
for teachers who had prepared 
through alternative routes.”

One explanation for this fi nd-
ing is that teachers who have pre-
pared through alternative routes 
tend to have limited experience 
in the classroom before teaching. 
Connelly explains, “They may 
not feel ready to take full control 
of a classroom. To prevent attri-
tion, more school-based support 
may be needed to help alternative 
route teachers deal with control 
issues.” 

For More Information

Information reported in this pre-
view was based on research that 
COPSSE researchers—Vincent 
J. Connelly, Paul T. Sindelar, 
and Michael S. Rosenberg—
crafted into professional presen-
tations (available on the COPSSE 
web site at www.copsse.org).

Opinions expressed herein 
do not necessarily refl ect 
the views of the U.S. 
Department of Education.
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