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An Analysis of Virginia’s High School Principals Educational Background, Knowledge and 

Perceptions Related to Special Education 

By 

Patricia A. Rascoe 

(ABSTRACT)  

This study researched Virginia’s high school principals’ educational background and 

knowledge related to special education, and, their perceptions of special education and their 

supervisory skills. Surveys using a Likert scale response format were mailed to 299 principals. 

Ninety-eight surveys were returned for a response rate of 32 percent. Each of the eight 

superintendent’s regions was represented in the total.  

Results of the study indicated that principals with a special education degree or 

endorsement were able to respond appropriately to the scenarios based on the regulations. Their 

perceptions of special education were positive, as was their agreement that their supervisory 

ability related to special education was adequate. Principals without a degree or endorsement in 

special education did not perceive that their educational background had prepared them for 

supervising special education. They were able to apply their knowledge appropriately to 

scenarios based on special education regulations in most instances. However, their performance 

was not on the same level as their degreed colleagues. 

The information from this study has implications for local school divisions in planning 

staff development activities, state agencies that license principals and provide staff development 

for local school division, and universities in planning programs for future school administrators. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Context for the Study 

According to the Regulations Establishing Standards for Accrediting Public School in 

Virginia (2006), principals are recognized as the instructional leaders in the school. The 

regulations reflect the opinions of the members of the Board of Education in recognizing that the 

success of the public school is determined largely by the role of the principal. Expected 

responsibilities include effective school management that promotes positive student achievement 

in a safe and secure environment. In addition, as instructional leaders, principals are required to 

(a) protect academic instruction from unnecessary interruptions, (b) enforce the student code of 

conduct, (c) analyze test data, (d) direct intervention and remediation programs, and (e) monitor 

and evaluate the quality of instruction to meet assessments requirements. In addition, principals 

must (a) monitor and inform parents of graduation requirements, (b) promote a mutually 

respectful environment for staff, (c) effectively communicate with parents and the community 

about policies and procedures, and (d) efficiently manage the budget to ensure the appropriate 

disbursements of all funds.  

The principal is the instructional leader for all programs in the school; both, general 

education and special education (Goor, Schwenn, & Boyer, 1997). However, most principals do 

not have knowledge of the instructional and programmatic needs of children with disabilities 

(Monteith, 2000). Moreover, the principal’s attitude toward special education influences the 

success of special programs (Burrello, Schrup, & Barnett, 1992). The lack of special education 

knowledge by principals will become a greater concern as the special education population 

increases and federal and state requirements seek to improve educational accountability.  

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) forces principals to focus on the special 

education population within their schools directly and address their services as part of the total 

school program. No Child Left Behind has identified four subgroups: (a) students with 

disabilities, (b) limited English proficiency, (c) economically disadvantaged, and (d) major 

race/ethnic groups which make up the school’s total population. Each subgroup must meet the 

annual measurable objectives of NCLB. School divisions must include these students in all areas 

of curriculum including assessment. Traditionally, students with disabilities have not been 
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included in the state assessment activities. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

Amendments of 1997 (IDEA, 1997) mandates special education services, accommodations, and 

modifications for students with disabilities. The IDEA also allows student exemption from 

assessments required for the regular education population. The focus of providing those services 

has been ensuring that appropriate Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) are developed, 

implemented, and determine how progress would be measured. However, NCLB and the 

reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 changed the method by which students with disabilities are to 

be assessed by requiring 95% participation in statewide assessments. During the signing of the 

reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 President George W. Bush stated: 

We are applying the reforms of the No Child Left Behind Act to the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act so schools are accountable for teaching every 

single child…. So we’re giving more flexibility and control over the students’ education 

to parents and teachers and principals (p. 1).  

 
Schools must be prepared to exercise the rights of flexibility and control. As leader of the school, 

the principal must be prepared to address the needs of every single child. For students with 

disabilities, that means becoming knowledgeable of the law that governs their rights as students. 

Protz (2005) suggested that a successful environment for students with disabilities has a direct 

relationship with school administrators’ knowledge and understanding of special education law. 

The Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) develops a report annually on the 

Dispute Resolution Systems and Administrative Services. This report contains data on the 

number of complaints, due process hearings and mediation sessions requested, and resolutions 

for each. The analysis serves as a reporting mechanism for the department’s management team 

responsible for developing the State Performance Plan and reporting to the U. S. Department of 

Education’s Office of Special Education Programs and data collection for the agency. The 

Annual Report of the Dispute Resolution Systems and Administrative Services (2006) reported 

that during the 2005-06 school year, 98 due process hearings, 125 mediation sessions were 

requested and 132 complaints were filed. The report provides data across a span of five years. 

The numbers for 2005-06 have decreased from previous years but continue to suggest that 

special education is an area of great concern for all parties.  
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Sixty-eight of the due process hearings requested were withdrawn while 14 went to a full 

hearing. Parents initiated 14 of the hearings and prevailed in one while school divisions prevailed 

in 13 of the hearings. Individualized Education Program placement and services, due process, 

eligibility, and discipline were issues that initiated the hearings.  

Seventy-four of the 125 mediation cases were resolved with 14 being withdrawn. 

Twenty-five remained unresolved and 24 were involved in a due process hearing. Of the 132 

complaints filed, 17 were resolved through mediation or settlement agreement, 16 were 

withdrawn, one dismissed and 75 findings/decisions were issued (Annual Report, 2006). Again, 

the issues noted were the same as previously mentioned as well as least restrictive environment, 

child find, and procedural safeguards concerns. Disagreements between the school and parent 

can be time consuming and expensive for both parties. The best resolution to disagreements 

would be to take preventative actions. One such action would be to improve the knowledge 

levels of principals on educating students with disabilities. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate Virginia’s high school principals’ 

educational background related to special education, knowledge of special education regulations, 

and their perceptions of special education and supervisory ability. Educating students with 

disabilities is related to the background experiences administrators bring to the profession.  The 

principal typically has experience with the administration of the school building and supervising 

instruction; however, he/she usually does not have the comprehensive knowledge of special 

learners to ensure that these learners’ needs are met (Goor, et al., 1997). The principal and the 

special education director must work collaboratively to develop, implement, and support 

programs for students with disabilities (Lowe & Brigham, 2000). 

Statement of the Problem 

The education of all students, including those identified under IDEA (2004), is the 

responsibility of the building level administrator or the principal. As such, the principal must be 

proficient in understanding the regulations that govern special education. This proficiency may 

be the result of having formal education, training through seminars and workshops, or previous 

career experiences. Principals must also believe that students with disabilities are an integral part 

of the total school’s curriculum and demonstrate that through program planning. The 
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combination of these skills will enhance the principal’s ability to successfully supervise special 

education programs in their schools. 

Definitions 

For purposes of this study, the following terms and definitions will be used: 

 
Principal  - The individual who is recognized as the instructional leader of the school and is 

responsible for effective school management that promotes positive student achievement, a safe 

and secure environment in which to teach and learn, and efficient use of resources (Regulations 

Establishing Standards for Accrediting public Schools in Virginia, 2006). 

 
Special Education - Instruction that is specially designed to meet the unique educational needs of 

students with disabilities (Individuals with Disability Education Act, 1997). 

 
Supervision – The school functions that improve instruction and student learning through direct 

assistance to, and support of professional development for teachers. It involves face-to-face 

contact, discussion, observation, analysis of data, and planning for instruction (Bays, 2000).  

 
Educational Background – Formal training that resulted in a degree or endorsement in special 

education. 

 
Knowledge – Understanding acquired through formal training or experience. 

Perceptions – A view, judgment, or appraisal formed in the mind about a particular matter 

(Bernhardt, 2007). 

Theoretical Framework 

Knowledge of special education law is considered to be critical to the principal when 

managing special education programs (Davidson & Algozzine, 2002). If principals do not 

possess a basic understanding of special education law, judicial consequences may be the result. 

Davidson and Algozzine surveyed 264 beginning principals and assistant principals participating 

in the North Carolina Principal Fellows Program to determine their perceptions of their 

knowledge regarding special education law. More than half believed they had a significant level 

of knowledge of special education law with a little less than half believing they had a limited 

knowledge. They concluded that decisions made by principals affect the lives, attitudes and 
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perceptions of others directly affecting decisions-making. Their study is discussed in detail in 

Chapter 2.  

The training of principals in special education has been addressed in several studies 

(Hirth and Valesky, 1991, Protz, 2005, Valesky and Hirth, 1992, and Wigle and Wilcox, 1999). 

Overall, the finding is that principal preparation programs do not adequately prepare them as 

special education leaders. One suggestion offered by Lowe & Brigham (2000) to address 

principal preparation was to provide additional pre-service training programs in the area of 

special education. Bateman & Bateman (2001) developed a guide that provided strategies for 

supervising programs. Bays (2000), when conducting interviews with nine principals, found that 

only one had background and experience in special education.  

The literature review addresses the preparation of principals as related to the provision of 

special education. This is or at least should be a local, state and national area of concern. 

Research studies that addressed preparation programs were also reviewed.   

Goor and colleagues (1997) suggested that principals must possess certain core beliefs. 

These beliefs relate to personal philosophies associated with attitudes about student learning, 

acceptance, and teacher abilities and responsibilities. Personal beliefs influence the way we see 

the world and what we do. Goor also concludes that beliefs dictate change and change does not 

happen unless beliefs change. 

Protz’s study (2005) examines the principals’ knowledge of special education law as well 

as the principals’ perceptions about their preparation for working with students with disabilities 

in special education. The results of this study support the findings in the aforementioned studies 

in regard to special education knowledge possessed by principals. The lack of knowledge was 

surmised to affect the principals’ perceptions of students with disabilities in the total school 

population. 

Research Questions 

Research questions emerged from the problem statement and allowed for differences to 

be examined and reported. The questions also suggested methodology for the study and served as 

a basis for drawing conclusions (Baron, 2006). The questions guiding this inquiry were designed 

to address principals’ educational background related to special education, knowledge of special 

education regulations, and perceptions of special education and their supervisory ability. The 

questions formulated were: 
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1. What is the educational background related to special education possessed by principals? 

2. What is the difference between high school principals’ educational background and their 

knowledge of special education regulations? 

3. What are the high school principals’ perceptions of special education concepts and 

supervisory ability?  

Delimitations 

Delimitations of the study are conditions placed on the interpretation of the results by the 

design of the study. These are factors which are controlled by the researcher to establish 

parameters for the study such as sample size, gender, demographic information and instrument 

style (Merriam, 1998). Delimitations are not weaknesses and do not suggest that different 

methods should have been employed. Delimitations of this study are as follows: 

1. Participants for the study were delimited to high school principals in Virginia. 

2. The survey instrument utilized multiple choice items and did not include open-ended 

response items. 

3. Special education private schools were not included. 

4. The survey was mailed with enclosures for easy return. 

Limitations 

Researchers are seldom able to control all factors or variables in a study. Elements that 

are beyond the researcher’s control are called limitations. Stating the limitations provides a 

method for identifying possible difficulties in interpreting the results of the study (Baron, 2006). 

Limitations of this study are: 

1. The number of principals who actually responded. 

2. The respondent may not have been responsible for special education in the individual’s 

building. 

3. The respondent may not have answered the questions honestly but may respond in what 

is generally thought to be deemed the appropriate response. 

4. The survey may not have been completed by the principal but by the individual who is 

responsible for the day-to-day supervision of special education. 
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Significance of the Study 

This study has implications for school divisions as they provide in-service training for 

principals.  It is hoped that this study will enlighten and encourage principals to seek and obtain 

knowledge and skills to enhance their ability to supervise the special education programs in their 

schools. Students with disabilities are deserving of and required to receive support services by 

federal and state laws.  The principal is directly responsible for making sure that these services 

are provided.  

This study also has implications for universities as they evaluate the effectiveness of their 

principal and administration certification programs. As indicated by the research, many 

certification programs for administrators do no include course work dedicated specifically to 

special education. More troublesome are programs that touch upon special education in a school 

law course that may be discussed in one or two class sessions. 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1 introduces the reader to the context of the study, statement of the problem, 

research questions, definitions of relevant terms, delimitations, and limitations of the study. 

Chapter 2 provides a review of related literature beginning with the history of special education 

relating to the early identification and treatment of people with disabilities and legislative action 

that has influenced special education. It is important to understand the beginning of a 

phenomenon in order to address current issues and concerns. The methodology and procedures 

for collecting data are discussed in Chapter 3. Data analysis and findings are reported in Chapter 

4. Conclusions drawn from the study and a summary of the findings are reported in Chapter 5. 

Recommendations for future studies are also included in the final chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The literature review includes several related articles, research reports, and studies. Two 

studies, Wigle & Wilcox (1999) and Protz (2005), used methods very similar to the methods 

used for this study. These studies validate the hypothesis that principals’ knowledge of special 

education law is a real concern.  

The literature discussed addresses the principal’s role as instructional leader, principal 

preparation programs, state and university requirements for administrators, and principals’ 

competencies in special education as well as a historical review of special education. The 

selected literature for this review represents both professional commentary and research studies. 

The search for literature yielded 8 studies, 15 articles, and 3 dissertations. Textbooks, relating to 

special education and supervision were used as additional resources. Eight studies, 15 articles, 5 

dissertations, Virginia Department of Education regulatory standards, and reports were used for 

this review. The literature review is divided by headings to separate topics discussed. 

Commentaries, program models, and reports are firstly discussed followed by research studies 

when available for the topic.  

Search for Relevant Literature 

My search for literature related to this topic consisted of a search of key words using the 

university library system. Search engines utilized were: ERIC Ovid, ERIC Document 

Reproduction Service, Addison Library, Illiad, Ingenta, the Virginia Commonwealth University 

library, and the web. Key words used to find related materials were: (a) principals/administrators, 

(b) special education, (c) special education knowledge, (d) leadership, (e) public schools, (f) 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), and (g) supervision. A combined method 

search was used to narrow the list of choices when using the ERIC database. Reference lists from 

the articles and reports were also used as a source of information. In addition, I utilized the old 

fashioned method of skimming the library shelves for books related to my topic.  Research also 

included subscriptions to journals and magazines, and documents received from attendance at 

workshops. 



 

- 9 - 

Identification and Treatment of People with Disabilities 

Treatment of persons with disabilities such as severe retardation, deafness, blindness, and 

physical disabilities prior to the 1800s was driven by superstition (Sacks, 2002). Many children 

were abandoned and left to die. Ponce de Leon was among one of the first advocates for the 

disabled. He taught a deaf student how to communicate. Other advocates for the humane 

treatment of disabled persons included Juan Pablo Bonet of Spain who developed a method of 

finger spelling for the blind and Spanish painter Diego Velazquez who depicted humane 

treatment and presented disabled persons with dignity and respect.  

Special education began over 200 years ago with the story of Itard and Victor, the Wild 

Boy of Aveyron (Smith, 2001; Varin, 1998). Farmers found a young child in the woods of 

southern France in 1799. Concerned about his welfare, the farmers sent the child to Jean Marc 

Gaspard Itard, a physician and educator who specialized in working with deaf children. Itard 

believed that idiocy could be treated through educational intervention. The child had developed 

no language, exhibited uncontrollable behavior and was described as a savage. Itard named the 

boy Victor, and worked with him through a program of sensory stimulation. Victor made 

progress and was able to develop some verbal language and some socially acceptable behaviors 

(Sacks, 2001). Itard kept detailed notes of his techniques and philosophy, as well as, Victor’s 

progress. Victor never became normal but he learned many basic life skills through the 

educational interventions used by Itard. Today, Itard is considered to be the father of special 

education (Smith, 2001).  

