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Abstract 
 

Graduates of special education teacher education programs can teach in a range of special 
education settings, raising the potential that their training can occur in very different settings 
than where they find their first jobs. We follow 263 completers of Moderate Disabilities 
programs in Massachusetts from their field placements to their early-career teaching positions 
and study the characteristics of their field placements and the degree to which these are aligned 
with their early-career teaching positions. We also assess the degree to which alignment is 
associated with early-career teacher turnover. We found that many of these teachers student-
taught in an inclusive setting but were hired into a self-contained special education setting and 
vice versa, and teachers who experienced this misalignment were more likely to leave the 
workforce early in their careers. Teachers who student taught with a supervising practitioner 
without a special education license were also more likely to leave early. Findings suggest that 
teachers training to educate students with learning disabilities should student teach in a setting 
that is aligned with where they are likely to be hired, and with a supervising practitioner who is 
trained in special education.
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1. Introduction 

Debates about the value of inclusive education for students with learning disabilities are a 

persistent feature of special education policy and practice. Although many analyses have 

connected education in an inclusive setting to a variety of improved outcomes for students with 

learning disabilities (e.g., Baer et al., 2003; Hehir et al., 2016; Theobald et al., 2019), other 

scholars have cast doubt on the robustness of these findings (e.g., D. Fuchs et al., 2023; L. Fuchs 

et al., 2015; Gilmour, 2018). It is unlikely that another paper, or indeed an entire journal special 

issue, will resolve these debates. 

What might be more possible, however, is to begin to explore the implications of trends 

in inclusive education for policy and practice decisions that need to be made in this evolving 

environment. Teacher preparation is one policy area that has received very little attention in the 

inclusion literature despite a fundamental conundrum at the heart of the effort to prepare teachers 

to educate students with learning disabilities: In an era where special education teachers could be 

hired into inclusive or self-contained settings, where should they learn to teach? 

Teacher preparation policy in Massachusetts, a state that licenses special education 

teachers through “Moderate Disabilities” and “Severe Disabilities” licensure programs, provides 

a good example of this issue. The state’s Educator Licensure and Preparation Program Approval 

Regulations require candidates in these two programs to complete field placements in both an 

“inclusive general education setting” and a “separate or substantially separate setting for students 

with moderate disabilities.” Yet candidates must choose one of these as the field placement in 

which they complete the required Candidate Assessment of Performance (CAP) (Chen et al., 

2023), which is likely the longer of the two placements and the placement in which they receive 

structured feedback on essential elements of classroom instruction. 
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In this paper, we use administrative data from Massachusetts to explore the variation in 

special education field experiences, alignment with early-career teaching placements of special 

education teachers in the state, and whether these predict early-career teacher turnover. Although 

we provide descriptive information about teachers from a variety of special education and other 

licensure programs, we focus primarily on teachers from Moderate Disabilities programs, as they 

are the primary source of special education teachers in the state. As we show in later sections, 

there is considerable variation in both the field placements and early-career teaching placement 

classrooms for graduates of these programs in terms of the inclusion of students with disabilities 

in these classrooms. 

2. Literature Review 

This paper seeks to connect special education teachers’ field placements—also called 

student teaching or clinical experiences—and their later decision to remain in the special 

education teacher workforce. We discuss the prior literature motivating this study, first in terms 

of studies of field experiences not specific to special education; then, with respect to studies of 

the field experiences of prospective special educators.  

Field Placements 

During the past several decades, researchers have explored the implications of teacher 

candidates’ field placements for their later workforce outcomes. Although early quantitative 

work focused primarily on the field placement school (Boyd et al., 2009; Goldhaber et al., 2017; 

Ronfeldt, 2012, 2015), more recent work has focused on the field placement classroom (e.g., 

Krieg et al., 2022) and on the supervising practitioner (e.g., Bastian et al., 2022; Goldhaber et al., 

2020; Ronfeldt et al., 2018) as predictors of future teacher outcomes. Research has recently 

validated the importance of supervising practitioners in a series of experimental studies in which 

candidates have been randomized to more or less effective mentors (Goldhaber, Ronfeldt et al., 
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2022; Ronfeldt et al., 2023), showing that candidates randomized to more effective mentors tend 

to be more instructionally effective and show greater gains over the course of the field 

placement.  

Another emerging theme from the literature on field placements and early-career 

experience is that the alignment of these experiences can matter for teacher and student 

outcomes. For example, teachers tend to be more effective when they perceive greater alignment 

between their field experiences and early-career experiences (Boyd et al., 2009), when the 

student demographics of their current school are similar to their student teaching school 

(Goldhaber et al., 2017), and when they are teaching in the same grade or grade level in which 

they student taught (Krieg et al., 2022). Another finding with relevance to the current study is 

that the importance of alignment extends to teacher attrition, as teachers who are teaching in the 

same school level and in schools with similar student demographics as their student teaching 

school are more likely to stay in the teaching profession (Goldhaber, Krieg et al., 2022).  

