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 Teacher quality is the most important variable in improving student outcomes 
(Goldhaber, 2016).  Specifically, the quality of instruction provided by the teacher is the most 
important school based influence on children’s academic skills (Crawford, Zucker, Williams, 
Bhavsar & Landry, 2013), but we know that teachers vary significantly in their impact on student 
learning (Chetty, Friedman & Rockoff, 2012).  To improve instructional quality, state and 
district education policy makers are increasingly turning to teacher observation systems (Center 
on Great Teachers and Leaders, n.d.).  While this focus on improving teacher quality is 
promising, current observation tools have been criticized for being too heavily focused on 
managerial aspects of the classroom (Crawford, Zucker, Williams, Bhavsar & Landry, 2013); for 
being too generic with respect to content areas (Hill & Grossman, 2013); for not providing 
specific feedback to teachers, shown to produce greater gains in instructional improvement 
(Biancarosa, Bryk, & Dexter, 2010); and for not being relevant across a significant number of 
content areas, including special education (Johnson & Semmelroth, 2014; Jones & Brownell, 
2014).  
 Students receiving special education represent approximately 12% of the K-12 population 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2015).  As is the case with most major education reforms, 
teacher observation systems have developed without the inclusion of special education teachers, 
or the students they serve.  Subsequently, there are a number of unanswered questions about how 
best to proceed with developing an observation tool that will realize the potential of improved 
instructional quality for students with disabilities (SWD).  Students served through special 
education typically have the most intense instructional needs and require specially designed 
instruction.  Meeting the needs of this group of students is extremely challenging and requires 
teachers who are highly skilled.  Unfortunately, SWD are often served by a special education 
teaching force that is highly subject to attrition and turnover, compromising the educational 
services that SWD receive (Billingsley, 2004; Boe, Erling, Cook, Lynn & Sunderland, 2008; 
Connelly & Graham, 2009).  The shortage of highly trained special education teachers is a 
national issue, with nearly every state and US territory reporting special education as a critical 
shortage area for over 20 years (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).  This negatively impacts 
student outcomes.  Nationally, as few as 30% of SWD have been able to meet performance 
standards (Odom, 2009).  One way to improve the special education teaching force and increase 
teacher retention is to design an observation system that provides special education teachers with 
specific feedback on implementation of practices associated with significant gains for SWD. 
 Designing observation systems for special education teachers is not an easy task.  As Hill 
and Grossman (2013) have noted, if observation systems are to achieve the goal of supporting 
teachers in improving instructional practice, they must: 1) be subject or content-area specific, 2) 
involve content experts in the process of observation, 3) provide feedback that is both accurate 
and usable in the service of improving instruction, and 4) produce observation scores that align 
with student test score data to bring expectations for teaching and learning into agreement.  Few 
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instruments are available that meet these requirements for general education teachers, and the 
application of these principles within a special education context brings added challenges.  First, 
special education teachers are responsible for providing instruction across a number of subject 
areas (e.g. reading, math, writing), which requires unique evaluation instruments for each of 
these content areas across grade levels.  Second, principals are often the primary evaluators of 
their teaching staff, yet principals typically do not have the expertise and knowledge to provide 
specific feedback in special education (Derrington & Campbell, 2015; Frost & Kersten, 2011). 
Third, special education teachers work with students who require specially designed instruction 
that is individualized depending on student need.  This requires teachers to be well versed in 
evidence-based practices (EBP), and cognizant of various disability types in order to implement 
effective instruction (Odom, Brantlinger, Gersten, Horner, Thompson, & Harris, 2005). 
Therefore, observation systems must be able to capture a broad range of EBPs that are adapted to 
meet individual student needs.  Finally, a variety of student measures may be required to achieve 
alignment between teacher and learner expectations, given the range of individualized student 
goals.  The inclusion of multiple measures within one observation system is difficult because of 
the complexity of establishing expectations for growth and interpreting results across a common 
metric.     
 In summary, there are numerous challenges to developing effective observation systems, 
and these challenges are exacerbated in their application to special education teachers.  In light of 
these challenges, it is reasonable to ask, can objective measures of special education teaching be 
created and implemented in a valid and fair way that yields useful and reliable results?  We 
believe so.  In this article, we review the complexities of special education teacher observation, 
describe a pilot observation tool we are developing called Recognizing Effective Special 
Education Teachers (RESET), and outline continued steps to address this critical question. 

 
Recognizing Effective Special Education Teachers (RESET) 

  
RESET is a four-year research project, funded by the Institute for Education Sciences 

(IES).  The goal of RESET is to create a special education teacher observation tool designed to 
reliably evaluate instructional practice, to provide specific and actionable feedback to special 
education teachers about the quality of their instruction, and ultimately, to improve outcomes for 
SWD (Johnson, Ford, Crawford, & Moylan, 2016).  The premise guiding RESET is that a 
targeted, well-defined observation tool incorporating a clearly explicated criteria linked to EBPs 
in special education, will direct teacher attention to instructional practices shown to improve 
student outcomes.  RESET will evaluate the extent to which EBPs are implemented with fidelity, 
provide explicit feedback to the teacher on the specific components of instructional practices, 
and measure the impact on student outcomes.  It is important to note that the current focus of 
RESET is on the evaluation of EBPs intended for students with high-incidence disabilities.   
 Currently, at the end of the first of four years of this project, we have developed a 
framework for the organization of RESET, and have developed initial drafts of 12 rubrics 
aligned with EBPs in special education instructional practice.  In the remaining years of this 
project, we will continue to develop rubrics that align with EBPs for SWD, and conduct a 
number of studies to assess RESET’s psychometric properties and its utility in achieving the 
described objectives.  In this article, we describe how we are addressing the issues framed by 
Hill and Grossman (2013) as we develop the observation protocols.  Specifically, we explain 
how we have designed a subject-specific observation instrument that provides concrete guidance 
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on desirable teaching practices for SWD.  We then detail next steps regarding raters, feedback 
and connections to student outcomes. 
 