During the 1800s special institutions were established for disabled persons. Thomas 

Hopkins Gallaudet established the first residential school for the deaf. Samuel Gridley Howe 

founded the Perkins Institute for the blind and Eduoard Sequin established schools for the 

mentally retarded in Paris and the United States (Sacks, 2001, Varin, 1998). Teaching methods 

also were developed to aid in providing educational services to disabled persons. Louis Braille 

developed a system of reading and writing for the blind that is still used today Maria Montessori 

developed theory, curricula and instruction for early childhood education. The Stanford-Binet 

Intelligence test developed by Alfred Binet was used for measuring intelligence and school 

success (Sacks, 2001). Gradually things began to change in the lives of the disabled. However, 

the establishments of residential facilities and institutions isolated and segregated the disabled 

from the rest of society (Smith, 2001). 
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Legislative Actions 

The Tenth Amendment of the Constitution gives states the jurisdiction over educating its 

citizens (Sacks, 2001). Rhode Island was the first state to adopt a compulsory school attendance 

law in 1840. As this trend spread throughout the United States, schools were flooded with 

thousands of children who did not fit the mold. While some were allowed to attend schools many 

others were not (Sacks, 2001; Smith, 2001; Varin, 1998). The importance of the Brown v. Board 

of Education in 1954 that ended white (separate but equal) schools was that it was the basis for 

future rulings that children with disabilities could not be excluded from school (Smith, 2001). In 

addition, the Fourteenth Amendment brought attention to disabled persons with securing rights 

for all persons regardless of creed, color, or condition. Parent advocacy groups also influenced 

the services provided to persons with disabilities. Noted persons such as John Kennedy and 

Hubert Humprey were among the political leaders who advocated for persons with disabilities 

because of their experience with family members who were disabled (Sacks, 2001). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

In 1975 Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, known as 

Public Law 94-142. This law required public schools to provide any student with a broad range 

of disabilities, a free appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment (Pardini, 

2002). Today, PL 94-142 is known as The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

has its roots in laws passed that go back to 1968. Public Law 89-10 the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1965 is the earliest law that addresses special education (NICHY, 

1997). Prior to the 1950s, the government was not involved in the education of children with 

special needs. Some laws had been passed providing grants for the provision of direct 

educational services to asylums for the deaf and dumb and the most severely disabled confined 

to residential institutions (Horn & Tynan, 2001). 

Several reasons justified Congress’ passage of IDEA (Smith, 2001). Some of the findings 

that contributed to the law were that: (a) there were more than eight million children in the 

United States with disabilities, (b) the needs of the disabled were not being fully met, (c) children 

with disabilities were not receiving appropriate educational services which would enable them to 

have full educational opportunity; (d) one million of the children with disabilities were excluded 

from the public school system; (e) training for teachers in diagnostic and instructional procedures 
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had advanced to the point that with funding from state and local agencies services could be 

provided in the school; and (f) it was in the national interest for the government to assist with 

state and local efforts to provide services for children with disabilities. 

Legislation brought about a change in the number of students with disabilities enrolled in 

public schools. During the last 30 years, schools have had to provide special education for those 

students. Over 90% of special education takes place in public schools (Varin, 1998). 

Certification and training programs have prepared teachers to teach these students. Principals 

found themselves with new roles and responsibilities relating to special education programs but 

not prepared with the knowledge to do so.  

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was recently reauthorized in 

2004. The title was changed to The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act and 

is aligned with the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (2001). The insertion of the work 

improvement makes the alignment visibly evident. Major changes in the law regard special 

education teacher qualifications, child find, evaluation, eligibility, and individualized education 

programs. Virginia, as well as the other states must revise state regulations to align them with the 

federal regulations. The reauthorized federal regulations became effective October 13, 2006. 

School divisions across the country were expected to implement the new changes on the 

effective date.   

Principal’s Role in Supervising Special Education 

Algozzine, Ysseldyke, and Campbell (1994) agreed with other professionals that 

educational leadership is the key variable associated with effective schools. Leadership, they say, 

is the reason some schools are more effective than others. According to Davidson and Algozzine 

(2002), effective leaders understand that their knowledge of laws, policies, and regulations 

governing the system along with being responsive to the needs of the organization are critical for 

the success of the organization. Their study is discussed further in the literature review. The 

principal establishes the overall climate of the school’s instruction, which influences the success 

of programs (Goor, Schwenn, Boyer, 1997). The role of the principal as the instructional leader 

is particularly important in special education because the principal’s attitude toward special 

education students will ultimately determine the efficacy of the school’s special education 

services (Lowe & Brigham, 2002). Swan (1998) also identified the principal as having the 

primary responsibility of supervision of special education at the building level. He reported that 



 

- 12 - 

supervision is most often a collaborative effort between the building level leader and the special 

education leader. 

Goor et al. (1997) proposed a model suggesting staff development and training programs 

for principals that focuses on knowledge and skills after addressing principals’ beliefs that effect 

behavior. Also included in their model is training on preparing principals to become reflective 

practitioners. Personal beliefs, they said, must be addressed first as beliefs influence the way we 

see the world and how we behave, therefore, when beliefs change, behavior changes. Further, 

they described a training program that includes the skills and knowledge of special education 

components, as well as, components that address essential beliefs and reflective knowledge. 

They surmised that some principals operate their schools on the paradigm that embraces students 

with disabilities while some have never articulated their beliefs. In order for principals to be 

effective special education leaders, they must address their beliefs about students with 

disabilities. Goor et al. suggested that principals must possess certain core beliefs. They include: 

(a) believing that all children can learn when instruction is relevant and appropriately paced, (b) 

accepting that all children are a part of the school community, (c) believing that teachers can 

teach a wide range of students, and (d) recognizing that teachers are responsible for all students’ 

learning.  

With regard to reflective behavior, Goor, et al., (1997) described the effective principal as 

one who uses reflection during and after responses. From their prospective, preparation programs 

need to prepare principals to follow a sequence of reflective practices: (a) pausing and 

questioning, (b) soliciting input, (c) gathering information to clarify issues, (d) scrutinizing 

values, (e) examining intent, and (f) examining responses. They suggested activities such as: (a) 

role-playing and memo writing to actively engage principals in realistic situations to explore 

their beliefs, (b) teaching and enhancing their knowledge and skills, and (c) practicing reflective 

thinking. 

Williams and Portin (1997) investigated the changing role of the principal in Washington 

State. The study was conducted at the request of the advisory committee established by the 

Association of Washington State Principals (AWSP). Committee members as well as the AWSP 

were concerned about the views expressed by principals in reference to job responsibilities, 

desire to leave the position, and lack of qualified candidates to fill vacant positions. A survey 

was used to obtain member views of the changing principal ship. Special education was one of 
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the areas addressed in the survey. A very low response rate of 36.4% was obtained with only 687 

questionnaires returned of the 2431 distributed. This should be considered in evaluating the 

validity of the study.  

Of the portion returned, 70% of the respondents indicated that special education had 

become more difficult to implement as compared to other programs; 90% agreed that more 

students required special education services; 51% disagreed that inclusion programs allowed the 

school to meet the needs of all students; and 77% agreed that it has been necessary to reallocate 

funds from regular education to special education. Special education was just one area of 

frustration for principals addressed in this study. Other areas of frustration included: (a) site 

based management, (b) Education Reform Act of 1992, (c) truancy, (d) student diversity, and (e) 

parent interactions. All of these were time consuming and took away from other responsibilities. 

Even with these frustrations, 72% of the respondents indicated that they would choose their 

position of principal or assistant principal if given the choice. 

Honeyman (2002) discusses the role of the special education administrators from the 

central office perspective. She noted the role of the division administrator has been transformed 

from one that is proactive to one that emphasizes complaint resolution and the oversight of 

regulatory requirements, which is burdensome. Local level administrators often find themselves 

on the defensive due in part to circumstances beyond their control such as funding, teacher 

recruitment and retention, federal and state regulations, assessment requirements, alternative 

programs, and societal changes. If we are to be proactive, one step in that direction is to 

adequately prepare principals to supervise special education programs. 

Preparing Principals to Supervise Special Education 

Public schools have seen a steady increase of students identified with special needs. 

According to the Twenty-third Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2002), over six-million children ages 3-21 years 

were found eligible for special education services and accommodations in the United States and 

outlying areas. Horn and Tynan (2001) reported that this is an increase of 65% since the passage 

of IDEA. Principals may feel inadequate in their ability to supervise the implementation of 

special education because of the complexity of the regulations. Smith and Colon (1998) reported 

that the fear and frustration experienced by principals are based on misconceptions and 

misinformation about special education and its implications. Principals need to be 
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knowledgeable about special education programs, students with disabilities, and the services 

required providing students with a free appropriate public education. They should also be able to 

evaluate programs and teachers. 

Daresh (1997) discussed 10 themes that emerged in the way people become educational 

leaders that are being implemented across the country. Five of the strategies focus with “what” 

future leaders should know denoting pre-service programs. Suggested strategies for pre-service 

programs for leaders in general should include: (a) implementing pre-service programs that 

emphasize the development of reflective skills, (b) preparing candidates to acquire skills as 

moral and ethical leaders, (c) focusing on the principles of adult learning, (d) ensuring that 

curricula are coherent, integrated, and sequenced in a logical fashion, and (e) emphasizing the 

teaching and learning process in schools. The other five strategies addressed “how “people 

should learn what they need to know denoting program delivery. Strategies for program delivery 

should provide: (a) opportunities for clinical learning, (b) mentors for aspiring leaders, (c) cohort 

style approach for aspiring leaders; (d) authentic assessment techniques to track progress, and (e) 

pre-service preparation for viewing the big picture of professional development. 

Several studies and reports (Davidson & Algozzine, 2002; Goor, Schwenn, & Boyer, 

1997; Hirth & Valesky, 1991; Lowe & Brigham, 2000; Smith & Colon, 1998; Valesky & Hirth, 

1992) have investigated the role of the principal as it relates to the management of special 

education and principal preparation. Lowe & Brigham (2000) in their review of literature and the 

examination of the concept that special education instruction deserves a special place in 

administrative preparatory programs noted that building level administrators are not adequately 

prepared to supervise special education instruction. They offer four general steps that should be 

taken to remedy this concern; (a) additional pre-service training in special education; (b) in-

service training for current administrators; (c) incorporate specialists into the supervisory 

process; and (d) focus on quality and not quantity. As special education presents principals with 

the risk of legal liability, principals must possess and maintain knowledge of special education 

law and instruction methodologies. 

A guide was developed for principals by Bateman and Bateman (2001) for the purpose of 

assisting principals in managing special education programs. They support the concept of 

principals being knowledgeable in special education. Effective leaders, they said, must be 

knowledgeable about programs for students with disabilities and provide appropriate support to 



 

- 15 - 

teachers. The guide provides strategies for: (a) improving working conditions, (b) advocating for 

special education programs, (c) enhancing inclusion programs, (d) improving the use of 

facilities, and (e) including students with disabilities in extracurricular activities. The guide also 

includes the federal law for IDEA forms and step-by-step processes are provided for guiding 

decision-making. 

Crockett (2002) proposed a conceptual framework to facilitate leadership development 

related to teaching and administration of special education. She suggested that special education 

take the lead in developing responsive leaders of special education. Five core principles make up 

the framework: (a) ethical framework—developing moral leaders, (b) individual consideration—

developing leaders who are attentive to individual needs, (c) equity under law—developing 

leaders who are committed to implementing laws and policies, (d) effective programming— 

developing leaders who are skilled at supervising general and special education, and (e) 

productive partnerships—developing leaders who are good communicators and negotiators. The 

framework was created in the model of a star to show the linkages between and across principles.  

The model is another guide special educators may use to serve a diverse population of students. 

Bays (2000) in her dissertation on the supervision of special education instruction in rural 

elementary public schools found that the principal was the primary supervisor as dictated by 

school board policy. After collecting data from 9 schools through interviews, observations, and 

document reviews, she found that 1 of the 9 principals had background and experience in special 

education. She also reported that collaboration between principals, directors and special 

education teachers as a form of supervision. This supports Swan’s (1998) identification of the 

principal as the primary supervisor of special education at the building level. He reported that 

supervision is most often a collaborative effort between the building level leader and the special 

education leader. 

Hill (1993) conducted a study at a small rural high school in Vermont for the purpose of 

recording the amount of time a principal actually spends on conflict and special education. The 

study was conducted as a semester project for a two credit graduate course in administrative 

leadership at Castleton State College. Principal responsibilities were divided into five categories: 

business, conflict, special education, public relations, and supervision. The study was conducted 

during the fall of the year for 60 days. Results of the study revealed that principals spend 

approximately 12 percent of the total day’s routine on special education issues. Special education 
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was the third most time consuming category preceded by business, which consumed 58 % of the 

day, and conflict, which consumed 16% of the day. Of the 60 days the study was conducted, 

special education issues were recorded on 45 of the days. The duration of the study was noted as 

a limitation. 

According to Hill (1993), societal changes have increased conflict and special education 

issues. She suggested that the role and training of administrators be reevaluated. While many 

books are available on special education, Hill concluded that without rudimentary knowledge to 

help administrators these books are of little assistance. Hence, state and university requirements 

need to design programs to address the special education knowledge of individuals who are in 

the supervisory role. 

Protz (2005) studied the administrator’s knowledge of special education law and their 

perceptions of their preparation for working with students with disabilities. She used a survey to 

measure three constructs: (1) demographic information (formal education, years of 

administrative experience, gender, school designation, and special education training), (2) views 

on the relevance of special education law in their administrative positions as well as their 

perceived needs for training in special education law, and (3) school administrator’s knowledge 

of special education law. The study was conducted in one county that served approximately 

3,200 students with disabilities. The survey was sent to 33 principals, 48 assistant principals, and 

one principal intern in elementary, middle, high schools and alternative settings. There were 

nineteen elementary schools, six middle schools, six high schools and three alternative schools. 

The survey and a cover were sent to all participants with a follow-up survey being sent three 

weeks later. The survey yielded a 62 % response rate with 47% of those responses being form 

elementary principals. The most responses were received from assistant principals. 

Results of the study indicated that principals and assistant principals had a limited 

understanding of the evaluation, reevaluation, graduation, related services, compliance and due 

process. Meeting IEP goals was an area of concern. The majority (54.9 %) of the respondents 

agreed that on-going professional development would be beneficial to their special education 

programs. Six percent did not believe that such programs would be beneficial. It is also 

important that 62.7 % of the respondents had one to five years of administrative experience.  

In her discussion of the results, Protz (2005) surmised that administrators who have a 

limited view of special education knowledge may have scored lower on the survey because they 
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may not view students with disabilities as contributing members of the total school population. 

She also inferred from her results increasing administrators knowledge of special education 

could be brought about through formal graduate training. 

University and State Requirements 

Hirth and Valesky (1991) and Valesky and Hirth (1992) conducted studies to obtain 

information about administrator training as it relates to special education and administrator 

training. The first study completed in 1991 examined three inquiries: 

1. University requirements for special education and special education law for    

administrative endorsements,  

2. Perceptual differences between university and state knowledge requirements and their 

respective state directors of special education, and  

3. How universities report knowledge of special education and special education law. 

Surveys consisting of six questions were sent to colleges and universities offering graduate 

degrees in school administration. 

Random samples of 123 universities were selected to complete the survey. Sixty-six 

usable responses were obtained for a response rate of 53%. It was found that only 33% of all 

state licensure programs require special education law and over 57% of the states require no 

general knowledge of special education on the part of general education administrators. Results 

also revealed that a discrepancy existed between universities and state directors regarding 

endorsement requirements for knowledge of special education law. A lack of agreement existed 

in every state for at least one requirement indicating that communication problems exist between 

the states and universities. Knowledge of special education law was obtained primarily from a 

general school law course with only 14% requiring a course specifically in special education 

school law (Hirth & Valesky, 1991). 

Valesky and Hirth’s (1992) second study examined the state requirements for 

certification endorsements of school administrators to determine whether they require knowledge 

of special education law, specifically, and special education in general suggest that colleges and 

universities are not adequately preparing general education administrators to meet the demands 

that the management of special education will make upon them. Surveys were sent to 57 state 

directors including the 50 states: Washington, DC, Puerto Rico, American Samoa, Virgin Island, 

Saipan, Guam, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Fifty-two responses were received. The data 
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were tabulated using the SPSSX. Results of the surveys from state directors of special education 

found that every state offers at least one administrative endorsement; however, only 33% of all 

regular administrator endorsements are required to have knowledge in special education law. In 

regards to general knowledge of special education no state requirement existed for 45% of the 

regular administrator endorsements. Only three states required a special education law course for 

principals. The most common method required for obtaining knowledge of special education law 

was through a general education school law course of which only ten percent was devoted to 

special education law. The authors concluded that all general education administrators should be 

special education administers (Hirth & Valesky, 1992).  