Special Educator Turnover 

Concerns about special education teacher shortages have been pervasive for decades 

(e.g., Carriker, 1989; Cowan et al., 2016; Mason-Williams et al., 2020). Central to these 

concerns is empirical evidence about the disproportionate turnover of special education teachers 

in public schools (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Boe et al., 2008; Gilmour et al., 2023), which has 

implications for the composition (e.g., Billingsley et al., 2019; Scott et al., 2023), distribution 

(e.g., Bettini et al., 2022; Mason-Williams, 2015), and effectiveness (e.g., McLeskey & 

Billingsley, 2008; Sindelar et al., 2010) of the special education teacher workforce (Bettini et al., 

in press).  
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Two lines of prior research are particularly relevant to the present study. The first 

examines the association between the proportion of students with disabilities in the classroom, 

both overall (Gilmour & Wehby, 2020) and by disability category (Gilmour et al., 2022), and 

turnover. These papers show that teachers in classrooms serving greater proportions of students 

with disabilities (particularly students with more intensive disabilities) are more likely to leave 

the workforce, but that these associations are moderated by special education licensure in the 

sense that these relationships are less strong for teachers with special education certification.  

The second focuses on the implications of special education teacher preparation for 

teacher turnover (e.g., Brownell et al., 2010; Leko et al., 2015). Recent work in this direction has 

shown that special education program completers are more likely to enter special education 

teaching positions if they student teach with a supervising practitioner with a special education 

license but are less likely to stay in these positions if they are dual-licensed in another subject 

(Theobald et al., 2021). 

3. Purpose and Research Questions 

Our research builds on this prior literature by focusing on a feature of special education 

teacher preparation not previously considered: the inclusion of students with disabilities in 

special education teachers’ field placement and current classrooms. Specifically, we followed 

263 completers of preservice Moderate Disabilities teacher licensure programs in Massachusetts 

from their field placements to their early-career teaching positions to study the alignment 

between their field placement and early-career teaching positions and the implications of this 

alignment for their early-career attrition. In addition to the inclusion of students with disabilities, 

we also consider characteristics of the supervising practitioner (e.g., experience and licensure) 

and other classroom and school characteristics (e.g., student demographics and historical teacher 

retention rates) to address four research questions (RQs): 
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RQ1. What are the characteristics of teachers’ field placement classrooms and schools? 

RQ2. How well aligned are these field placements with their early-career classrooms? 

RQ3. To what extent do characteristics of field placement classroom and school and the 

alignment with early-career classrooms predict teachers’ early-career attrition from the 

state workforce? 

RQ4. To what extent do characteristics of field placement classroom and school and the 

alignment with early-career classrooms predict teachers’ early-career mobility between 

schools? 

4. Method 

We use administrative data provided through a data sharing agreement with the 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE). Human subjects 

approval was provided by the institutional review board at the American Institutes for Research. 

Below, we review the data, measures, and analytic approach used in the study. 

Administrative Data 

Data on candidate field-based experiences and supervising practitioners come from data 

collected as part of the Massachusetts CAP, a performance-based test required for teacher 

preparation program completion in Massachusetts since 2016–17. The CAP is locally scored by 

supervising practitioners and field placement supervisors (Chen et al., 2023); therefore—

although the data collection was not intended for this purpose—the CAP data provide a census of 

every teacher candidate in the state linked to the field placement school in which they took the 

CAP and the supervising practitioner of this placement. As discussed in the introduction, a 

limitation of the analysis is that Moderate Disabilities candidates are required to complete an 

additional field placement (in either an inclusive or substantially separate environment) that is 

not captured in these data, but, given that the CAP placement is likely the longer of the 
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placements and the placement in which candidates are receiving structured feedback through the 

CAP process, we focus on these placements throughout the analysis. We use data from the 2016–

17 through 2019–20 CAP administrations in this analysis, linked to the Education Personnel 

Information Management System (EPIMS) for the school years 2017–18 through 2021–22 

through unique identifiers for both candidates and supervising practitioners.  

We define the sample for this paper through program information provided in the state’s 

Educator Licensure and Renewal (ELAR) system, which provides information about each 

candidate’s program and licenses. We use the “program type” in the ELAR data to identify 

candidates in specific programs of interest, including the Moderate Disabilities programs that are 

the focus of the analysis, but also Elementary Education, Severe Disabilities, and English as a 

Secondary Language (ESL) programs that provide points of comparison for these candidates. 

Importantly, we also restrict the sample to preservice candidates by dropping candidates who 

have prior or concurrent teaching experience to their field placement. Although candidates who 

pursue initial licensure during their early-career teaching experience are an important source of 

teachers in Massachusetts, particularly in special education, we do not consider them in this 

analysis because they are doing their field placement in their in-service classroom and thus are 

not relevant for our analysis of RQs 1–4.  

