
Increasingly, traditional university 
degree programs are not keeping 
pace with the growing demand for 

special education teachers. Alternative 
route certifi cation programs have begun 
to fi ll the void and today account for ap-
proximately 20 percent of new teachers.  

“Alternative route certifi cation programs 
are here to stay,” asserts COPSSE re-
searcher Michael Rosenberg. “It is not 
a matter of whether or not to do them, 
but of how we should conduct them so 
that they have the greatest positive im-
pact on new teachers.” 

Beyond the basic purpose of providing 
access to teacher certifi cation that cir-
cumvents traditional preparation pro-
grams, alternative route programs may 
differ in design features and character-
istics. What do we know about special 
education alternative route programs? 
To answer this question, COPSSE re-
searchers have been indexing and de-
scribing the breadth and depth of al-
ternative route programs currently of-
fered throughout the United States. 
Their initial study yielded survey infor-
mation about 101 programs located in 
37 states and the District of Columbia. 
Read on to gain insights from COPSSE 
research.
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Program Development—
General Trends

Most special education alternative route 
certifi cation programs are fairly new, 
with 51 percent in operation fi ve years 
or less. According to Rosenberg, “There 
are many creative initiatives and exciting 
partnerships between institutes of high-
er education (IHEs), state education 
agencies (SEAs), and local education 
agencies (LEAs). In fact, IHE/SEA/LEA 
partnerships are responsible for one-
third of all programs.” Only 14 percent 
of programs do not involve IHEs. 

Funding comes from a variety of sourc-
es, including funds from IHEs, SEAs, 
LEAs, and tuition. Federal funds sup-
port slightly fewer than one-third of the 
programs. About one-third of funded 
programs target particular groups (e.g., 
African American and Hispanic indi-
viduals are targeted for funding by half 
of programs; retired persons are target-
ed for funding by almost two-thirds of 
programs). 

In most programs (88 percent), nation-
ally recognized teaching standards are 
used. The most common of those are:

• Council for Exceptional Children 
(72 percent).
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• Interstate New Teacher Assess-
ment and Support Consor-
tium (INTASC) (31 percent).

• National Board for Profes-
sional Teaching Standards 
(NBPTS) (30 percent).

In addition, 52 percent of pro-
grams are approved by the Na-
tional Council for Accreditation 
of Teacher Education (NCATE). 

Program Length and 
Intensity

Not all alternative route certifi ca-
tion programs are created equal. 
A slight majority (52 percent) re-
port only three months or less of 
training time before candidates 
are expected to assume teaching 
responsibilities. In about 15 per-
cent of all alternative route pro-
grams, candidates are expected to 
assume teaching responsibilities 
with no prior training. Variance 
also is seen within programs that 
target selected groups. For ex-
ample, in programs with a high 
proportion of mid-career chang-
ers, and in programs with a high 
proportion of African American 
individuals, candidates typically 
assume teaching responsibilities 
within four months of beginning 
the program. By contrast, pro-
grams with few individuals from 
these two groups tend to assume 
teaching responsibilities within 
8 ½  to 10 months. 

Program length also varies. Ap-
proximately one-third of alter-
native route programs require 24 
months for certifi cation, and an-
other one-third require less than 
18 months. 

“There is concern that some al-
ternative route programs may not 
allow enough time for candidates 
to develop their knowledge and 
skills, or to apply their skills in 
classroom settings prior to com-
pletion, which can add to their 
vulnerability as beginning teach-
ers,” Rosenberg cautions. “Unlike 
general educators who can rely in 
part on their content expertise to 
help them address unique needs 
of students with disabilities, 
mid-career changers—the largest 
group of alternative route candi-
dates—may have little or no ex-
perience to draw from when tak-
ing over a classroom where there 
may be students with emotional 
disturbance or severe and pro-
found disabilities, and therefore 
they will be at even a greater dis-
advantage.”

Program 
Characteristics—General 
Trends

The majority of alternative route 
certifi cation programs (66 per-
cent) have a completion rate of 
90-100 percent. However, only a 
little more than half of these pro-
grams offer a degree. Programs 

of longer duration tend to have 
higher completion rates than 
programs that provide for early 
entry into the classroom. 

Supervised fi eldwork and univer-
sity coursework are mainstays of 
the majority of programs. Men-
toring also fi gures signif-
icantly in program 
design, with 91 
percent from 
LEAs and 58 
percent from 
universities. 

Financial sup-
port for candi-
dates is observed 
in 90 percent of the 
programs. Examples in-
clude:

• Tuition assistance (54 
percent).

• Salary payments (40 percent).

• Stipends (31 percent).

For More Information

Information reported in this 
preview was based on research 
that COPSSE researchers—
Michael S. Rosenberg, K. Lynn 
Boyer, Paul T. Sindelar, Vince 
Connelly, Sunil K. Misra, and 
Val Sharpe—crafted into profes-
sional presentations (available on 
the COPSSE web site at www.
copsse.org).

TX, CA, GA, 
and LA have 
the largest 
number of 
alternative 
route pro-
grams—and 
each state 
evidences 
double-digit 
teacher short-
ages.

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