Both studies, Hirth and Valesky (1991) Valeskey and Hirth (1992), utilized surveys as 

the method of obtaining information. A high rate of return was received from the state survey 

while a low response rate was obtained from the university surveys. Both surveys were brief 

asking seven and six questions respectively. Follow-up telephone calls were made to those not 

responding. A sampling of the total population was used in the survey of universities. The 

sample was derived from the stratification of the state’s population enabling the researchers to 

select in proportion to the size of the universities studied. Ary, Jacobs, and Razavieh (2002) 

stated that a stratified sample is used when the population consists of a number of subgroups that 

may differ in the characteristics being studied. 

Patterson, Marshall and Bowling (2000) reported that even though the national trend 

towards more inclusive practices has resulted in a call for major changes in teacher preparation 

programs, few states require competence, knowledge, or course work for administrators. 

Teachers reported that they received little to no support or guidance in providing inclusive 

environments and practices for students with disabilities. Only five states have special education 

requirements for administrator certification--Alabama, Florida, Idaho, Maine, and Missouri. 

Among these states, the requirements vary. Patterson et al. (2000) suggested that principals 

should have the knowledge, skills, strategies, and attitudes that will enable them to provide 

leadership for special education programs. 

Special Education Competencies 

Knowledge of special education law is considered to be critical to the principal when 

managing special education programs (Davidson & Algozzine, 2002). If principals do not 

possess a basic understanding of special education law, judicial consequences may be the result. 
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In a study to research perceptions and knowledge level of special education law among 

beginning administrators, they surveyed 264 principals and assistant principal participating in the 

North Carolina Principal Fellows Program. They found that of the 264 participants, 52.5% 

perceived themselves to have a moderate or significant level of knowledge of special education 

law and 47.5% believed they had a limited to basic level of knowledge. When rated on their 

responses to understanding policies and procedures mandated under IDEA, the percentages were 

similar to those above. However, female participants perceived their knowledge and 

understanding of special education law to be higher than their male counterparts. When asked 

about their need for administrative training in special education law, 47.5% indicated an average 

need for training and 34.2% indicated an above average need for training. When asked to rate 

their satisfaction with preparation they received in special education law, 46.7% rated their 

preparation to be below or well below standard, 38.3% rated their preparation to be standard; 

32.5% rated preparation to be below standard; and 14.2% rated their preparation to be well 

below standard. The researchers conclude that decisions made by principals affect the lives, 

attitudes and perceptions of others. They say, “knowledge is power and power enables a person 

to provide either sound, competent leadership or leadership that is fragmented, confusing, and 

often debilitating.”(Davidson & Algozzine, 2002, p. 47) 

Wigle and Wilcox (1999) argued that the first step towards improving the management of 

special education programs and the preparation of general education administrators would be to 

investigate the competencies general education administrators perceived they had in the 

management of such programs. They conducted a study for the purposes of investigating the 

special education competencies of general education administrators, special education directors 

and special educators. Principals, teachers and special education administrators from four states--

Nebraska, Tennessee, Kansas and Texas participated in the study. Survey questions were based 

upon 35 skills identified by the Council of Exceptional Children as being important for 

administrators working in the area of special education.  

Two hundred and forty surveys were sent out to each sample category along with a cover 

letter explaining the study was asking the participants to complete and return the survey. Sixty 

names from each group in the study were chosen randomly from the participating state’s 

directory. The authors did not identify why these names were chosen or the significance of 

selecting them. Respondents indicated their level of competency by checking (a) skilled, (b) 
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adequate, or (c) inadequate on the survey questions. Skilled indicated that the respondent had 

mastered the competency and could apply accurately. Adequate meant the respondent could 

apply the skill accurately but had not mastered the skilled. Inadequate meant that the respondent 

had not mastered the skill and could not apply the specific skill. The surveys also included 

demographic information about the participants such as educational level, years of experience, 

chronological age and gender.  

Of the total 720 surveys distributed, 155 useable surveys were returned for a response 

rate of 22%. The breakdown of the returns were: 63 surveys were returned by general education 

administrators for a response rate of 26%, 43 surveys were returned by special education 

directors for a response rate of 18%, and 49 surveys were returned by special educators for a 

response rate of 20%. The low response rate of the study limits the generalization of the results 

(Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh, 2002). Data from the study were analyzed by sorting each group 

according to demographic information, counting the number of responses at each level of 

competency, computing a mean level for each self-reported competency. Because the data in the 

study were nominal measures, chi-square tests were computed to determine whether or not a 

significant relationship existed between the groups and their responses for each skill (Wigle & 

Wilcox, 1999).  

Results of the study revealed the all participants had a great deal of professional 

experience and were well educated. The study found that general education administrators 

tended to see their competency as being less skilled than adequate and/or inadequate. Special 

education directors reported higher competencies than did the general education administrator 

and special educator. A significant relationship was found between the responses of special 

educators and general education administrators on 14 skills. Overall, general education 

administrators reported their level of competency as skilled in 26% of their responses, as 

adequate in 56% of their responses, and as inadequate in 18% or their responses. Special 

educators rated their level of competence as skilled 32%, 48 % as adequate, and 20% as 

inadequate. The authors surmised that the results are to be expected given the level of training 

received by each group. They conclude that the findings can have a very negative impact on 

special education programs. The study suggested some specific skill areas identified by the 

competency list in which general education administrators need better preparation. The specific 

competencies are identified below ranked by p-value scores (p < .05.) These competencies 
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received a mean score of 2.00 or higher indicating adequate or inadequate skills. The 

competencies are represented in Table 1 created by this researcher. 

 
Table 1 

Competencies Needing Additional Training by Principals 

Competency Mean Score P value 

#10--Developing and implementing a 
technology plan teachers of students with 
exceptionalities  

2.03 .57 

   

#4--Developing and implementing programs 
that respond to individual and family 
characteristics 

2.03 .04 

   

#22--Using a variety of technologies to 
enhance management of resources; 

2.02 .03 
   

#7--Understanding and interpreting 
data/information about individual students 

2.00 .03 
   

#26--Developing parent/family education 
programs 

2.20 .01 
   

#16--Developing and implementing flexible 
service delivery programs 

2.03 .003 
   

#8--Ensuring that outcomes for individuals 
with exceptionalities are addressed in general 
system standards and curriculum 

2.24 .001 

   

#3--Planning, communicating, and negotiating 
student and family needs and programs 

2.02 .0003 
   

#6--Implementing assessment programs for 
individuals with exceptionalities; 

2.29 .0001 
   

#15--Developing and implementing 
interagency agreements  

2.29 .0001 
   

#19--Developing district budgets and procure 
funding to ensure effective allocation of 
resources 

2.29 .0001 

   

#2--Interpreting case law, and federal, state, 
and local policies 

2.22 .0001 

 
Note: Data in Table 1 created by the researcher from S. E. Wigle and D. J. Wilcox (1999). The special
education competencies of general education admistrators.  Reading Improvement, 36, 4-15. 
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In addition, this study supports the findings of the studies discussed earlier in this chapter 

indicating that after years of practice, there continues to be concern about principals’ knowledge 

of special education. 

Stevenson-Jacobson, Jacobson, and Hilton (2006) surveyed 150 elementary and middle 

school principals to identify critical competencies needed to perform the daily administration of 

special education programs.  Principals were randomly selected from the Illinois Principal 

Association. Response rate for the study was 70% with 105 returned survey. Demographic data 

was collected by the survey such as level of responsibility, amount of time spent on special 

education, experience is special education, training, and specific practices related to special 

education services. Results found that principals with special education certification assumed 

more responsibility for special education than principals without such training. Elementary 

principals had more responsibility than did middle school principals. Principals with training also 

referred fewer students out of their home school for services. Principal with training and 

experience did not significantly differ in allowing staff time to collaborate, evaluate staff, and 

participate in pre-referral activities. Elementary principals’ participation in pre-referral activities 

was slightly higher than middle school principal. Elementary and middle school principals 

agreed that managing the education of students in the LRE, collaborative teaching strategies, 

case study approach, general special education procedures, parents rights, state/federal 

requirements and statues, and recruitment, selection, orientation, and supervision of staff were 

competencies critical to the daily administration of special education.  

Training Programs 

South Carolina State University implemented a training program for school 

administrators, focusing on bridging the gap between theory and practical application of 

knowledge needed to design, develop, effectively implement and supervise programs for 

students with special needs in the least restrictive environment (Montieth, 2000). A 5-course, 15-

hour Special Education Training Program (SEPT) was developed. The program integrated 

theory, knowledge base, and best practices of educational administration and special education. 

The ultimate goal of the program was to increase the number of minority school administrators 

in rural, high minority populations in South Carolina.  

A cohort type of program was developed. A cohort of 15-18 students is accepted into the 

program each year. The program takes one full year and two summers to complete. Participants 
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were selected if they met the following criteria; no background in special education, meet the 

entrance requirements for admission into the graduate studies program, certified, practicing 

administrators or met the certification requirements outlined by the state’s educational agency, 

and represented traditionally underrepresented groups.  

The program concentrated on four areas: core, assessment, special problems/topics, and 

internship/practicum. These areas identified specific knowledge skills that would enable 

principals to become effective leaders in performing tasks related to special education. The 

courses were designed specifically for the program and have since become a part to the school’s 

curriculum for advance degrees in education. Upon completion of the program, participants rated 

the 11 organizational and motivational structures on a four point Likert scale to indicate the 

impact of each component. 

 Responses to the question indicated that the participants’ felt well prepared to administer 

special education programs in the school and at the district level. In fact, several of the students 

had been given additional responsibilities related to special education or received promotions in 

the area of special education. The long-term success of the program is yet to be determined as the 

participants are just beginning their administrative careers (Monteith, 2000). This program 

warrants further investigation as a means of determining its success. I would suggest a following 

up with the participants to obtain information on how the program has actually assisted them in 

practice. 

Related Dissertations 

Broyles (2004) investigated the principal’s perception of their preparation, knowledge 

and responsibility regarding special education programs. Surveys were mailed to principals 

nationwide with 109 responding. The majority of the respondents were from small divisions with 

less than 2000 students. In responding to their preparation, principals perceived they did not have 

adequate training in special education from principal preparations programs. They also did not 

have on-going training to update them in the area of special education. Principals, however, did 

believe they were competent in areas of special education compliance, curriculum/instruction, 

and parents/community. They were not as confident in their knowledge of instructional 

methodology and modifications. Competency was low in knowing how to provide remediation 

for students with disabilities who failed the state assessments. Several other areas in special 

education were reported to have a high degree of concern. Many did not feel comfortable leading 
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IEP meetings no did they feel responsible for conducting the meetings. Resolving disagreement 

during IEP meetings and competence in the pre-referral process were also areas of concern.  

The level of responsibility for special education was significantly higher for Texas 

principals than for principals from the northern quadrants of the United States. The researcher 

indicated this may be true because of the state accountability system. The researcher 

recommended more training on special education for principals and a replication of the study in 

two years to capture the implementation of the reauthorization of No child Left Behind (2001) 

and Individuals with disabilities Education Act (2004). 

Copenhaver (2005) assessed North Carolina elementary and secondary principals’ 

knowledge of special education procedural safeguards and educational services. Relationships 

between the characteristics of schools, principals, and the principals’ source of knowledge for 

special education issues and the principals’ knowledge of special education law were 

investigated. A random sample of 540 principals was selected to receive a survey with 350 

returned for a response rate 65%.  

There was no significant difference found between the principals’ knowledge of 

procedural safeguards and educational services when compared to gender, age years of 

experience as a teacher, concentration of graduate work or number or courses taken in special 

education. A significant difference was found in the overall knowledge level when compared to 

years of experience as a principal and by degree level. Principals with more years of experience 

scored significantly higher than did those with less experience. Significance was determined at 

the .05 level. Principals with doctorates scored higher than those with a masters degree.   

Analysis of the relationship between the principals’ knowledge of procedural safeguards 

and provision of educational services and the sources used to access knowledge of special 

education revealed a significant difference in the knowledge level when principals accessed the 

special education director, school districts attorney, or North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction – Special Education Department NCDPI. Knowledge of special education law was 

higher when principals accessed the school districts attorney or NCDPI as a source of 

information. This study concluded that the source of information affect the principals’ 

knowledge of special education.    

Short (2004) conducted a study of 20 principals in the state of Texas to  determine their 

level of knowledge of special education law, acquisition of that knowledge and application of 
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that knowledge. Multiple data sources were to collect data such as a written assessment and 

interviews. Findings were similar to previous studies cited that principals have little formal 

training in the area of special education law from preparation programs. Principals acquired 

knowledge of special education law primarily by undergraduate special education programs, 

participating in the special education processes on the job and, professional development, and by 

developing professional relationships with experts in the division such as the special education 

director, educational diagnosticians, and school psychologists. When presented with case 

scenarios, principals with a working knowledge of special education law were able to adequately 

apply their knowledge. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Does the principal’s educational background related to special education affect their 

knowledge and application of special education regulations? Do principals have adequate 

knowledge of special education to effectively supervise special education programs? Past and 

present research indicates that they do not, unless training programs have specifically addressed 

this issue. Research also revealed that these programs are not a part of general training for 

administration programs. Consequently, the majority of principals are not prepared to supervise 

special education. Of those with training, the question remains as to whether they are effective as 

administrators. Two of the studies cited in this paper had very low response rates. The results of 

these should be used with caution. However, it should be noted that principals’ knowledge of 

special education is a concern that is addressed in the field and literature. I would suggest that the 

studies mentioned above would warrant replication to obtain higher response rates that would 

yield greater reliability. A third and more current study in the literature validates past studies that 

administrators’ knowledge of special education is very limited.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate Virginia’s high school principals’ 

educational background related to special education, knowledge of special education regulations, 

and their perceptions of special education and supervisory ability. Because we live in such a 

litigious society, it is important for school administrators to possess the knowledge necessary to 

ensure compliance with federal and state laws when serving students with disabilities. It is not 

enough to rely on the knowledge of the special education director and teachers. A lack of 

knowledge can be costly for school divisions. 

No Child Left Behind Act (2002) recognizes student with disabilities as a subgroup of the 

school’s population with the expectation that they will reach achievement benchmarks as 

mandated. Schools must ensure that services are provided to students with disabilities to allow 

them some education benefit. They cannot be a part of the school in presence only, but must be 

accepted members of the educational community as valued contributors. They must exit the 

public education system with skills that will allow them to move on to post-secondary 

opportunities and/or the world of employment.  

Overview of Methods 

A survey was used to collect data to implement this study. The survey was a compilation 

of questions used in a previous study by Protz (2005) as well as questions developed by the 

researcher. Protz (2005) used a three-part survey that measured principal’s background and 

demographic information, beliefs about the relevance of special education law in their training, 

and knowledge of special education law. Her survey contained 46 questions to which the 

respondents checked the appropriate answer.  Data were analyzed using quantitative methods. 

Quantitative methods `included descriptive statistics for ranking of means and frequency 

distributions, cross tabulations, and t-tests. Ranking of the means was used to determine the 

agreement of participants to survey questions in the knowledge and perceptions constructs. 

Frequency distributions were used to indicate the most frequently occurring answers. Cross 
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tabulation measured various relationships such as the relationship between skills and knowledge 

and t-tests were used to determine significant differences between groups. 

Research Design and Justification 

A quantitative non-experimental mode of inquiry was used for this study. The researcher 

examined relationships without any direct manipulation of conditions. Surveys are often used in 

educational research to describe attitudes, beliefs, and opinion (McMillian & Schumacher, 

2001). Surveys are also used to describe the frequency of demographic data. All of these areas 

are addressed in this study; therefore, a survey was the preferred avenue for collecting the data.  