Measures  

We now discuss how we develop the key outcomes, variables of interest, and control 

variables summarized in Table 1. The outcomes of RQ3 and RQ4—teacher attrition and 

mobility, respectively—are coded directly from EPIMS. They represent binary indicators for 

whether the teacher does not appear in the Massachusetts public school workforce in the 

following year or is employed in a different Massachusetts public school in the following year. 
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Other teacher variables include their experience, coded from EPIMS as the number of years that 

teacher has appeared in the Massachusetts public school workforce, and candidates’ scores on 

the Communication and Literacy Skills Test (CLST) fields of the Massachusetts Tests for 

Educator Licensure (MTEL), which come from licensure test data provided by DESE. As 

described in greater detail in Cowan et al. (2023), nearly all candidates in the state take the 

MTEL CLST tests because they are a requirement for educator licensure, and candidates 

typically take the tests before entering their program. Although there are also MTEL subject 

tests, we do not include these scores in this analysis because these tests are often taken after a 

candidate’s field placement and thus cannot serve as a “pre-treatment” control in our models.  

Variables about the teacher’s current placement are derived from the EPIMS data merged 

with data from the state’s Student Information Management System (SIMS), which provides 

information about the students in each teacher’s classroom in the state. Of particular interest in 

this analysis is the proportion of students with disabilities in the teacher’s classroom, which we 

calculate by taking the mean of the “special education” indicator across all students taught by the 

teacher in a given school year. Following Theobald et al. (2021), we also dichotomize this 

variable by coding all teachers for whom this proportion is less than 0.5 as teaching in an 

“inclusive” classroom, whereas all other teachers (i.e., who teach more than 50% students with 

disabilities) as teaching in a “self-contained” environment. Likewise, we calculate the proportion 

of students of color (i.e., all students who are in a category other than White) and economically 

disadvantaged students in the teacher’s classrooms by taking the mean of these indicators across 

all students taught by the teacher in a given school year. 

The final variable of interest for current placements is developed in Ronfeldt (2012) and 

called the “school stay ratio,” which is defined as the proportion of teachers in the teacher’s 
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current school who stayed in the school the following year, averaged over the previous 5 years in 

the school. The stay ratio is intended as a proxy for the stability of a school environment, and 

Ronfeldt (2012) shows that it is correlated with other survey-based measures of teacher working 

conditions in New York City.  

We next create analogous measures of each teacher’s field placement. We rely on the 

supervising practitioner information in the CAP data, which can be linked to the same datasets 

described above to capture measures of the supervising practitioner’s students and school in the 

year that the teacher did their field placement with that teacher. An important caveat is that we 

do not know the specific classroom in which the teacher’s field experience occurred (just that it 

occurred in a given school year with a given supervising practitioner), so these are not direct 

measures of the field placement classroom but, rather, aggregate measures of all the students 

taught by the supervising practitioner in the teacher’s field placement year. In calculating 

supervising practitioner experience, we also account for right censoring in this measure, as we 

only have EPIMS data back to 2008, so we code this variable as the supervising practitioner 

having at least 10 years of experience because we have up to 10 years of prior data on each 

supervising practitioner, given the timing of the first year of the CAP data.  

Finally, the “alignment variables” in Table 1 are the variables of interest in the study, as 

they capture some of the ways that a teacher’s field placement may or may not be aligned with 

their early-career placement. First, we create an indicator for whether the teacher student taught 

and is currently teaching in an inclusive classroom. We also create an indicator for whether the 

supervising practitioner’s license is aligned with the teacher’s program area. In the case of the 

primary sample of interest, teachers in Moderate Disabilities programs, the supervising 

practitioner’s license is considered “aligned” if it is any special education license, whereas for 
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other programs (e.g., Elementary Education), we use crosswalks of aligned licenses provided by 

DESE. Finally, we create indicators for whether the teacher is teaching in the same school or 

same school level (elementary, middle, high) as their field placement; the school level variable is 

coded from the Public School Universe Survey administered by the National Center for 

Education Statistics.  

Analytic Approach 

Our analyses of RQ1 and RQ2 are descriptive analyses that involve calculating summary 

statistics of the key variables outlined in Table 1. Our analyses of RQ3 and RQ4 are regression 

analyses in which we predict the probability that each teacher in the sample leaves the workforce 

(RQ3) or switches schools (RQ4) as a function of these key variables, estimated in separate 

models and relative to teachers who do not switch schools. Specifically, we estimate discrete-

time hazard models predicting the probability that teacher i in class c, school s, district d, 

program p, and time t leaves at the end of the year, Ticsdpt: 

𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝑿𝑿𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 + 𝛽𝛽2𝑿𝑿𝒊𝒊 + 𝛽𝛽3𝑨𝑨𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 + 𝛽𝛽𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 (1) 

In the model in Equation 1, the vector 𝑿𝑿𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 includes time-variant control variables such as 

the teacher experience and current placement variables listed in Table 1, whereas 𝑿𝑿𝒊𝒊 includes 

time-invariant variables like the MTEL scores and field placement variables listed in Table 1. 

The alignment variables of interest are included in 𝑨𝑨𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊, so the coefficients of interest in 𝛽𝛽3 can be 

interpreted as the expected change in the probability of leaving the workforce (RQ3) or 

switching schools (RQ4) associated with each type of alignment, holding the other variables in 

the model constant. We estimate the model in Equation 1 as a linear probability model, include 

year effects 𝛽𝛽𝑖𝑖 in all specifications, and cluster standard errors at the teacher level to account for 

correlations between observations for the same teacher over time. 
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We estimate several additional specifications of the model in Equation 1 to test the 

robustness of our findings. We first experiment with including the various measures of alignment 

in the same specification and different specifications to assess the extent to which relationships 

are driven by the inclusion of these multiple collinear variables. We add controls for MTEL 

scores and the additional classroom/school controls in Table 1 to ensure that results are not 

driven by differences across different schools and classrooms that are collinear with our 

variables of interest. Finally, we estimate specifications that include district effects 𝛽𝛽𝑖𝑖 and 

program effects 𝛽𝛽𝑖𝑖 to make comparisons solely between candidates teaching in the same district 

or who graduated from the same institution, respectively. 

5. Results 

RQ1. What are the characteristics of teachers’ field placement classrooms and schools? 

The summary statistics in Table 2 include all of the key variables defined in Table 1, 

separately for the sample of interest (teachers from Moderate Disabilities programs) and then 

separately for teachers from Elementary Education, Severe Disabilities, and ESL programs to 

provide context. Columns 1–4 include all teacher observations before the teacher leaves the 

workforce or switches schools, whereas columns 5–8 focus just on the first observation for each 

teacher. Although columns 1–4 provide the appropriate summary statistics for interpreting the 

regression results for RQ3 and RQ4, we focus on columns 5–8 here because each teacher in 

these columns is counted only once. 

Focusing on the rows associated with the “Field Placement Variables” described in Table 

1, we see that 79.1% of Moderate Disabilities teachers student taught with a supervising 

practitioner with at least 10 years of experience and the average Moderate Disabilities teacher 

did their field placement with a supervising practitioner who taught 48.2% students with 



 

11 
 

disabilities. This average is misleading, however, because as shown in Figure 1, the majority of 

supervising practitioners of Moderate Disabilities teachers (blue kernel density plot) taught 

considerably less than 50% students with disabilities or more than 80% students with disabilities. 

When we dichotomize this variable to create a measure of “inclusive SP classroom” using the 

50% cutoff described in the previous section, 60.5% of Moderate Disabilities teachers did their 

field placement in an inclusive setting, whereas the other 39.5% did their field placement in a 

self-contained setting. This is a much lower rate of inclusion than Elementary and ESL teachers 

and a much higher rate of inclusion than Severe Disabilities teachers, which can be seen 

continuously in the other kernel density plots in Figure 1.  

Other observable characteristics of field placement classrooms and schools are shown in 

subsequent rows of Table 2. The average Moderate Disabilities teacher did their field placement 

with a supervising practitioner whose classrooms included 45.5% students of color and 37.7% 

economically disadvantaged students, and in a school in which 83.5% of teachers had remained 

in the school over the previous 5 years. Note that there are not large differences in these averages 

between Moderate Disabilities teachers and other teachers, with the notable exception that ESL 

teachers tend to do their field placements with far more students of color and economically 

disadvantaged students than other teachers.  

RQ2. How well aligned are these field placements with their early-career classrooms? 

The last four rows of Table 2 provide summary statistics of the four alignment measures 

of interest. Among Moderate Disabilities completers, 43% did their field placement and got their 

first teaching position in an inclusive setting, whereas another 27.8% did their field placement 

and got their first teaching position in a self-contained setting. Put together, this means that 
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70.7% of Moderate Disabilities completers experienced alignment between the setting of their 

field placement and their first teaching position.  

This can be seen more easily in Figure 2, which plots the proportion of the supervising 

practitioner’s students in special education on the x-axis and the proportion of the teachers’ 

current students in special education on the y-axis, with the size of each bubble representing the 

proportion of teachers in each part of the figure. Moderate Disabilities teachers in the bottom left 

corner of this figure did their field placement and are currently teaching in inclusive settings, 

whereas teachers in the top right corner did their field placement and are currently teaching in 

self-contained settings. The teachers in the other corners of the figure are teachers who 

experience misalignment between their field experience and current experience (i.e., student 

teaching in an inclusive environment and teaching in a self-contained environment or vice versa). 

It is relatively common for Moderate Disabilities teachers to experience substantial misalignment 

between field and current placements according to this measure; in other words, almost 30% of 

Moderate Disabilities teachers experience misalignment according to this binary measure, which 

is a much higher percentage than completers of other program areas in Table 2, all of whom have 

alignment rates of over 89%.  

Considering the other measures of alignment in Table 2, 81.7% of Moderate Disabilities 

teachers had a supervising practitioner with an aligned license, 23.6% of these teachers are hired 

into the same school where they did their field placement, and 71.9% are hired into the same 

school level. Interestingly, rates of license alignment with supervising practitioners are lower for 

Moderate Disabilities teachers than for any of the other program areas; the most common area of 

misalignment is having a supervising practitioner with just an Elementary license. Moderate 

Disabilities teachers are also more likely to be hired into the same school than Elementary and 
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ESL teachers (but less likely than Severe Disabilities teachers), which likely reflects high 

demand for special education teachers by the same schools that hosted their field placements. We 

consider the implications of these areas of misalignment in our analysis of RQ3 and RQ4. 