Research Questions 

Research has indicated that principals lack sufficient knowledge about special education. 

The study attempted to update the research in the field related to this topic and go a step further 

by examining their skills related to special education and their perceptions of their supervision of 

special education. This study was guided by the following questions: 

1. What is the educational background related to special education possessed by 

principals? 

2. What is the difference between high school principals’ educational background and 

their knowledge of special education regulations? 

3. What are the high school principals’ perceptions of special education concepts and 

supervisory ability?  

Population 

Participants for the study were high school principals in the state of Virginia. This 

population allowed for data to be collected across the state and from a variety of school 

divisions. Secondary principals were selected because they are not as involved in pre-referral 

activities as their elementary colleagues generally (Stevenson-Jacobson, Jacobson, & Hilton, 

2006). It can be inferred that opportunities for participating in the initial eligibility process at the 

secondary level are limited.  Secondary education, specifically at the high school level, impacts 

graduation because of diploma options and affects post secondary education outcomes. Research 

reviewed for this study have not addressed this population specifically but have included them in 
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random samplings of participants. No other study was found that addressed Virginia’s high 

school principals. 

Secondary principals were also selected as the population because previous studies have 

not specifically addressed this population. Stevenson-Jaconson et. Al. (2006) studied elementary 

and middle school principals.   

Data Collection Procedures 

Data were collected using a survey modeled after a survey used in a previous study. The 

survey was mailed to 299 high school principals on February 24, 2007 with a requested return 

date of March 9, 2007. Letters were coded by region to record and track which surveys were 

returned to allow for follow up communication to non-responders. Reminder calls and emails 

were made to non-responders beginning the week of March 12th  and ending the week of March 

26th. Participants were assured of confidentiality in the cover letter. Neither principals’ names 

nor individual school names were requested on the survey. Principals were asked to identify their 

superintendent’s region as part of the demographic data. Superintendent regions are reported in 

the results to note the participation for each region. 

Instrument Design 

The survey for this study was modeled after Protz (2005) survey with some 

modifications. Permission to use the survey as is or revised was granted. A copy of the email 

correspondence is included in appendix D. The survey includes three sections. Section one 

contained nine questions and obtained demographic data and skills possessed by the principal 

related to training and formal education. Five questions came directly from the Protz (2005) 

survey, two were modified and two were developed by the researcher. Section two contained 16 

questions to obtain a working knowledge of the principal’s application of special education 

regulations to real life situations. Eleven questions were taken directly from Protz’s survey, four 

were modified and two were developed by the researcher. Section three contained 19 questions. 

Nine questions were taken directly from Protz’s survey and 10 were developed by the researcher 

based on reoccurring themes form the literature review. These questions obtained information on 

principals’ supervision and views of special education in general. Responses were in a Likert 

scale format ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. 
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The instrument was piloted on secondary principals and central office administrators in a 

rural school division and colleagues who were principals, assistant principals, superintendents or 

others in central office positions in a doctoral cohort program with the researcher.  Special 

education colleagues, one of whom is a committee member in the Special Education and 

Students Service Department at the Virginia Department of Education also reviewed the survey. 

The pilot study was conducted to check for clarity of questions, directions, time to complete, and 

other problems not anticipated. The pilot study also assisted in ensuring face validity, content 

validity and reliability.  

The pilot study conducted with principals was completed on an individual basis as the 

survey was given to them to complete separately. Respondents reported that it took 

approximately fifteen to twenty minutes to complete and that the scenarios were hard. Cohort 

colleagues were given the survey as a group. Talking out the scenarios aloud had to be 

discouraged as discussion about the appropriate answer would not have provided knowledge 

possessed by each individual. One reviewer questioned the absence of more instructional 

scenarios. Except for several questions being asked in regards to the correct answer to specific 

questions no other comments or concerns were noted with the survey. Suggestions made were 

related to placement of directions and typographical errors. 

Reliability and Validity 

The pilot test was used to test for reliability and validity. Some survey items had 

previously been tested for reliability and validity as they were developed for a previous study. 

Reliability is further established by providing the same time frame for all high school principals 

to respond. A threat to the reliability of the study is that a principal’s responses may be affected 

if their school is going through a due process or complaint procedure. Principals may also have 

solicited answers from special education personnel or special education materials. 

Validity was further established by the development of survey questions that specifically 

address each construct of the theoretical framework and the research questions.    

Content Validity 

Content validity was established by using the research questions and the theoretical 

framework to develop questions for the survey. The researcher must move from the theoretical 

domain surrounding the construct to an empirical level that operationalizes the construct (Ary, 
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Jacobs, & Razavieh, 2002). Therefore, it was important that the survey measures the constructs 

described in the theoretical framework. The questions taken from previously used surveys were 

identified as one of the constructs and used in the corresponding section of the survey. 

Data Management and Analysis 

The data collected for the study were managed using the Excel data management 

program and analyzed using various quantitative methods. Research question one was analyzed 

using frequency distributions and descriptive statistics. This was reported by investigating 

individual variables such as gender, years in current position, highest degree obtained.  Research 

question two was analyzed using descriptive statistics to obtain means and standard deviations, 

and t-tests to investigate differences between groups. Research question three was analyzed 

using means and standard deviations to allow for comparison of respondent views to each strand. 

Summary 

The methodology for completing this study was designed to ensure that the instrument 

used was reliable and valid. Participants selected were high school principals from the state of 

Virginia.  Statistical measures were selected that would yield meaningful results to give the study 

credence and justification. It was the attempt of the researcher to add timely and meaningful 

research to the field that will be of benefit to colleagues, school divisions, and universities.   
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CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION AND ANAYLSIS OF DATA 

The purpose of this study was to investigate Virginia’s high school principals’ 

educational background related to special education, knowledge of special education regulations, 

and their perceptions of special education and supervisory ability. The data collected for this 

study provides principals with information on the current status of their performance when it 

comes to supervising special education programs in their schools. An update on the status of 

their knowledge of regulatory procedures provides an avenue for staff development at the local 

and state level. Lastly, universities are provided with data that will strengthen their curriculums 

for a degree or certification in administration and supervision. 

Principals’ knowledge of special education and their ability to supervise said programs 

have a definite impact on school accreditation in the No Child Left Behind era of accountability.  

Principals influence the climate and culture of schools. Success for students with disabilities 

depends largely on the principals’ ability to establish programs to meet their needs. Federal and 

state regulations mandate that students with disabilities receive a free and appropriate public 

education. When school divisions fail to meet needed requirements for student with disabilities, 

litigation is often the end result.  Funds would be better spent if they were earmarked for staff 

development needed to meet the needs of students. The principals’ leadership ability is 

associated with effectiveness of schools.  

Further, principals must be able to assess their views about their ability to supervise 

special education programs and special education in general. Special education services must be 

viewed as a vital and necessary part of the school’s entire curriculum.  

Research Questions 

Specifically, this study sought to answer the following questions. 

1. What is the educational background related to special education possessed by 

principals? 

2. What is the difference between high school principals’ educational background and 

their knowledge of special education regulations? 

3. What are the high school principals’ perceptions of special education concepts and 

supervisory ability?  
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In the search for answers to these questions, a survey was used to collect data. The survey 

was mailed to 299 high school principals and was composed of three sections. Section 1 

contained nine questions related to demographics and skills of principals. Section 2 contained 16 

scenarios designed to measure the knowledge of the principals in regards to special education 

regulations. Section 3 contained 19 questions that addressed principals views of their supervisory 

ability related to special education and thoughts about special education as a part of their school 

program. The survey totaled 44 questions. Participants were to select the most appropriate 

answer for Section 1. Section 2 and 3 responses were in a Likert scale with ranges from strongly 

agree to strongly disagree.  Section 2 of the survey could have been answered using yes, no or 

don’t know questions, however, that option was not chosen because the researcher attempt was 

to determine if the principal was definite in the knowledge they had by strongly agreeing or  

disagreeing  to the question. Yes or no answers would easily have yielded guesses or opted out of 

answering by checking “don’t know” by the respondents.  For example, comparing the 

knowledge of principals with degrees or endorsements held allowed the researcher to make 

generalizations about the relationship among survey items. 

Participants were given a two week time frame to respond to the survey. After that time 

phone calls and emails were sent to those not responding to encourage participation. Colleagues 

and friends familiar with the administrators in each region were solicited to assist in getting the 

surveys returned. Surveys were sent a second time to some who stated they never received the 

survey. Contacts were made as late as April to encourage return of the surveys. The majority of 

the responses were received within the initial time frame given.  

Demographics and Background Data 

The selected sample consisted of 299 high school principals in the state of Virginia. Of 

the 299 surveys mailed, 98 were returned for a return rate of 32%. Two were not usable; one 

because the respondent wrote that the survey was not approved by the central office, and the 

other one had only the demographic section completed. Several respondents wrote positive 

messages to the researcher. One request was made for results of the study.  All regions in the 

state were represented by the respondents. Table 2 represents the response rate by region. In 

recording the data for analysis, respondent observations were noted. The survey instrument did 

not allow for short answer or comments; however, several respondents wrote short answers to 

justify their answer and selected more than one answer to questions that required a one answer 
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response. One respondent wrote that the survey was being completed away from the office and 

did not have the wanted resource document to assist with completing the survey. Others wrote 

that they were essentially responsible for everything in the building but were not directly 

responsible for special education. Forty-three respondents checked more than one answer when 

asked to identify their major source of special education information from five options.  

 
Table 2  

Respondents by Superintendent’s Region 

Superintendent’s 
Region 

 
I 

 
II 

 
III 

 
IV 

 
V 

 
VI 

 
VII 

 
VIII 

         

Number of 
Respondents 

 
16 

 
  11 

 
  9 

 
20 

 
10 

 
11 

 
14 

 
 4 

         

 
Percentage 

 
38 

 
21 

 
36 

 
31 

 
32 

 
38 

 
30 

 
30 

 
Note. One unknown participant is not accounted for in the table. 

There are eight superintendents regions in the state of Virginia. Region I located in 

southeast Virginia has a total 42 high school principals to whom surveys were sent. Sixteen 

responses were received from this region.  Region II, located along the southeastern coast had a 

total of 51 potential participants of which 11 responded. Region III, upper eastern and coastal 

region, had a total of 25 possible participants.  A total of nine responses were received from this 

region. Region IV located in the northern section of the state had the largest number of potential 

participants with 63 principals mailed surveys and twenty of them responded.  Thirty one 

principals from Region V, northwest Virginia were mailed surveys and ten responded. Region 

VI, western Virginia, had 11 responses from a total of 29 possible participants. Region VII, 

located in southwest Virginia, yielded 14 of 46 participants. Region VIII had the smallest 

number of potential candidates for a total of 14 with four responding. Region eight is located in 

the southern portion of the state. 

In summary, the response rate for the survey was 32 percent with 96 useable surveys. All 

regions were represented with Regions I and VI having the largest percentage of participation at 

38 percent and Region II having the lowest with 21 percent. Four participants returned the survey 

but marked off the code for identification. Three of the four identified their region within the 
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survey. However, one of the three did not identify the region and could not be analyzed in the 

regional participation data.  

Findings of the Study 

Research Question 1 

What is the educational background related to special education possessed by principals? 

Principal educational background was measured primarily by reviewing the formal training 

obtained in special education such as a degree in special education or special education 

endorsements earned through formal education. Three questions in the demographic section of 

the survey identified this information. Table 3 represents the tabulations of the high school 

principals’ educational background as measured by questions 5) Highest degree attained, 6) 

Degrees in special education, and 6a) Special education endorsements on the survey. 

The table represents data related specifically to degrees or endorsements in special 

education.  All respondents possessed a master’s degree and 14 had earned a doctorate. Nineteen 

of the respondents had earned a degree in special education and three had obtained a special 

 
Table 3 

Principals’ Educational Background Related to Special Education 

 
Degree 

 
SPED Degree 

 
SPED Endorsement 

   

 
Principal 

 
19 

 
3 

 
education endorsement for a total of twenty two principals with formal special education 

training. Of the 14 principals with a doctorate, three of them had special education training. The 

remaining 74 respondents did not indicate that they possessed formal training in special 

education. 

Additional data were collected as part of the demographic information.  Question 2 

identified the gender of the participant. Thirty-two females and 64 males responded. Table 4 

displays the data collected for questions three and four regarding the number of years in the 

current position and the number of years as an educator.  

Fifty-seven of the 96 principals were in the first five years of their current position 

consisting of the majority of the participants. The second highest number of principals in the 
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current position was twenty seven for a range from six to ten years. Five principals had been 

their current position for 11 – 15 years, six for 16 – 20 years, and one for more than 25 years. 

Analyzing the number of years the principals have been in education revealed a majority have 

been in education for more than 25 years. Nineteen have been in education for 16 – 20 years, 10 

for 11- 15 years, nine for 6 – 10 years and eight for 21-25 years.    

Question 8) Major source of information, and 9) Level of responsibility for 

special education on the survey. Question 8 obtained data on the principals’ major 

 
Table 4 

Years of Experience 

 
Years of 
Experience 

        
 

1 - 5 

 
 

6 – 10 

 
 

11 – 15 

 
 

16 – 20 

 
 

21 - 25 

 
 

25+ 
 
Years in 
Position 

 
 

57 

 
 

27 

 
 
5 

 
 
6 

 
 
0 

 
 
1 

 
Years as an 
Educator 
 

 
 
0 

 
 
9 

 
 

10 

 
 

19 

 
 
8 

 
 

50 

 
sources of information concerning special education and question 9 obtained data on the level of 

responsibility the principal had for the special education program in their school. Table 5 

displays the ranking of the sources of information by which principals receive information on 

special education. Principals have been separated out to identify those with primary skills in 

special education and those without primary skills. Forty-three respondents gave more than one 

response; however, only one was requested. Those responses are not calculated in the total. 

Principals with skills did not identify any one source as a major source of information 

concerning special education. Principals without skills identified central office memos (18) as 

the major source of information or receiving special education information. In-service (8) was 

the second major source followed other (7). Although principals were not asked to identify what 

“other sources” they relied on for information, several wrote that the special education teacher or 

department chair was a major source of contact for getting information on special education.  
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Table 5 

Major Source of Information 

Source of Information Special Education 
Degree/Endorsement 

N=22 - 9 

No Special Education 
Degree/Endorsement 

N=74-34 
 
SBO Memos 

 
3 

 
18 

 
DOE Information 

 
3 

 
3 

 
In-service 

 
3 

 
8 

 
Workshops 

 
1 

 
4 

 
Other 

 
3 

 
7 

 
Principals were asked if they were primarily responsible for special education in 

the school by marking yes or no, question one. Sixty-five indicated that they were primarily 

responsible for special education while 31 responded they were not. Several wrote comments by 

the question that they were ultimately responsible for everything that happened in their school or 

that they took full responsibility for special education and all other programs. Of the 31 that did 

not primarily supervise special education, three of them had special education degrees.  

Principals were then asked by question 9 to assign a percentage to the level of 

responsibility they had for special education. The response options were: 1) less than 25 %, 2) 

more than 25%, but less than 50%, 3) 50%, and 4) more than 50%, but less than 100%. Table 6 

displays the data collected for question 9. 

Question 9 sought to collect additional information about the principals’ responsibility by 

asking principals to select the answer which best represented the level of responsibility assumed 

for the special education program in their school.  Forty of the principals reported that their level 

of responsibility was more than 50% for the special education. Twenty-seven reported that 25% 

of their responsibility was for special education, 14 had 50% of the responsibility and six had 25-

50% responsibility. Nine of the principals did not respond to this question.  
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Table 6 

Principals Level of Responsibility for Special Education 

 
Level of Responsibility 

 
< 25% 

 
>25%  <50% 

 
50% 

 
>50% < 100% 

 
27 

 
6 

 
14 

 
40 

 
Note: Nine of the participants did not respond. 

Research Question 2 

What is the difference between high school principals’ educational background and their 

knowledge of special education regulations? 