RQ3. To what extent do characteristics of field placement classroom and school and the 

alignment with early-career classrooms predict teachers’ early-career attrition from the state 

workforce? 

Table 3 provides estimates from the discrete-time hazard model shown in Equation 1 

predicting the probability that each Moderate Disabilities teacher leaves the workforce. Column 

1 shows that, although teachers are marginally more likely to leave the workforce if they are 

currently teaching in or did their field placement in an inclusive setting, all else equal, they are 

substantially (25 percentage points) less likely to leave the workforce if both placements are 

inclusive. Column 2 shows that Moderate Disabilities teachers are 12 percentage points less 

likely to leave the workforce if they did their field placement with a supervising practitioner with 

a special education license. The remaining columns of Table 3 show that these relationships are 

largely (but not entirely) robust to the inclusion of other alignment measures, MTEL scores, 

classroom/school controls, district effects, and institution effects; the coefficients of interest from 

the model with all controls but no fixed effects (Column 6) are shown in Figure 3. The exception 

is that field placement alignment is no longer a statistically significant predictor of attrition in 

models with district fixed effects (column 7), which may represent limitations of sample sizes 

within specific districts (given the magnitude of the standard error) more than differences in the 

estimated relationship.  

The supervising practitioner license alignment coefficients from Table 3 are 

straightforward to interpret because they represent average marginal effects across all Moderate 
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Disabilities teachers, but the interaction effects for inclusive current and field placement 

classrooms are more difficult to interpret, as these effects depend on both field placement and 

current classroom indicators. We therefore plot separate marginal effects in Figure 4 for the four 

possible categories of teachers (both inclusive, both self-contained, and each type of 

misalignment). Figure 4 shows that this is largely an alignment story, as Moderate Disabilities 

teachers who experience alignment between their field placement and current classroom are less 

likely to leave the workforce whether or not they are currently in an inclusive or self-contained 

setting, though the difference is larger for Moderate Disabilities teachers who are currently in an 

inclusive setting. 

RQ4. To what extent do characteristics of field placement classroom and school and the 

alignment with early-career classrooms predict teachers’ early-career mobility between 

schools? 

Table 4 provides estimates from the discrete-time hazard model shown in Equation 1 

predicting the probability that each Moderate Disabilities teacher moves to another school. 

Unlike for teacher attrition, column 1 shows that Moderate Disabilities teachers are marginally 

less likely to switch schools if they are currently teaching and did their field placement in an 

inclusive environment, but this relationship is not robust to the inclusion of additional controls in 

the remaining columns. In particular, because same school placements and same school level 

placements are both marginally predictive of lower rates of school mobility in some 

specifications, the inclusion of these variables in the model makes the interaction effect of dual-

inclusion placements statistically insignificant. Unlike for teacher attrition, there is no 

statistically significant evidence that Moderate Disabilities teachers who student teach with a 
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supervising practitioner with an aligned license are any less likely to switch schools than other 

teachers. 

6. Discussion 

The motivating question at the outset of this analysis was the following: In an era when 

teachers who educate students with learning disabilities can teach in such different settings (i.e., 

inclusive or self-contained), where should they learn to teach? The answer, as is so often the case 

in education policy, appears to be that “it depends.” Specifically, Moderate Disabilities teachers 

in Massachusetts appear to be less likely to leave the workforce if their field placement was in an 

aligned setting (inclusive or self-contained) to their current placement, and when the supervising 

practitioner of their field placement had a special education license. This analysis comes with a 

number of important limitations outlined in the next sub-section, but also suggests several policy 

implications and implications for the education of students with learning disabilities that we 

discuss in the final sub-sections. 

Limitations 

This analysis has limitations in terms of its generalizability and measures. This study is 

situated in a specific context (Massachusetts public schools) that may be not applicable to other 

settings. For example, Massachusetts is somewhat unique in having separate Moderate 

Disabilities and Severe Disabilities licenses as opposed to the broader “special education” 

licenses and programs that have been studied in other states (e.g., Feng & Sass, 2013; Gilmour, 

2020; Theobald et al., 2022). Further work will be necessary in these other settings to ensure that 

trends are not state-specific. 

The broadest concern about the measures used in this study is that they all come from 

state administrative data, which provides large-scale, longitudinal, but admittedly blunt measures 

of the important variables in the study. Follow-up qualitative and single-case study work will be 
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important to uncover why Moderate Disabilities teachers who experience misalignment between 

their field placements and early-career placements are more likely to leave, and the classroom 

experiences that may moderate and influence these decisions.  

Even within the context of administrative data studies, limitations of the CAP data (the 

data used to measure field placements) are particularly important for this analysis. Perhaps most 

importantly, the CAP data only include the field placement in which each teacher took the CAP 

despite the fact that state teacher preparation regulations require field placements in multiple 

settings for Multiple Disabilities teachers. The inability to observe the specific field placement 

classroom also implies that we must rely on very broad proxies of the field placement experience 

based on all the students taught by the supervising practitioner during the field placement year. 

Finally, this analysis focuses on an important teacher outcome (turnover) but does not 

consider teachers’ impacts on the student outcomes of the students with learning disabilities in 

their classrooms. Although prior work from other states has estimated “value added” models of 

special education teachers’ contributions to test score gains for this group of students (Feng & 

Sass, 2013; Gilmour, 2020; Theobald et al., 2022), those papers were based on considerably 

larger sample sizes of special education teachers than are currently linkable to student test score 

gains in Massachusetts. Thus, follow-up work will need to consider this important outcome 

alongside the turnover analysis presented in this paper.  

Implications for State Policy 

Because of the limitations above, we consider this as a very preliminary look at the role 

of inclusive field placements and field placement alignment in predicting early-career special 

education teacher attrition. But even this preliminary analysis suggests several important state 

policy implications. The first and most straightforward is related to the finding that early-career 
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Moderate Disabilities teachers are less likely to leave the workforce if they student teach with a 

supervising practitioner with an aligned special education license. This is already required under 

state teacher preparation regulations, but given that nearly 20% of Moderate Disabilities teachers 

did their field placement with a supervising practitioner without such a license, the policy 

implication appears to be that DESE and teacher preparation providers may need additional 

accountability measures to ensure that all Moderate Disabilities teachers have a qualified 

supervising practitioner along this dimension. 

The policy implication of the importance of alignment between field placements and 

current placements in terms of inclusionary placements is less straightforward because it may be 

difficult to anticipate the type of placement a preservice candidate will be hired into. 

Nonetheless, DESE and teacher preparation programs may want to better anticipate these 

placements by surveying candidates and placing them in a field placement aligned with their 

intended future position, or perhaps by surveying hiring schools and making more inclusion and 

self-contained placements in schools, districts, and regions with greater demand for a given type 

of teacher. Likewise, school districts with hiring needs in a given area may want to seek out 

student teachers in that area given that student teaching has been shown to be a potentially 

important source of new teachers for districts experiencing staffing challenges (e.g., Goldhaber 

et al., 2021).  

Implications for Education of Students with Learning Disabilities 

The findings from this study also inform efforts to improve educational outcomes for 

learning disabilities. The most direct connection is that prior research (e.g., Ronfeldt et al., 2013) 

has shown that teacher turnover in a school causes worse student test outcomes, so the direct 

implications for teacher turnover discussed above also have second-order implications for the 
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outcomes of students with learning disabilities in these classrooms. Simply put, Moderate 

Disabilities teachers in Massachusetts cannot positively affect the educational outcomes of 

students with learning disabilities in the state if they do not remain in the classroom. 

Even more indirectly, and as previewed in the introduction, this study may help chart a 

path toward understanding the conditions under which inclusive education may have more or 

less positive effects for students with learning disabilities. Although many prior studies have 

asked whether inclusion leads to positive outcomes, it may be more helpful to ask when this may 

(or may not) be the case. If the findings on teacher attrition in this paper do translate in future 

work to impacts on student outcomes, this line of research suggests that inclusion may only 

“work” if the teachers in these classrooms have been prepared in similar settings. 
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Figures and Tables 

Figure 1. Distribution of Students with Disabilities in Supervising Practitioner’s Classroom During Field Experience, by License 
Type 
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Figure 2. Percent of Students with Disabilities in Field Placement and First Classrooms, Moderate Disabilities Completers 
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Figure 3. Summary of Teacher Attrition Results 
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Figure 4. Predicted Probabilities of Attrition by Inclusive Field Placements and Current Classrooms 
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Table 1. Variable Definitions 
Variable Definition 
Outcome variables 

Leaves workforce Binary indicator for whether teacher does not appear in Massachusetts public 
school workforce in following year 

Switches schools Binary indicator for whether teacher is employed in different Massachusetts 
public school in following year 

Teacher variables 

Teacher experience Discrete variable for number of years that teacher has appeared in Massachusetts 
public school workforce 

Teacher MTEL CLST 
score (std.) 

The score from the first time the teacher took the MTEL CLST, standardized 
across all test takers and averaged across Reading and Writing fields 

Current placement variables 
Proportion SWD in current 
classrooms 

The proportion of students in the teacher’s current classroom(s) who have an 
IEP 

Inclusive current classroom Indicator for whether the proportion of SWD in the teacher’s current 
classroom(s) is less than 0.5 

Classroom proportion SOC The proportion of students in the teacher’s current classroom(s) who are not 
White 

Classroom proportion 
EcoDis 

The proportion of students in the teacher’s current classroom(s) who are 
economically disadvantaged 

School stay ratio The proportion of teachers in the teacher’s current school who stayed in the 
school the following year, averaged over the previous 5 years in the school 

Field placement variables 
SP 10 yrs teaching 
experience 

Indicator for whether, in year of field placement, SP had appeared in 
Massachusetts public school workforce for at least 10 years since 2008 