Question 2 attempted to determine if a difference existed between principals’ with a 

degree/endorsement in special education and their knowledge of special education regulations by 

analyzing their responses to real life scenarios based on the regulations. Respondents using a 

Likert Scale answered by marking strongly agree=4, agree=3, disagree=2, or strongly disagree=1 

to 17 total questions including one two-part question. The measure of agreement indicates the 

certainty of the respondent’s knowledge of the regulation in applying it to the scenario. 

Agreement or disagreement with a scenario indicates that proper procedures were followed.  The 

appropriate responses to the scenarios were determined by alignment with state and federal 

special education documents.  Each scenario should have been answered in accordance with the 

regulatory requirement established by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1997), 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004) and Regulations Governing Special Education 

Programs for Children with Disabilities in Virginia ( 2002).To demonstrate understanding and 

application of the regulation, strong agreement would have been indicated for the following 

questions: 11) IEP in 30 days, 12) Regular Education Teacher, 15) LD Mom, 16) IEP in effect, 

22) Graduation. The mean for these questions would be 3.50 or higher. All other questions on the 

survey should have indicated strong disagreement with a mean score of 1.00.  Table 7 describes 

the data collected on the knowledge portion of the survey by mean and standard deviation scores 

for the entire group. Descriptive statistics were used to obtain the mean scores and standard 

deviations. 
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Survey items are rank ordered by mean scores in Table 7. The purpose is to analyze and 

display the level of agreement and disagreement for each item on the knowledge section of the 

survey. The mean score is reflective of responses by degreed and non-degreed principals. The 

strongest agreement among the entire group with a mean score of 3.68 and standard deviation of 

0.62 was for question 12 stating that a regular education teacher is required to attend all IEP. 

General agreement occurred with questions 11) developing an IEP within 30 days (mean=3.29, 

standard deviation=0.90), 16) an effective IEP at the beginning of the school year (mean=3.01, 

standard deviation=0.98) and question 24) multiple suspension of a student for inappropriate 

behavior (mean=2.55, standard deviation 1.18). General disagreement occurred for questions 25) 

Services ( mean = 2.41, standard deviation .99), 22) Graduation (mean = 2.24, standard deviation 

.98), 15) Parent accommodations (mean = 2.20, standard deviation 0.88), 10) Child Study (mean 

= 2.09, 13) Child study request ( mean = 1.67, standard), 21) Discipline/alternative placement ( 

mean = 1.65, standard deviation = 0.88), 17) FAPE (mean = 1.59, standard deviation = 0.78), 19) 

Assessment (mean = 1.54, standard deviation = 0.73) and 18a) IEE payment (mean = 1.42, 

standard deviation 1.54). 

Data were also analyzed by separating principals with a degree/endorsement and those 

without a degree/endorsement in special education skills to determine if a significant difference 

existed in responses between the two groups. Twenty-two principals were identified as 

possessing a degree/endorsement in special education. T-tests were conducted to obtain mean 

scores, t scores, and p levels (p=.05). The scores were compared to each other to determine the 

level of agreement or disagreement for each knowledge question. Table 8 displays the data for 

the two groups for all questions in the knowledge section of the survey. 

 



 

- 39 - 

Table 7  

Survey Item Analysis by Mean Score 

Knowledge Question N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

 
Regular Ed. Teacher (12) 

 
96 

 
3.68 

 
0.62 

 
IEP in 30 days (11) 96 3.29 0.90 

IEP in Effect (16) 96 3.01 0.98 

Discipline/Suspension (24) 96 2.55 1.18 

Services(25) 96 2.41 0.99 

Graduation (22) 96 2.24 0.98 

Parent Accommodations (15) 96 2.20 0.88 

Child Study (10) 96 2.09 1.09 

Parent IEE (18) 96 2.02 0.89 

Evaluation (20) 96 1.82 0.89 

Placement w/o IEP (23) 96 1.80 0.78 

Timeline (14) 96 1.71 0.89 

Child Study Request (13) 96 1.67 0.83 

Discipline/Alt. Placement (21) 96 1.65 0.88 

FAPE (17) 96 1.59 0.78 

Assessment (19) 96 1.54 0.73 

IEE Payment (18a)  96 1.42 1.54 
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Table 8 

Mean Score Difference Between Principals With and Without a Degree/Endorsement  

Knowledge 
Questions 

Special Education 
Degree 
N=22 

No Special 
Education Degree 

N=74 

 
t 

 
p 

 
Child Study (10) 

 
2.0 

 
2.1 

 
-0.25 

 
.39 

IEP in 30 days (11) 3.5 3.2  1.54 .06 

Regular Ed. Teacher (12) 3.5 3.7 -1.03 .15 

Child Study Request (13) 1.5 1.7 -1.13 .12 

Timeline (14) 1.7 1.7  0.03 .48 

Parent Accommodation (15) 1.9 2.2 -1.40 .08 

IEP in Effect(16) 3.2 2.8  1.46 .07 

FAPE (17) 1.5 1.6 -0.71 .23 

Parent IEE (18) 1.8 2.0 -0.94 .17 

IEE Payment (18a) 1.7 1.4  2.00 .02 

Assessment (19) 1.8 1.4  2.30 .01 

Evaluation (20) 1.7 1.8 -0.31 .37 

Discipline (21) 1.6 1.6 -0.12 .45 

Graduation (22) 1.7 2.4 -3.16 .00 

Placement w/o IEP (23) 2.1 1.7  2.37 .00 

Discipline/Suspension (24) 2.4 2.5  0.47 .31 

Services (25)  2.4 2.4  0.03 .48 

 

A significant difference existed between the two groups for questions when p < .05 which 

represents a large amount of explained variance. A small amount of explained variance when p is 

greater than .05 such as .06 - .08 is practical significance and is important to consider 
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(Edmonson, 2000). Statistical significance occurred for four of the seventeen knowledge 

questions, 18a) IEE Payment (p=.02), 19) Assessment (p =.01), 22) Graduation (p = .00), and 23) 

Placement w/o IEP (p = .00).  Three of the seventeen questions are in very close range of the p < 

.05 range and are considered to be of practical significance, 11) IEP in 30 days (p =.06), 15) 

Parent Accommodation (p =.08) and 16) IEP in effect (p = .07) are of practical significance. 

Table 9 displays the questions that indicate statistical and practical significance between the two 

groups.  

 
Table 9 

Knowledge Questions Indicating Significance 

Knowledge 
Questions 

Special Education 
Degree 
N=22 

No Special 
Education Degree 

N=74 

 
 

t 

 
 

p 
IEP in 30 days  3.5 3.2 1.54 .06 

Parent Accommodation  1.9 2.2 -1.40 .08 

IEP in Effect 3.2 2.8 1.46 .07 

IEE Payment 1.7 1.4 2.00 .02 

Assessment 1.8 1.4 2.30 .01 

Graduation 1.7 2.4 -3.16 .00 

Placement w/o IEP 2.1 1.7 2.37 .00 

 
Seven knowledge questions with statistical or practical significance indicated that 

principals with a degree or endorsement in special education agreed to a high degree in reference 

to when an IEP meeting is held with a mean score of 3.5. Principals without a degree or 

endorsement generally agreed to the same question with a demonstrated mean of 3.2. When 

asked about making accommodations for parents, degreed principals indicated a higher level of 

disagreement (m=1.9) than did non-degreed principals (m=2.8).  

Determining if the division had to pay for an IEE indicated that principals without a 

degree/endorsement were in stronger disagreement (m=1.4) than principals with a 

degree/endorsement (m = 1.7). The same was true for the assessment question. Principals 
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without a degree/endorsement disagreed at a higher level than (m = 1.4) while principals with a 

degree/endorsement generally disagree (m = 1.8). Determining if graduation was permissible and 

appropriate when IEP goals were not met indicated that principals with a degree/endorsement 

agreed stronger (m = 1.7) than their colleagues without a degree  

(m = 2.4). The level of agreement on placement of students in special education without an IEP 

for degreed principals was (m = 2.1) indicating general disagreement while their counterparts 

expressed stronger disagreement (m = 1.7).  

Research Question 3 

What are the high school principals’ perceptions of special education concepts and their 

supervisory ability?  

Principals’ perceptions about special education concepts contribute to their 

administration of special education programs in their schools. If principals perceive students with 

disabilities as valuable and contributing members of school environment, then programming is 

inclusive. Sixteen survey questions in this section were developed to give principals the 

opportunity to express their perceptions by responding to the statements with strongly agree (4), 

agree (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). The level of agreement was measured for the 

entire group using descriptive statistics to obtain mean and standard deviation scores. Mean 

scores were used to rank the questions by level of agreement. Table 10 displays the data as it was 

analyzed by the entire group of respondents.  

Principals as a group indicated strong levels of agreement when evaluating perceptions 

related to questions 33) Students with disabilities are a vital part of the curriculum (mean = 3.70, 

standard deviation = .46), 42) Students with disabilities encouraged to participate in 

extracurricular activities (mean = 3.65, standard deviation = .56), 38) Students with disabilities 

included in the general curriculum (mean =3.55. standard deviation = .54) and 28) 

Administrators attend professional development on special education (mean =3.50, standard 

deviation .50). General agreement was noted on the following questions: 37) Inclusion 

instruction (mean = 3.45. standard deviation = .64), 29) Staff attend professional development on 
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Table 10 

Ranked Means of Principals’ Perceptions of Special Education Concepts  

 
Survey Question 

 
N 

 
Mean 

Standard 
Deviation 

 
SWD Vital Part of School 

 
96 

 
3.70 

 
.46 

 
SWD Extracurricular Act. 

 
96 

 
3.65 

 
.56 

 
SWD Included in Curriculum 

 
96 

 
3.55 

 
.54 

 
Admin Prof. Development 

 
96 

 
3.50 

 
.50 

 
Inclusion Instruction 

 
96 

 
3.45 

 
.64 

 
Staff Prof. Development  

 
96 

 
3.42 

 
.06 

 
Attend workshop on SPED Law 

 
96 

 
3.34 

 
.57 

 
Encourage Staff to attend workshop on SPED law 

 
96 

 
3.33 

 
.51 

 
Admin. should occupy less than 50% of time 

 
96 

 
3.26 

 
.67 

 
Attendance at workshop facilitate SPED program 

 
96 

 
3.12 

 
.61 

 
Discipline major concern 

 
96 

 
2.53 

 
.88 

 
Burdensome rights for SWD 

 
96 

 
2.08 

 
.78 

 
SPED funding takes away from other programs 

 
96 

 
1.74 

 
.71 

 
Staff development for SPED teachers only 

 
96 

 
1.71 

 
.86 

 
Lowered expectations for SWD 

 
96 

 
1.68 

 
.70 

 
Admin. should occupy more than 50% of time 

 
96 

 
1.64 

 
.66 

 
special education (mean = 3.42, standard deviation = .06), 31) Principal attending staff 

development on special education law (mean = 3.34, standard deviation = .57),  

32) Encourage staff attendance at law workshops (mean =3.33, standard deviation = .51), 39) 

Administration of special education occupying less than 50% of time (mean = 3.26, standard 

deviation = .67) and 27) Attend workshops to facilitate the special education program (mean = 

3.12, standard deviation = .61).  
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General disagreement was noted for questions, 36) Students with disabilities are a major 

discipline concern (mean  = 2.53, standard deviation = .88), 41) Students with disabilities have 

burdensome rights (mean = 2.08, standard deviation = 78), 34) Special Education funding takes 

away from other programs (mean = 1.74, standard deviation = .71), 30) Staff development for 

special education teachers only (mean = 1.71, standard deviation = .86), 35) Lower expectations 

for students with disabilities mean (mean = 1.68, standard deviation = .70), and 40) 

Administration of special education should occupy more than 50% of time (mean = 1.64, 

standard deviation). No questions indicated strong disagreement for the group as a whole.  

Principals were also asked to evaluate their ability to supervise special education 

programs. Three questions in the third section of the survey specifically addressed their ability to 

supervise. Data was analyzed by separating degreed principals from non-degree principals. Table 

11 describes the data collected for analysis.   

Degreed principals (mean = 3.31, standard deviation = .64) expressed general agreement 

that their educational background had prepared them to supervise special education while non-

degreed principals (mean = 2.70, standard deviation = .67) disagreed that they had been prepared 

through their formal education training. When asked if they perceived their supervision of 

special education as being adequate, degreed principals (mean = 3.40, standard deviation = .50) 

reported a higher level of agreement than their non-degreed colleagues (mean = 3.14, standard 

deviation = .61). The same held true when principals were asked if students with disabilities 

(SWD) were just as successful as students without disabilities (SWOD). Degreed principals 

(mean = 3.18, standard deviation = .58) agreed at a higher level than non-degreed principals 

(mean = 2.95, standard deviation = .66). 

Summary 

Thirty-two percent of the 299 high school principals mailed surveys responded for a total 

of 98. Two of the surveys were not useable thereby yielding 96 total participants. Each of the 

eight superintendents regions in the state of Virginia was represented. Participation varied by 

region with Region VI having the highest percentage of participation at 37 and Region II with 

the lowest percentage at 21. Of the 96 principals responding, 32 were female and 64 were males. 

Experience was calculated as the number of years in the current position and the number of years 

in education. 
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Table 11 

Degreed and Non-degreed Principals’ Perception of Supervisory Ability by Mean Score 

 
Survey Question 

 
Special Education Degree 

N = 22 
No Special Education Degree 

N = 74 
 

Mean 
Standard 
Deviation Mean 

Standard 
Deviation 

     

Educational background 
adequate for supervision 

3.31 .64 2.70 .67 

     
Supervision is adequate 3.40 .50 3.14 .61 
     
SWD just as successful as 
SWOD 

3.18 .58 2.95 .66 

  

The majority of principals, 57, had been in their positions for 1–5 years and 27 for 6-10 

years, 5 for 11-15 years, and 6 for 16-20 years and 1 for more than 25 years. The numbers of 

years as an educator were 9 for 6-10, 10 for 11-15, 19 for 16-20, 8 for 21-25, and 50 for more 

than 25 years revealing a wealth of experience among the group. Sixty-five principals reported 

that they were primarily responsible for special education while 31 reported they were not. The 

level of responsibility varied with 27 having less than 25 percent, 6 having more than 25 percent 

but less 50 percent, 14 having 50 percent and 40 having more than 50 percent but less than 100 

percent responsibility. 

The survey was composed of three sections – demographic data, special education 

knowledge in scenario format, and perceptions of special education and supervisory ability. 

Demographic data was reported above. Sections two and three of the survey used a Likert scale 

for each item with strongly agree=4, agree=3, disagree=2 and strongly disagree=1. Analysis of 

the educational background in special education possessed by principals was determined by the 

formal education received to obtain a special education degree or endorsement in special 

education. Twenty-two of the principals had obtained a special education degree or endorsement. 

Data from section two of the survey were analyzed using descriptive statistics and t-test to 

determine the level of agreement and disagreement with survey question on knowledge of 

special education regulations presented as real life scenarios. Principals were divided into two 

groups, those with a degree or endorsement in special education and those without. Seven areas 

were found to be of significance when measuring how the two groups responded to the 
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knowledge questions, IEP timeline, parent accommodation, IEP in effect, IEE payment, 

assessment, graduation and a placement without and IEP.   

Section three of the survey measured principals’ perceptions of special education 

concepts and their supervisory skills. Descriptive statistics were used to obtain mean scores for 

ranking and standard deviation scores Principals were in strong agreement as a group about 

students with disabilities being a vital part of the school, encourage to participate in 

extracurricular activities, included in the general curriculum, and professional development for 

administrators.  

Perceptually, principals with a special education degree or endorsement agreed that their 

educational background had prepared them to supervise special education while those without 

did not agree that they had been prepared.  Both groups agreed that their supervisory skills 

related to special education were adequate with degreed principals agreeing at a higher level. 

Likewise, both groups agreed that students with disabilities were just as successful as student 

without disabilities. Again, a slightly higher level of agreement was reported for degreed 

principals. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Principals, as the primary leader of the school, are under increasing pressures from 

federal and state regulations to ensure that all students are successful. Public education has 

changed due to the No Child Left Behind (2001) and Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(2004). The focus on inclusive practices has increased the principal’s role as the building leader. 