Proportion SWD in SP’s 
classrooms 

The proportion of students in the SP’s classroom(s) in the field placement year 
who have an IEP 

Inclusive SP classroom Indicator for whether the proportion of SWDs in the SP’s classroom(s) in the 
field placement year is less than 0.5 

SP classroom proportion 
SOC 

The proportion of students in SP’s classroom(s) in the field placement year who 
are not White 

SP classroom proportion 
EcoDis 

The proportion of students in the SP’s classroom(s) in the field placement year 
who are economically disadvantaged 

Field placement school 
stay ratio 

The proportion of teachers in the field placement school who stayed in the 
school the following year, averaged over the previous 5 years in the school 

Alignment variables 

Both placements inclusive Indicator for whether “Inclusive current classroom” and “Inclusive SP 
classroom” are both 1 

SP aligned license Indicator for whether SP has aligned license with candidate (e.g., Moderate 
Disabilities or Severe Disabilities license for Moderate Disabilities candidate) 

Same school placement Indicator for whether teacher’s current school is same as field placement school 
Same school level 
placement 

Indicator for whether the level (elementary, middle, high) of teacher’s current 
school is same as field placement school 

Note. EcoDis = economically disadvantaged; Elem = Elementary program; ESL = English Second Language 
program; Mod Dis = Moderate Disabilities program; MTEL CLST = Massachusetts Tests for Education 
Licensure, Communication and Literacy Skills Test; Sev Dis = Severe Disabilities program; SOC = students of 
color; SP = supervising practitioner; SWD = students with disabilities. 
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Table 2. Summary Statistics by Program Area 
  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
Sample All observations First year observation 
Program type Mod Dis Elem Sev Dis ESL Mod Dis Elem Sev Dis ESL 
Leaves workforce 0.184 0.139 0.235 0.108 0.190 0.166 0.229 0.128 
Switches schools 0.092 0.119 0.111 0.078 0.114 0.127 0.104 0.128 

Teacher experience 1.705 1.633 1.593 1.863 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 
(0.873) (0.829) (0.833) (0.965) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Teacher MTEL CLST score 
(std.) 

0.132 0.199 0.095 0.863 0.106 0.205 0.090 0.793 
(0.716) (0.652) (0.692) (0.563) (0.706) (0.648) (0.654) (0.572) 

Proportion SWDs in current 
classrooms 

0.514 0.202 0.843 0.132 0.521 0.202 0.822 0.122 
(0.411) (0.218) (0.302) (0.140) (0.411) (0.225) (0.333) (0.131) 

Inclusive current classroom 0.555 0.938 0.099 0.971 0.548 0.936 0.125 0.979 

Classroom proportion SOC 0.501 0.541 0.524 0.758 0.502 0.525 0.503 0.789 
(0.299) (0.316) (0.310) (0.281) (0.305) (0.318) (0.284) (0.257) 

Classroom proportion EcoDis 0.447 0.474 0.498 0.603 0.444 0.457 0.465 0.589 
(0.286) (0.284) (0.291) (0.233) (0.283) (0.280) (0.286) (0.242) 

School stay ratio 0.814 0.783 0.825 0.790 0.808 0.781 0.827 0.779 
(0.095) (0.107) (0.088) (0.098) (0.101) (0.115) (0.089) (0.101) 

SP 10 yrs teaching experience 0.784 0.796 0.815 0.853 0.791 0.792 0.813 0.787 
Proportion SWD in SP’s 
classrooms 

0.481 0.179 0.788 0.128 0.482 0.179 0.773 0.139 
(0.393) (0.135) (0.347) (0.116) (0.392) (0.136) (0.342) (0.124) 

Inclusive SP classroom 0.613 0.983 0.173 0.971 0.605 0.982 0.188 0.957 
(0.487) (0.128) (0.380) (0.170) (0.490) (0.134) (0.394) (0.204) 

SP classroom proportion SOC 0.442 0.480 0.442 0.835 0.455 0.473 0.445 0.806 
(0.289) (0.305) (0.311) (0.218) (0.293) (0.304) (0.298) (0.251) 

SP classroom proportion 
EcoDis 

0.365 0.340 0.444 0.482 0.377 0.337 0.433 0.499 
(0.252) (0.248) (0.300) (0.234) (0.256) (0.246) (0.292) (0.243) 

Field placement school stay 
ratio 

0.837 0.821 0.836 0.812 0.835 0.822 0.836 0.806 
(0.092) (0.098) (0.100) (0.087) (0.098) (0.099) (0.100) (0.091) 

Both placements inclusive 0.439 0.928 0.086 0.941 0.430 0.924 0.104 0.936 
Both placements not inclusive 0.271 0.006 0.815 0.000 0.278 0.006 0.792 0.000 
Placements aligned 0.709 0.934 0.901 0.941 0.707 0.930 0.896 0.936 
SP aligned license 0.828 0.887 0.889 0.892 0.817 0.888 0.875 0.851 
Same school placement 0.240 0.153 0.296 0.157 0.236 0.155 0.292 0.191 
Same school level placement 0.727 0.813 0.642 0.716 0.719 0.823 0.646 0.723 
N 499 1755 81 102 263 982 48 47 

Note. EcoDis = economically disadvantaged; Elem = Elementary program; ESL = English Second Language 
program; Mod Dis = Moderate Disabilities program; MTEL CLST = Massachusetts Tests for Education 
Licensure, Communication and Literacy Skills Test; Sev Dis = Severe Disabilities program; SOC = students of 
color; SP = supervising practitioner; SWD = students with disabilities
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Table 3. Discrete-Time Hazard Models Predicting Attrition from Workforce (Relative to Staying in the Same School) for Teachers 
from Moderate Disabilities Programs 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
SP 10 years teaching 
experience 

-0.019 -0.008 -0.024 -0.025 -0.029 -0.039 -0.052 0.037 
(0.046) (0.046) (0.046) (0.046) (0.046) (0.048) (0.077) (0.055) 

Inclusive current classroom 0.123+ 
 

0.118+ 0.131+ 0.140* 0.071 0.011 0.066 
(0.065) 

 
(0.065) (0.067) (0.067) (0.076) (0.112) (0.080) 

Inclusive SP classroom 0.120+ 
 

0.075 0.088 0.083 0.071 0.010 0.131+ 
(0.064) 

 
(0.066) (0.067) (0.068) (0.072) (0.113) (0.077) 

Both placements inclusive -0.248** 
 

-0.232** -0.253** -0.255** -0.224* -0.166 -0.251* 
(0.089) 

 
(0.089) (0.092) (0.092) (0.097) (0.145) (0.104) 

SP aligned license 
 

-0.120* -0.128* -0.133* -0.131* -0.150** -0.189* -0.125+  
(0.058) (0.060) (0.060) (0.060) (0.057) (0.083) (0.073) 

Same school placement 
   

0.062 0.063 0.059 0.147+ 0.050    
(0.048) (0.048) (0.050) (0.088) (0.054) 

Same school level placement 
   

0.003 0.006 -0.008 -0.052 -0.004    
(0.045) (0.045) (0.046) (0.061) (0.055) 

MTEL control       X X X X 
Classroom/school controls           X X X 
District effects          X   
Institution effects               X 
Observations 453 453 453 453 453 453 453 453 
R-squared 0.020 0.018 0.032 0.039 0.042 0.073 0.366 0.148 

Note. MTEL = Massachusetts Tests for Educator Licensure; SP = supervising practitioner. All models control for teacher experience 
indicators and school year effects. MTEL control is teacher’s average first score on MTEL Communication Skills and Literacy test 
fields. Classroom/school controls include the proportion of students of color and proportion of economically disadvantaged students in 
the SP and current classroom, and the stay ratio in the current and field placement school. P-values from two-sided t-test, +=p < .10, 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.  
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Table 4. Discrete-Time Hazard Models Predicting Mobility Between Schools (Relative to Staying in the Same School) for Teachers from 
Moderate Disabilities Programs 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
SP 10 years teaching 
experience 

-0.005 -0.002 -0.004 0.002 -0.001 -0.004 -0.022 0.010 
(0.039) (0.039) (0.038) (0.037) (0.038) (0.037) (0.065) (0.044) 

Inclusive current 
classroom 

0.073 
 

0.073 0.058 0.065 0.063 0.083 0.011 
(0.061) 

 
(0.061) (0.059) (0.060) (0.067) (0.103) (0.074) 

Inclusive SP classroom 0.112* 
 

0.119* 0.094+ 0.090 0.057 0.014 -0.003 
(0.053) 

 
(0.055) (0.055) (0.056) (0.063) (0.099) (0.074) 

Both placements inclusive -0.142+ 
 

-0.144+ -0.109 -0.112 -0.094 -0.076 0.012 
(0.080) 

 
(0.080) (0.077) (0.077) (0.083) (0.125) (0.094) 

SP aligned license 
 

-0.001 0.024 0.025 0.027 0.038 0.070 0.013  
(0.044) (0.047) (0.047) (0.047) (0.049) (0.082) (0.063) 

Same school placement 
   

-0.060+ -0.060+ -0.053 -0.014 -0.024    
(0.032) (0.032) (0.034) (0.076) (0.044) 

Same school level 
placement 

   
-0.055 -0.050 -0.068 -0.099+ -0.129*    
(0.042) (0.041) (0.042) (0.052) (0.051) 

MTEL controls       X X X X 
School controls           X X X 
District effects          X   
Institution effects               X 
Observations 407 407 407 407 407 407 407 407 
R-squared 0.020 0.018 0.032 0.039 0.042 0.073 0.366 0.148 

Note. MTEL = Massachusetts Tests for Educator Licensure; SP = supervising practitioner. All models control for teacher experience 
indicators and school year effects. MTEL control is teacher’s average first score on MTEL Communication Skills and Literacy test 
fields. Classroom/school controls include the proportion of students of color and proportion of economically disadvantaged students in 
the SP and current classroom, and the stay ratio in the current and field placement school. P-values from two-sided t-test, +=p < .10, 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.  
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