The day-to-day management responsibilities of students with disabilities have moved from 

central office to individual schools. Principals need more intense training programs in special 

education (Stevenson-Jacobson, et al., 2006).  School administrators must know and understand 

the law if they are to prevent the school division from litigation cost. They must lead by example 

in understanding and acceptance of student with disabilities (Protz, 2006). 

Summary of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate Virginia’s high school principals’ 

educational background related to special education, knowledge of special education regulations, 

and their perceptions of special education and supervision. The survey developed to implement 

this study included three sections – demographics, knowledge scenarios, and perceptions. The 

demographic section in the survey collected information related to the principals’ experience, 

gender, educational degrees, responsibility level for special education, and contained nine 

questions. Section two contained 16 scenarios based on the special education regulations. Section 

three included 19 statements to measure perception with three statements focusing on the 

supervisory skills. Surveys were mailed to 299 high school principals in the state of Virginia 

with 96 useable surveys returned for a 32 percent response rate. While the response rate is low, it 

does not diminish the results of the survey as participants are from every superintendent’s region 

in the state where students with disabilities are served. The questions focused on for the study 

were: 

1. What is the educational background related to special education possessed by 

principals? 

2. What is the difference between high school principals’ educational background and 

their knowledge of special education regulations? 
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3. What are the high school principals’ perceptions of special education concepts and 

their supervisory ability?  

This chapter interprets the findings from the data analysis presented in Chapter 4. 

Each research question is discussed separately providing significant findings followed by 

implications and recommendations for future studies. 

Discussion 

Research Question 1 

What is the educational background related to special education possessed by principals? 

Principal educational background was determined by formal training that led to a degree or 

endorsement in special education. Nineteen of the principals had a degree in special education 

and three had a special education endorsement for a total of 22 principals with skills in special 

education. Additional demographic data were collected in regards to experience, years in the 

current position and responsibility levels for supervising special education. All of the principals 

had more than nine years of experience as an educator. Fifty of the principals have been in 

education for 25 years or more, eight had 21-25 years of experience, nineteen had 16-20 years of 

experience, ten had 11-15 year of experience.  The number of years in education would have an 

affect on the knowledge of special education possessed by the principals whether they had a 

degree or endorsement in special education. Knowledge would certainly have come from day to 

day job responsibilities and local training. This will be discussed further in the discussion of 

question number two. When examining the number of years of individuals serving in current 

roles as principal, 57 were in the first 5 years and 27 had been in the position for 6-10 years. One 

had been in the position for 25 or more years. Years in position coupled with the number of years 

in education would appear to have positive results when reviewing the knowledge of special 

education with the principals in this study. Further, data were collected on the level of 

responsibility the principal had for special education. Some principals believed that the nature 

and responsibility of the position made them accountable for every program in the building. 

However this study attempted to determine if the principal was actively involved in the daily 

programming and supervising of the special education program. Thus, the question was asked if 

they were primarily responsible for the special education program and what level of responsible 

they had for the program. Sixty-five reported that they were primarily responsible for the 
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programs. When asked about the level of responsibility they took for the program, 40 reported 

more than 50% but less than 100%. Twenty-seven indicated they had less than 25% 

responsibility, 14 shared 50% and six had less than 25% not more than 50%. Several principals 

shared they had department chairs that were responsible for special education.  

Principals need to stay current about special education trends and updates due to case law 

and state mandates. They must continually keep abreast of changes that could affect the services 

they provide to students. When asked what the major source of information was for getting 

information on special education, principals with skills reported equal numbers in their responses 

for central office memos, state department documents, and other sources. Principals without 

skills relied heavily on the central office for information as a first choice with in-service as the 

second option. Several participants checked all of the options or more than one when only one 

answer was requested. However, if all result had been used for analysis, central office would 

have still been the preferred method of receiving special education information. The 

administrator for special education at the central office would be the person from whom this 

information would be expected. Therefore, it is critical that local school divisions employ 

someone who has the knowledge and experienced in special education to assist principals in 

understanding and managing special education at the individual schools.  Nationally, there is a 

shortage of teachers, specifically special education teachers. Logically one would expect that a 

special education teacher would or could one day become a special education administrator. If 

special education teachers are not available, what is the future for administrators for special 

education? 

In summary, 22 (22%) of the principals in this study were skilled as they had earned a 

degree in special education. Twelve (54%) were males and 10 (45%) were females. Fourteen 

(63%) were in the first five years of their current position. Ten (45%) had twenty-five years or 

more as an educator. Twelve (54%) reported having more than 50 but less than 100 % 

responsibility for special education program in their school. This is consistent with the finding in 

Stevenson-Jacobsen, et. al. (2006) study where they found that 75% of the principals with special 

education certification reported having more than 75% of the responsibility for special education. 

The principals were representative of all eight superintendent’s regions in the state of Virginia. 

Although skilled, the principal still relied on the central office to provide them with information 

all about special education. 
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Research Question 2 

What is the difference between high school principals’ educational background and their 

knowledge of special education regulations? 

Principals were presented with 16 scenarios based on special education regulations. Their 

task was to read the scenario and determine if the action taken in the scenario was correct by 

selecting strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree. Selecting strongly agree or 

strongly disagree indicated that the principal had a very certain surety about the interpretation of 

the regulation as it was applied to the scenario. It was expected that principals with skills would 

strongly agree or disagree to the scenarios as was appropriate. In order to determine if the 

principals’ skills had a direct relationship to their knowledge of special education regulations, the 

participants were divided into two groups, principals with skills and principals without skills. 

When responses of the two groups were compared to each other, the results revealed that 

principals with skills responded similarly to principals without skills on the scenarios related to 

eligibility and timelines. For example, two scenarios were presented on child study timelines. 

Scenario 10 stated that a child study meeting must be held within 10 days once requested. 

Scenario 13 questioned the actions of a guidance counselor informing a parent that a child study 

meeting could not be held during the summer because of the unavailability of staff. The mean 

score for degreed principals was 2.0 and 2.1 for non-degreed principal for scenario 10. The 

means for scenario 13 was 1.5 for degreed principals and 1.7 for non-degreed principals. Both 

scenarios were expected yielded lower mean scores as the timelines are very clear in the 

regulations. A child study meeting must be conducted within 10 days of the request. Both groups 

may have responded based on school practices. Common practices may be that meetings are 

conducted earlier to ensure that timelines are met. The practice may also be to discourage parents 

from requesting a child study meeting during the school breaks because the unavailability of staff 

as stated by the guidance counselor. Both groups obtained a mean core of 1.7 for scenario 14 

which again related to eligibility and timelines. Scenario 14 questioned the schools decision to 

write an Individualized Educational Program (IEP) and began services for a student who had not 

been found eligible for special education but suspected of having learning disability by the child 

study team. This again is a clear cut violation of the regulation, however neither group strongly 

disagreed. Principals with a degree/endorsement were expected to have a lower mean score for 

this question.  
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Two scenarios related to discipline, numbers 21 and 24. Both involved removing a 

student from the educational environment as a result of inappropriate behaviors. Principals were 

to determine if the proper procedures were followed before the removal took place. The mean 

scores were identical for scenario 21 at 1.6 and scenario 24 had a .1 difference at 2.4 and 2.5. 

Students with disabilities have specific rights under IDEA. Principals must understand those 

rights and follow the proper procedures to ensure that students receive due process and 

disciplinary actions are not overturned due to procedural errors. These two questions appeared to 

generate a fair amount of thought by the principals. Several wrote comments on the survey about 

the size of the knife mentioned in scenario 21. Codes of conduct have strict disciplinary 

procedures and principals were inquiring to determine if the knife met standard to be considered 

a dangerous weapon, which would dictate certain disciplinary actions. The researcher had not 

considered this when the question was included in the survey.  Complying with two sets of 

standards when trying to appropriately discipline students with disabilities can be difficult. The 

response to this question by both groups would indicate that discipline continues to be a problem 

area for principals. This is consistent with conclusions drawn from Protz’s study. 

Discussion of Significant Findings 

Statistically significant findings were found in areas that related to students receiving a 

free and appropriate public education (FAPE) that involved assessment (public and private), 

graduation and IEP services. Principals with a special education degree/endorsement generally 

disagreed when evaluating scenario 23 concerning providing services in the absence of an IEP by 

obtaining a mean of 2.1 (p = .00). The researcher expected the mean score to be a 1.0 as 

disagreement should have been stronger. When compared to the mean of principals without a 

degree/endorsement at 1.7, it would appear that they possessed a higher level of knowledge in 

the application of the regulation.  

Determining if the school could graduate a student who had met the requirements for 

graduation but not met the IEP goals (scenario 23),  principals with a degree/endorsement in 

special education did not think they could (m = 2.3, p = .00). Meeting IEP goals is not a 

requirement of the regulations. In fact, the regulations state the local education agencies (LEA) 

are not held accountable if progress of the annual goal or benchmarks is not met, and, that they 

are not prohibited from establishing their own accountability systems. In application to this 

scenario, graduation was appropriate. Principals comfortable in their knowledge of the 
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regulations will aid them in communicating with parents when issues such as this arise. In 

addition, continual monitoring of the procedures related to IEPs and services will prevent 

misunderstandings and controversies at critical times in a student’s educational career. The 

disagreement among principals without a degree/endorsement was indicated by a mean of 2.4. 

Again, this demonstrated a lack of knowledge in this scenario by both groups. This was 

consistent with Protz’s study.  

Knowledge of assessment of students with disabilities was another area of statistical 

significance. Individualized educational programs must address how students will be assessed by 

state and local guidelines, and if not, provide an explanation as to why and how assessment will 

occur. Scenario 19 addresses assessment with the IEP deciding against assessment but providing 

no further explanation based on the advice of the testing coordinator. The principal had to 

determine the level of agreement or disagreement about not providing the explanation. Principals 

with a special education degree/endorsement rightly disagreed that the explanation could not be 

omitted with a mean of 1.8 and unskilled at 1.4 (p =.01).  Both groups demonstrated knowledge 

in this area, with the degreed, demonstrating a higher level of knowledge.  

Independent educational evaluation (IEE) reports can be the cause of anxiety at IEP 

meetings, especially when the school has not made the request in a search for additional 

information for providing services. In scenario18 the parents have submitted 2 IEEs and want the 

recommendations from both included in the IEP. Further, they want reimbursement for the cost 

of the evaluations. Principals were to determine if they were obligated to comply with either 

request. All principals rightly agreed that they did not have to comply with either. The area of 

significance was in the response to the reimbursement for cost of the evaluations with means of 

1.7 for principals with a degree/endorsement and 1.4 for those without (p = .02). The non-

degreed principals again demonstrated a higher level of knowledge than the degreed principals. 

Three scenarios indicated practical significance with p value greater than .05. The 

closeness of the scores to the .05 cut off justified the inclusion of the items as significant. Two of 

the scenarios involved FAPE issues and the other related to procedural safeguards. Scenarios 11 

involved the timeline for writing and IEP after eligibility and 15 involved having an IEP in effect 

at the beginning of the school year. Both groups demonstrated an adequate knowledge level on 

determining when an IEP was to be completed following the eligibility decision. Principals with 
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a degree/endorsement demonstrated a higher level of knowledge by a mean of 3.5 as opposed to 

3.2 (p = .06) obtained by those without a degree/endorsement. 

Accountability standards under IDEA are clear that LEAs must have an IEP in effect at 

the beginning of the school year for each student with disabilities who resides in the jurisdiction 

unless they are parentally placed in a private school. Degreed/endorsed principals demonstrated 

knowledge of this regulation and agreed at 3.2, while their non-degreed colleagues disagreed at 

2.8 (p = 07). Their disagreement at this level indicates that more of them disagreed than agreed 

to the statement.  

Parents are expected to be informed participants at meetings held to discuss information 

concerning their child with a disability. The school has the obligation as mandated by IDEA to 

ensure that the parent understands the proceedings by taking the necessary actions. Scenario 15 

addresses the issues of providing parents with accommodations at IEP meetings. In this instance 

the parent had a learning disability. Neither group of principals responded correctly to this 

scenario as they disagreed, skilled   mean 1.9 unskilled mean 2.2, p = .08, that necessary 

accommodation needed to be made to assist the parent with meaningful participation.  

In summary, the expectation of researcher was that the principals with a special education 

degree/endorsement would strongly agree or disagree to the scenarios as appropriate to 

demonstrate their knowledge in application of the regulations. Results indicated this to be true in 

1 of 16 scenarios. Agreement or disagreement was general in 4 of 16. Degreed/endorsed 

principals did not significantly demonstrate that their knowledge level was well above their 

colleagues who did not possess a special education degree/endorsement. The experience of the 

principals may have affected this outcome. Fifty of the principals (52%) had 25 or more years of 

experience in education. This could account for the knowledge level of the degreed/endorsed 

principals by exposure to special education information as teachers and administrators. Staff 

development over the years would also have impacted their knowledge. When the mean scores 

of the group were reviewed, principals responded appropriately to all but two of the scenarios, 

graduation and parent accommodations at meetings. The strongest area of agreement was the 

requirement of a regular education teacher at IEP meetings. The strongest of disagreement was 

reimbursing parents for the cost of an IEE. When reviewed as individual groups, principals with 

a degree/endorsed erred in the same two areas as did non-degreed/endorsed principals plus one 

additional area, effective IEP at the beginning of the school year. 
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An observation noted during the input of the data into the excel spreadsheet, many 

principals selected agree or disagree options only. They did not select any item to implicate 

strong agreement or disagreement.  All of the scenarios presented represent situations that could 

arise at any point in time during the school year. Some principals may have experienced some of 

them during their tenure in the current position or as classroom teachers. The results of this study 

would indicate that this group of principals could, with some degree of success, take appropriate 

action if presented with situations related to eligibility, FAPE, and IEP development.  Another 

observation noted while inputting data was that one principal wrote on the survey that a resource 

manual usually available for referencing information on special education was not available as 

they were completing the survey in a hotel room. The comment raised the question whether 

principals answered the survey based on their knowledge alone without resources or consulting 

others in the field special education. However, that was one of the limitations of the study. 

In determining if there was a difference between degreed and non-degreed principals and 

their knowledge of special education, the researcher reviewed the number of times each group of 

principals responded correctly to the scenarios. The level of agreement for each scenario was 

also reviewed. Both groups responded incorrectly to two of the scenarios, parent 

accommodations and graduation requirements. The degreed principal responded appropriately 

and with a higher level of agreement or disagreement to 8 of the 16 scenarios while the non-

degreed responded appropriately with a higher level of agreement or disagreement to 4 of the 16. 

This would indicate that the educational background of principals makes a difference when it 

relates to their knowledge of special education. Consideration was also given to the experience 

possessed by principals. Copenhaver (2005) found also that experienced principals with special 

education degrees scored higher in overall knowledge of special education. Research Question 3    

What are the high school principals’ perceptions of special education concepts and 

supervisory ability?  

Section three of the survey requested that principals respond to the statements by 

selecting an option from the Likert scale range of strongly agree to strongly disagree. Nineteen 

statements were presented that pertained to the principals perceptions on special education 

concepts such as, staff development, funding, inclusion of students with disabilities, and time 

spent on administration of special education. Questions also pertained to their supervisory 

ability. The results will be discussed for the entire group as it relates to special education 
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concepts, and as two separate groups, degreed and non-degreed principals, for supervisory 

ability.  

Principal mean scores were identical for 5 of 19 statements. All respondents reported that 

they encouraged students with disabilities to participate in extracurricular activities and made an 

effort to include them in the general curriculum of the school. Principals, as a group did not 

perceive that students with disabilities had rights that were burdensome and should not perform 

at lowered expectation. Principals also unanimously disagreed that the administration of special 

education should occupy more than 50% of the time. Principals as a group agreed that 

administration of special education should occupy less than 50% of the time (m = 3.26) with 

agreement of skilled principals slightly higher. Time was an area of concern in the Stevens-

Jacobsen et. al. and Hill (1993) research studies. Stevens-Jacobsen et al. found that 18.5 % of 

elementary and middle school principals reported spending 25 hours of a 40 hour work week on 

special education issues. Principals with certification spent more time on special education issues 

than those without certification. This research study would appear to suggest that principals do 

not expect or want to spend that kind of time managing special education.  

Staff development was an area that principals supported for teachers and administrators. 

Degreed principals agreed at a higher level than non-degreed principals when asked about 

encouraging and supporting staff develop for general education teachers, special education 

teachers, and administrators. Several studies support findings that special education training is an 

area of need for principals if they are expected to manage special education programs. Training 

and training programs are consistently listed as a recommendation in research studies and articles 

related to administration of special education. 

Discipline was not a major area of concern for principals in this research study. This was 

an unexpected result from the data. Protz (2005) stated that discipline for student with disabilities 

is often a problematic area for principals. The researcher has found this to be true as well, based 

on personal experience and information shared by special administrators at regional meetings.  

Principals with a degree/endorsement in special education obtained a mean of 2.7 which 

indicates that discipline was somewhat of a concern when the data were analyzed for this group 

specifically, as the mean is very close to agreement of 3.0.  However for the entire group, 

discipline was an area of concern.  
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Overall, principal perceptions of special education in general were positive. The results 

suggest that principals promote acceptance and strive to provide an inclusive educational 

environment for students with disabilities. Training was deemed to be important for all members 

of the staff including the administrator. Support and encouragement of staff in attending training 

was reported as a need.  

Three statements in section three of the survey addressed the principals’ views of their 

preparation program and their perception of their supervisory skills. All respondents agreed that 

their supervision of special education was adequate at this time. Principals with a special 

education degree/endorsement (m = 3.40) agreed at a higher level than those without (m = 3.14). 

Principals with a degree/endorsement generally agreed that students with disabilities were just as 

successful as students without disabilities  

(m = 3.18). Their non-degreed colleagues disagreed (m = 2.95). However it is important to note 

that the mean score is very close to agreement which indicates that several respondents without 

skills agreed to the statement as well.  

When asked if their educational background had adequately prepared them for 

supervising special education, principals with a degree/endorsement agreed that they had been 

prepared (m = 3.31) while those without a degree/endorsement did not agree to being prepared 

(m=2.70). As a group the mean was 2.84.  Again, the mean score for the non-degreed/endorsed 

principal is very close to agreement indicating that some of them perceived they had been 

prepared. When reviewing individual data for the degreed/endorsed principals, two of them did 

not believe their educational background had prepared them to supervise special education. This 

findings correlates with Short’s (2004) study where principals and assistant principals with a 

working knowledge of special education law beliefs varied as to how good that knowledge was 

ranging from limited, very good, to above average.  

Principals must be confident in their ability to supervise special education programs. If 

that confidence does not come from previous educational experiences, additional and on-going 

training must be sought to keep abreast of the new mandates and changes that often occur in 

special education. They cannot rely on the knowledge of special education teachers, special 

education administrators or other colleagues. Stevens-Jacobson et al. found that principals with 

training and experience in special education accept more responsibility for special education than 

those without. As the building leader, the principal is ultimately responsible for all school 
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programs. Some respondents to this survey wrote that comment on the survey. Delegating 

responsibility and supervision of special education does not increase the skill level of principals 

with formal education or training in special education. This practice will only weaken the level 

of knowledge as special education regulations affected by case law and state mandates. It is 

important that the unskilled principals acquire this knowledge. On the job training could be a 

start in gaining the skills necessary. 

Further, principals in this study appeared to foster an environment of acceptance and 

inclusion. At the high school level it is very important for such an environment to exist. This is 

the students’ gateway into society as adults. The skills achieved academically and socially will 

have a direct bearing on their post-secondary career alternatives. If they have matriculated in an 

environment where they have been accepted and nourished as students with disabilities who are 

capable of being contributors, they exit with a confidence level to continue striving for the 

greater good as individuals.    

Implications and Recommendations 

This study has attempted to add to the body of current literature and updated research 

related to special education and the high school principals’ knowledge of special education and 

their views about special education. This topic is of importance to me as a veteran educator of 

students with disabilities and a former supervisor of special education. Experience with 

principals at all levels revealed that it is important for principals to possess a working knowledge 

of special education in order for students to meet the expectations outlined an mandated by 

reforms such as the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) and Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act (2004).  

This study has implications for local school divisions, state departments of education, and 

university programs. Local school divisions must assess the skills of principals hired if they are 

expected to lead the school and division towards achievement standards set by federal and state 

mandates. More attention must be given to the educational training and experience they possess 

in special education. Training programs must be made available and required for those who have 

little to no training. On-going training must be available to those with special education skills to 

maintain and update their knowledge base. Supervisors of special education must have more than 

a base knowledge of special education. Principals with special education degrees/endorsements 

and those without expect them to be a primary resource for information. Supervisors must have 
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the skills to assist in resolving disagreements, program planning for students with disabilities, 

and provide training opportunities for administrators at the central office and schools as well as 

teachers.  

Superintendents should assess the special education needs of individual schools within 

the districts and hire and assign principals to those schools in accordance with the expertise 

possessed by the principals. Principals who have a strong background in special education would 

be assigned to schools needing the most assistance in that area. This was also a recommendation 

from Stevenson-Jacobson.  

Local school divisions with support from state departments should implement programs 

where school divisions can grow their own principals with special education skills. Training 

special education teachers to become administrators within the division would provide the 

division with a supply of potential principals with special education skills. The benefit of hiring 

within provides the division with personnel familiar with the demographic, culture and climate of 

the school and division. Interview panels for prospective principals should include parents of 

students with disabilities and students with disabilities. This will communicate the message to 

prospective principals that the school division values the opinions and input from parents of 

student with disabilities as well as the student.  

State departments of education, as collectors of data, have the capability to identify those 

schools in need of assistance with the general education curriculum as well as special education. 

School divisions expect them to be a resource for guidance in understanding the expectations and 

providing suggestions for improvement. Federal monitoring determines how well the state 

performs based on the performance of schools within the state.  

State sponsored training specifically for principals should be offered on an on-going 

basis. Virginia’s special education directors meet by regions monthly with personnel from the 

department to discuss special education information such as updates to the regulations, current 

trends, and training opportunities. Invitations should be extended to the principals to attend these 

meetings along with the special education director. This would provide a training opportunity for 

principals and support for the director in fulfilling the responsibilities of the job.  

Universities and colleges with administration and supervision programs offer certification 

programs for school administrators. Previous research has found that special education topics are 

typically covered in the school law class. Principals have agreed that their educational training 
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has not prepared them to supervise special education. Thus, course work and internships need 

more focus on managing special education. School bulletin boards are often filled with 

information about university programs offerings for master and doctorate degrees, special 

education endorsements and the like. Consideration should be given to offering course work, 

workshop series, or mentoring programs for principals on managing special education at the 

building level. 

Participants for this study were from each of the superintendents regions in the state of 

Virginia. Each region varied in the number of principals that responded. Future research with the 

data from this study could focus on comparing the knowledge possessed by principals by region. 

An examination of the educational background of principals would warrant research to determine 

if there is a difference in the number of principals with a degree/endorsement in special 

education based on regions where colleges and universities are located as opposed to regions 

where access to higher education intuitions is limited. 

Finally, the participants in this study reported having 25 or more years of experience. It 

can be assumed that many of them will retire within the next 5 – 7 years. Retirement will take 

with it, experience that cannot be replaced overnight. However, an opportunity exists to provide 

veteran mentors for new administrators. Planning should begin now to use every available asset 

to encourage and train a new generation of principals with the skills needed to support the 

education of students with disabilities.  

Further research should be completed on current university coursework requirements for 

principal preparation programs. A replication of Hirth and Valesky’s (1991) study would update 

the literature in this field. Several research studies have found that this is an area of need and 

principals surveyed through various studies have suggested the inclusion of more coursework on 

special education in preparation programs. Additionally, a study should examine the data 

collected by state departments on mediation request, complaints filed, and due process hearing 

requested and the special education knowledge of the principals at the specific school to 

determine if a relationship exists. Special education directors have been identified as a major 

source for special education information for principals. It would be of value to research the 

special education directors’ knowledge of special education to determine if they have formal 

special education training. Virginia Department of Education conducts an administrator’s 

academy for new special education administrators each year to provide them with administrative 
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responsibilities and to familiarize them with the functions of the various departments at the state 

level. If principals will look to these new directors for guidance it is imperative that they have 

more than a working knowledge of special education. 

It is also recommended that future research investigate the special education directors’ 

perceptions of the special education knowledge possessed by principals in their districts. 

Principals’ perception of their knowledge is generally positive. It would be interesting to 

determine if the special education directors share the sentiment. Lastly, future research in 

recommended for investigating the longevity of special education directors in that administrative 

position. Observations at various conferences for special education administrators indicate that 

the turnover of directors is very high, especially for some localities. This year in the state of 

Virginia, twenty-two special education directors are new to the position. 



 

- 61 - 

REFERENCES 

Algozzine, B., Ysseldyke, J. E., & Campbell, P. (1994). Strategies and tactics for effective 

instruction. Teaching Exceptional Children, 25(1), 34-36. 

Ary, D., Jacobs, L. C., & Asghar, R. (2002). Introduction to research in education.  New York: 

Wadsworth/Thomas Learning. 

Baron, M. A. (n.d.). Guidelines for writing research proposals and dissertations. Retrieved on 

October 26, 2006, from http://www.usd.edu/edad/dissertation_guide.html. 

Bateman, D., & Bateman, F. C. (2001). A principal’s guide to special education. Arlington, VA 

Council of Exceptional Children. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 

455624). 

Bays, D. A. (2001). Supervision of special education instruction in rural public districts: A 

grounded theory. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and 

State University, Virginia.  

Bernhardt, V. L. (1991-2007). Assessing perceptions using education for the future 

questionnaires. Retrieved on November 5, 2007 from http://eff.csuchio.edu. 

Broyles, E. (2004). The principals’ responsibility for special education programs and students: 

A national perspective. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Texas Woman’s University, 

Texas. 

Burrello, L., Schrup, M., & Barnett, B. (1992). The principal as the special education 

instructional leader. Bloomington, IN: The University of Indiana. (ERIC Document 

Reproduction Service No. 358 641). 

Bush, G. W. (2004). Remarks on signing the individuals with disabilities education improvement 

act. December 3, 2004. 

Copenhaver, M. B. (2005). Survey of North Carolina principals’ knowledge of special education 

law. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Purdue University, Indiana. 

Crockett, J. B. (2002). Special education’s role in preparing responsive leaders for inclusive 

schools. Remedial and Special Education, 23 (3) 157-168. 

Daresh, J. C. (1997). Improving principal preparation: A review of common strategies. NASSP 

Bulletin, 81(585), 3-8. 

Davidson, D. N., & Algozzine, B. (2002). Administrators’ perceptions of special education law. 

Journal of Special Education Leadership, 15(2), 43-48. 



 

- 62 - 

Edmonson, S. L. (2000). Job burnout among special educators: A meta-analysis.  Unpublished 

doctoral dissertation, Texas A & M University, Texas.  

Goor, M. B., Schwenn, J. O., & Boyer, L. (1997). Preparing principals for leadership in special 

education. Intervention in School and Clinic, 32(3) 133-141. 

Hill, D. A. (1993). The realities of principalship. Castleton State College, VT (ERIC Document 

Reproduction Service No.364-972) 

Hirth, M. A., & Valesky, T. C. (1991). Survey of universities: Special education knowledge 

requirements in school administrator preparation programs. Planning and Changing, 

21(3), 165-172. 

Honeyman. E. G. (2002). The proactive practice of special education administration.  Journal of 

Special Education, 15(1) 33-35. 

Horn, W. F., & Tynan, D. (2001). Revamping special education. The Public Interest, 144, 36-53. 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1997 (Pub. L. No 105-17). 20 U. S. C. §§ 1400 et 

seq. 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (Pub. L. No 108-446). 108 U. 

S. C. §§ 1400 et seq. 

Lowe, M. A., Brigham, F. J. (2000). Supervising special education instruction: Does it deserve a 

special place in administration preparatory programs? (ERIC Document Reproduction 

Service No. ED 448530) 

Merriam. S. B.  (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education. CA: 

Jossey Bass. 

McMillian, J. H., & Schumacher, S. (2001). Research in education. Addison Wesley Longman, 

Inc.  

Monteith, D. S. (2000). Professional development for administrators in special education: 

evaluation of a program for underrepresented personnel. Teacher Education and Special 

Education, 23, 281-89. 

National Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities (1997). IDEA amendments 

of 1997 curriculum module 3, Office of Special Education Programs; Retrieved July 22, 

2003 from http://www.nichcy.org/Trainpkg/traintxt/3txt,htm. 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (Pub. L. No. 107-110). Reauthorization of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA). 



 

- 63 - 

Pardini, P. (2002). The history of special education. Rethinking schools online: An urban 

education resource, Retrieved July 21, 2003 from 

http://www.rethinkingschools.org/archive/16_03/Hist163.shtml  

Patterson, J., Marshall, C., & Bowling, D. (2000). Are principals prepared to manage special 

education dilemmas? NASSP Bulletin, 84, 9-21. 

Protz, B. M. (2005). Administrators’ understanding of special education law in the schoolhouse. 

Journal of Special Education Leadership, 18 (2), 15-23. 

Sacks, A. (2001) Special education: A reference handbook. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC- CLIO. 

Seidman, I. (1998). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in education 

and social science (2nd ed.). New York: Teachers College. 

Short, C. L. (2004). Knowledge and application of special education law by selected principals 

and assistant principals. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Baylor University, Texas 

Smith, D. D. (2001) Introduction to special education: Teaching in an age of opportunity (4th 

ed.), Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 

Smith, J. O., & Colon, R. J. (1998). Legal responsibilities with disabilities: What every 

administrator should know. NASSP Bulletin, 82, 40-53. 

Stevenson-Jacobson, R., Jacobson, J. & Hilton, A. (2006). Principal perceptions of critical skills 

needed for administration of special education. Special Education Leadership, 19(2), 39-

45. 

Swan, W. W. (1998). Supervision in special education. In G. R. Firth & E. F Pajak (Eds).  

Handbook of research on school supervision. (pp529-542). New York: Simon & Schuster 

Macmillan. 

U.S. Department of Education (2001). No child left behind act. Washington, DC. 

U.S. Department of Education (2002). Twenty–third annual report to Congress on the 

Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities with Education Act. Washington, 

D.C. Author. 

Valesky, T. C., & Hirth, M. A. (1992) Survey of the states: Special education knowledge 

requirements for school administrators. Exceptional Children, 58(5), 399-406. 

Varin, R. (1998, July, 14). Special education and its history. Teaching Remarkable Children. 

Retrieved July 8, 2003 from http://home.earthlink.net/~varin/teaching/te01006.htm. 



 

- 64 - 

Virginia Department of Education, (2002). Regulations governing special education programs 

for children in Virginia. Richmond, VA: Author. 

Virginia Department of Education, (2006). Regulations for establishing standards for accrediting 

public schools in Virginia (8 VAC 20 131). Richmond, VA: Author. 

Virginia Department of Education, (2006). Annual report of the dispute resolution systems and 

administrative services). Richmond, VA: Author. 

Wigle, S. E., & Wilcox, D. J. (1999). The special education competencies of general education 

administrators. Reading Improvement, 36, 4-15. 

Williams, R., & Portin, B. (1997). The changing role of the principal in Washington State. Paper 

presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, 

Chicago, Ill (ERIC Reproduction Document Service No. ED408655) 



 

- 65 - 

APPENDIX A 

VIRGINIA PUBLIC SCHOOL DIVISIONS BY REGIONAL STUDY GROUPS 

SUPERINTENDENTS REGIONS 

Region 1    Region 2   Region 3 

Charles City County   Accomack County  Caroline County 
Chesterfield County   Chesapeake City  Colonial Beach 
Colonial Heights City   Franklin City   Essex County 
Dinwiddie County   Hampton City   Fredericksburg City 
Goochland County   Isle of Wight County  Gloucester County  
Hanover County   Newport News City  King & Queen County 
Henrico County    Norfolk City   King George County 
Hopewell City    Northampton County  King William County 
New Kent County   Poquoson City   Lancaster County 
Petersburg City    Portsmouth City  Matthews County 
Powhatan County   Southampton County  Middlesex County 
Prince George County   Suffolk City   Northumberland County 
Richmond City    Virginia Beach City  Richmond County 
Surry County       Williamsburg-James City County  Spotsylvania County 
Sussex County    York County   Stafford County 
         West Point 
         Westmoreland County 
 
Region 4    Region 5    Region 6 

Alexandria City    Albemarle County  Alleghany County  
Arlington County   Amherst County  Botetourt County 
Clark County    Augusta Count   Covington City 
Culpepper County   Bath County   Craig County 
Fairfax County    Bedford County   Danville City 
Falls Church City   Buena Vista City  Floyd County 
Fauquier County   Campbell County  Franklin County 
Fredrick County   Charlottesville City  Henry County 
Loudon County    Fluvanna County  Martinsville City  
Madison County   Green County   Montgomery County 
Manassas City    Harrisburg County  Patrick County 
Orange County    Highland County  Pittsylvania County 
Page County    Lexington City   Roanoke City 
Prince William County   Louisa County   Roanoke County 
Rappahannock County   Lynchburg City   Salem City 
Shenandoah County   Nelson County 
Warren County    Rockbridge County 
Winchester County   Rockingham County 
Fairfax City    Staunton City 
Mananasas City Park   Waynesboro County 
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Region 7     Region 8 

Bland County     Ameila County 
Bristol City     Appomattox County 
Buchanan County    Brunswick County 
Carroll County    Buckingham County 
Dickenson County    Charlotte County 
Galax City     Cumberland County 
Giles County     Greensville County 
Grayson County    Halifax County 
Lee County     Lunenburg County 
Norton City     Mecklenburg County 
Pulaski County    Nottoway County 
Radford City     Prince Edward County 
Russell County 
Scott County 
Smyth County 
Tazewell County 
Washington County 
Wise County 
Wythe County 
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APPENDIX B 

MAP OF SUPERINTENDENT’S REGION 

 

 



 

- 68 - 

APPENDIX C 

COVER LETTER FOR SURVEY 

 
 
 
Dear Principal, 
 
I am a doctoral candidate at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University and employed by 
the Virginia Department of Education as a Monitoring Specialist for State Operated Programs. 
My dissertation is entitled “The Relationship Between the High School Principals’ Knowledge of 
Special Education Regulations, Skills and Perceptions in Supervising of Special Education 
Programs. Dr. Theodore Creighton, former principal and superintendent serves as the dissertation 
chairperson.  
 
As the No Child Left Behind Act and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act continue to mandate success for all students, it has become increasingly important for 
leaders to become knowledgeable in all areas that impact student achievement. The focus of my 
study will be to review the training of principals; specifically at the high school level, to examine 
their knowledge of special education regulations, prior skills before the principal-ship, and how 
principals perceive their ability to supervise the special education programs.  
 
I respectfully request that you complete the enclosed survey that has been developed for 
gathering the necessary data. It will take approximately 20 minutes to complete. All responses 
will be confidential. Individual schools will not be identified. Data will be collected and sorted 
by the Superintendent’s Region. I am sure you will want 100% participation for your Region. 
Please return the survey in the self-addressed and stamped envelope provided by 
_______________________. 
 
I want to thank you in advance for your participation. You should feel honored knowing that you 
have contributed to the literature in the field of principal leadership and special education. You 
may contact me at prascoe@vt.edu or at 804-737-1415. Results of the study will be available 
upon request. Have a great rest of the school year.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Patricia A. Rascoe 
Doctoral Candidate 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 
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APPENDIX D 

SPECIAL EDUCATION SURVEY OF PRINCIPALS 

My study focuses on The Relationship Between The High School  Principals’ Knowledge Of 
Special Education Regulations,  Skills,  and Perceptions In Supervising Special Education 
Programs. 
 
Dr. Theodore Creighton, former principal and superintendent of schools serves as the 
dissertation chairperson. Please read and answer each question based upon your 
knowledge and perceptions of special education programs. The survey is composed of 44 
questions and will take approximately 20 minutes to complete. A self address stamped is 
attached for return mailing of the completed survey. Thank you for your cooperation. 
 
Section I.  Demographic and Background Information  
 
Please identify your Superintendent’s Region: 1     2     3     4    5   6     7     8   
 
Place an X beside the answer that is most appropriate for you. 
 
1. Are you primarily responsible for supervising the special education program in your school? 

Yes _____   No _____ 
 
2. Are you?  Male _____  Female _____ 
 
3. How many years have you been in your current position? 

1-5 _____  6-10 _____ 11-15 _____ 16-20 _____   21-25 _____   25+ _____ 
 
4. How many years have you been an educator? 

1-5 _____  6-10 _____ 11-15 _____ 16-20 _____   21-25 _____   25+ _____ 
 
5. What is the highest degree you have attained? 

Bachelors _____ Masters _____        Doctorate _____ 
 
6. Were any of these degrees in the field of special education? 

Yes _____  No _____  
 

If no, do you have any special education endorsements? 
Yes _____  No _____  

 
7. What is the percentage of special education students in your school? 

1-10% ____  11-20% ____  21-30% ____  31-40% ____  41-50% ____ 50%+ ____ 
 
8. Your major source of information concerning special education is: 

Memos from Central Office ____ 
Information from the State Department of Education ____ 
In-service Training ____ 
Workshops/Seminars ____ 
Other ____ 
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9. Which best represents the level of responsibility you have for the special education program 
in your school? 
Less than 25% ____   
More than 25%, but less than 50%  
50% ____   
More than 50%, but less than 100% ____ 

 
Section II. Special Education Knowledge 
 
Indicate your response to the following situations by marking SA for Strongly Agree, A for 
Agree, D for Disagree, and SD for Strongly Disagree 
 
10. A child study meeting must be held within 5 days once requested by the parent. 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
11. Individualized Education Programs (IEP) must be developed within 30 calendar days once a 

student is found eligible for special education services. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
12. A regular education teacher is required to attend all IEP meetings. 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
13. Mrs. Clark called in early August to request a Child Study meeting on her son because he 

failed the 9th grade with all F’s. The guidance counselor informed her that she would have to 
wait until school opened to have a meeting because no one was there to conduct meetings 
during the summer. Was the guidance counselor correct in what she told Mrs. Clark? 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
14. Adalayah Moon was identified through the child find process as possibly having a learning 

disability. The committee wrote an IEP for her and began services the next day. Were they 
correct in doing so? 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
15. Peter’s mother, Violet has a learning disability. Necessary accommodations must be made to 

enable her to meaningfully participate in Peter’s meeting. Is this correct? 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
16. An IEP must be in effect at the very beginning of the school year?  

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
SA for Strongly Agree, A for Agree, D for Disagree, and SD for Strongly Disagree 
 
17. Mr. Buttafuco believes his son has been denied FAPE under Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act; the boy is a diligent student making mediocre grades. Mr. 
Buttafuco’s attorney, Mr. Cheatum, has informed you that the district must pay for a private 
school as the school has not met the requirement to provide him with the best possible 
instruction. Is Mr. Cheatum correct?  

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
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18. Coleton’s parents have arrived at the IEP meeting with a full evaluation from their private 
psychologist and psychiatrist. They want the recommendations from both reports included in 
his IEP and give you a bill to be reimbursed for the cost of the IEE.  
Do you have to include the recommendation in the IEP? 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
Must you pay for the IEE?  

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
19. The IEP team determined that Chandler would not participate in the state or local 

assessments. Your testing coordinator stated that since the team was in agreement it was 
okay that his IEP did not state why the assessment is not appropriate or how the child would 
be assessed. Is the testing coordinator correct? 

SA  ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
20. Hao, who receives instruction predominately in Vietnamese, is being evaluated for special 

education and related services. You have been informed that the evaluation does not have to 
be in her native language. Is this correct?  

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
21. Sherri, a student with an emotional disability in a middle school self-contained classroom 

brought a Swiss Army knife to school. The principal unilaterally removed Sherri to an 
alternative educational placement for 55 days. Is this permissible under IDEIA?  

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
22. Rachel has accumulated the necessary credits for graduation; however, she failed to meet her 

IEP goals. Rachel’s parents argued that since she has not met the IEP goals the school must 
retain her to give additional time to meet those goals. The school maintains Rachel can and 
should graduate based on the accumulation of credits. Is the school correct? 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
SA for Strongly Agree, A for Agree, D for Disagree, and SD for Strongly Disagree 
 
23. It was determined that Cody was eligible for special education services under IDEIA. The 

committee planned to meet within the next two months to write an IEP. In the meantime, the 
principal placed Cody in a special education class for reading and math. Was the principal 
correct? 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
24. John was suspended for 8 days for fighting in school. Upon his return, John cursed out his 

first period teacher. John was given an additional 5 days of suspension. Upon his return from 
those days a manifestation determination review was held. Were the proper procedures 
followed? 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
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25. Shaniqua’s speech/language impairment affects all of her academic performance. Shaniqua’s 

parents want other services in addition to the therapy provided by the speech therapist. The 
IEP committee has refused stating that she has only been identified as having a speech and 
language disability and is not entitled to other services. Was the IEP team correct?  

 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
Section III. Perception 
 
Answer the following questions by checking the response that best describes you. Indicate 
your response by marking SA for Strongly Agree, A for Agree, D for Disagree, and SD for 
Strongly Disagree 
 
26. My educational background has adequately prepared me to meet the needs of students with 

exceptional needs. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
27. My attendance at workshops/seminars in special education law would facilitate the special 

education program at my school. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
28. On-going professional development should be offered for school administrators in the area of 

special education. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
29. On-going professional development should be offered for all school staff  in the area of 

special education. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
SA for Strongly Agree, A for Agree, D for Disagree, and SD for Strongly Disagree 
 
30. On-going staff development in the area of special education should be offered to special 

education teachers only. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
31. I would attend workshops/seminars specifically focused on special education law. 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
32. I would encourage my staff to attend workshops/seminars specially focused on special 

education law. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
33. Students with disabilities are a vital part of the school environment. 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
34. Special education programs receive funding entitlements that take away from other programs 

at my school. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
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35. The academic expectations of students with disabilities should be lowered so they can be 
successful. 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
36. Discipline issues related to students with disabilities are a major concern and consume a lot 

of my time. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
37. The inclusion of students with disabilities is an essential instructional practice  at my school. 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
38. I strive to ensure that local and state curriculum standards are a part of the general education 

curriculum and that all students with disabilities are included. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
39. The administration of special education at my school should occupy less than 50% of my 

time. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
40. The administration of special education at my school should occupy more than 50% of my 

time. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
SA for Strongly Agree, A for Agree, D for Disagree, and SD for Strongly Disagree 
 
41. Students with disabilities have rights and entitlements that are burdensome. 

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
42. Students with disabilities are encouraged to participate in extracurricular activities at my 

school. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 

 
43. My supervision of the special education programs in my school is adequate at this time.  

SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
 
44. Under my leadership, students with disabilities are just as successful as students without 

disabilities. 
SA ____ A ____  D ____  SD ____ 
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VITA 

PATRICIA A. RASCOE 

311 Washington Court 
Highland Springs, Virginia 
(804) 737-1415 
prascoe@verizon.net 
 
 
CURRENT POSITION 

 
January, 2007 to Present, Monitoring Specialist, Virginia Department of Education 

Monitor State Operated Programs to ensure compliance with federal and state regulations 
as well as the Interdepartmental Standards for Residential Facilities in Virginia. Provide 
technical assistance to facilities and review applications for granting licenses 

 
 
OTHER PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 

 
1/2000 to 12/2006, Supervisor of Special Education, Caroline County Public Schools 

Ensures compliance with all state and federal regulations pertaining to special education; 
chair the school eligibility committee; prepares annual budget; prepare and submit grant 
applications; approve purchases for instructional purposes; liaison between school and 
regional support programs, social, civic; and professional agencies; coordinates due 
process hearings; maintain and control student records; provide staff development for 
regular and special education teachers, update handbook annually. 

 
9/1995 to 1/2000, Gifted Lead Teacher, Caroline County Public Schools 

Responsible for the assessment and identification of students; supervise and implement 
program activities; Virginia Association for the Gifted regional representative; assisted in 
the development of the Chesapeake Bay Governor’s School; ex-officio member of the 
Gifted Advisory Board; chair eligibility committee meeting. 
 

9/1993-8/1996 Adjunct Professor, University of Richmond 
Facilitated a Stretch Out And Reach (SOAR) satellite class, an endorsement program, for 
special education teachers; taught classes related to special education (history of SPED 
and Disability Characteristics); monitored and evaluated student assignments/projects; 
organized off site classes; submitted weekly reports; (Grant Funded Program) 

 
9/1987 to 9/1995,Teacher, Caroline Middle School, Caroline County Public Schools 

Special Education Teacher 
Taught mentally retarded, learning disabled, and emotionally disturbed students; 
developed a life skills curriculum for the mentally retarded;  
Department Chairperson  
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Mentored new teachers; ensured compliance with IEPs; managed and assisted in the 
writing of IEPs and lesson plans; conducted teacher observations; managed student files; 
conducted monthly departmental meetings, provided staff development for regular and 
special education teachers; participated in Child Study and Eligibility meetings 
Club Sponsor   
Student Council Association and the James Farmer Scholars Programs 
Responsible for organizing school wide activities and community events; developed and 
implemented fundraising activities; summer counselor at Mary Washington College; 
Peer-Coach  
Utilized Madeline Hunter’s strategies to improve teaching methods, observed, mentored, 
and coached colleagues on improving teaching skills. 
 

1/1981 to 6/1986, Teacher, H.H. Goddard High School, Buckeye Youth Center, Ohio Youth 
Commission 

Taught students with learning disabilities; evaluated students using the Key Math Test; 
assisted with the scheduling of new students; participated in Treatment Team meetings; 
 

 
OTHER RELEVANT EXPERIENCE 

 
1985-1993, Administration Specialist (71L), Finance Specialist (73C) United States Army 

Reserves Rank–Sergeant.  Responsible for office administration and processing forms for 
payroll. 
 

1998 to 2001, Director of Christian Education, New Light Baptist Church,  
Responsible for organizing and implementing a Christian educational program for 
children ages 2 to 10, conduct monthly meetings of ministry department heads, organize 
church and community activities.  
 

 
PROFESSIONAL PREPARATIONS 

 
1975 to 1979, BS in Early Childhood Education, Elizabeth City State University 

 
1979 to 1981, MA in Exceptional Education, Ohio State University 

 
1996 to 2000, Educational Administration and Supervision Endorsement Program,  

Virginia Commonwealth University 
 

2000 to Present, Doctoral Student in Educational Leadership and Policy Program, 
Virginia Polytechnic University (Expected Graduation Date, 2007) 
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PROFESSIONAL QUALIFICATIONS 
 
Professional Teaching Certificate 

Endorsements:   
Supervision and Administration  
Gifted Education 
Specific Learning Disability  
Emotional Disturbance  

 
Superintendent License 

Trained in the Teacher Mentor Symposium – Santa Cruz Model  

A Framework for Understanding Poverty Trainer 

Educational Consultant for parents in understanding the special education process 

Learning Disabilities Tutor 

 
 
ORGANIZATIONAL AFFILIATIONS 

 
Member, Virginia Education Association 

Member, Virginia Council of Administrators for Special Education 

Member, National Association of Secondary School Principals 

Member, Council of Exceptional Children 

Member, New Light Baptist Church  

 Playwright, Fifth Sunday Players 

 Board of Christian Education 

Member, Delta Sigma Theta Sorority 


	Note:  Figure from the Department of Education: Virginia Department of Education (n.d.). Virginia department of education regional map. Richmond, VA.