RESET Framework 
 
 The use of EBPs is imperative in special education if we hope to improve the outcomes 
of SWD (Cook, Tankersley, & Landrum, 2009; Gersten, Vaughn, Deshler, & Schiller, 1997; 
Odom et al., 2005).  Although standards for identifying EBPs have been articulated by the What 
Works Clearinghouse (U.S. Department of Education, 2013) and by the Council for Exceptional 
Children (Council for Exceptional Children, 2014), there have been few efforts to systematically 
identify EBPs for SWD, which complicates the decisions about what should be observed within 
a special education classroom.  The National Standards Project (National Autism Center, 
2009/2015) is perhaps the best example of a sustained and comprehensive effort to 
systematically review the research on EBPs against a set of agreed upon standards and to share 
them with practitioners.  The checklists of EBPs and accompanying implementation modules 
(AFIRM Team, 2015) that have been developed as a result of these efforts provide clear 
guidance to teachers working with students with autism on which practices have a strong 
evidence base and how to implement them.   
 For other disability categories, this rich clearinghouse is not quite so readily available. 
Although various attempts to identify EBPs for students with high incidence disabilities have 
been made over the years (Cook et al., 2009), the research on EBPs is still surprisingly difficult 
to navigate and organize into a comprehensive set of instructional practices.  The intervention 
tool charts and reviews provided by the National Center on Intensive Intervention (n.d.), serve as 
a resource to provide practitioners with information on effective practice, but much remains to be 
done to synthesize the vast research base into a set of manageable, practitioner friendly 
resources. 
 To begin the design of RESET, we conducted exhaustive literature reviews attempting to 
synthesize the research into a set of organizing principles that could be translated into rubrics to 
be employed across a variety of contexts and content areas.  The result of our literature review 
has led to the organization of RESET into three main subscales reflecting critical aspects of 
special education: instructional practices, content area instruction, and individualization. Each of 
the subscales is briefly described below.   
 Instructional practices.  Although students with high-incidence disabilities reflect a 
very heterogeneous group, to which no single instructional model can be recommended, there are 
some common principles that underlie effective intervention programs (Swanson & Deshler, 
2003; Vaughn & Swanson, 2015).  The three main categories of instructional practices for which 
we have found substantial empirical support include: 

1)   Explicit instruction (e.g. Archer & Hughes, 2010; Brophy & Good, 1986; 
Christenson, Ysseldyke, & Thurlow, 1989; Gersten, Schiller, & Vaughn, 2000; 
Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986; Swanson, 1999),  

2)   Cognitive strategy instruction (e.g. Graham & Harris, 1989; Montague, 1992; 
Montague & Dietz, 2009; Swanson & Sachs-Lee, 2000) and  

3)   Peer-assisted learning (or reciprocal teaching) techniques (e.g. Delquadri, 
Greenwood, Whorton, Carta & Hall, 1986; Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes & Simmons, 1997; 
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Mathes, Howard, Allen & Fuchs, 1998; McMaster, Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007; Rosenshine 
& Meister, 1993).  

Meta-analyses of instructional components across content areas and intervention studies 
consistently support the use of these three instructional strategies for remediating the academic 
difficulties that students with high incidence disabilities encounter.  Additionally, interventions 
that use a combination of these approaches tend to produce the largest effect sizes (Rosenshine & 
Meister, 1993; Swanson, 1999).  This suggests that special education teachers should provide 
SWD with instruction organized around these research-validated instructional principles.  Once 
we identified these categories of instructional practices, we reviewed and consolidated the 
descriptions across studies to develop a component list for each instructional practice.  Our goal 
was to prioritize practices with clearly identified components that are empirically validated, yet 
flexibly designed to match various contexts and student populations (Harn, Parisi, & Stoolmiller, 
2013; Odom, Fleming, Diamond, Lieber, Hanson, Butera et al., 2010).    
 Creating the items for each of the rubrics is an iterative process.  In the initial drafts, we 
relied on careful reviews of the extant literature to develop each of the items in our rubrics. 
However, even when a practice has sufficient support to be called evidence-based, it can be 
difficult to identify the specific elements that comprise that EBP.  Instructional practices often 
consist of multiple elements, and are implemented within a dynamic, complex environment 
(Swanson & Deshler, 2003).  It is difficult to know which of the elements are the key ingredients 
that lead to successful student outcomes.  For example, in an instructional sequence that is 
comprised of eleven steps, is each step critical?  Should they be of equal value?  Are there 
important interactions that can be difficult to capture in an observation system between special 
education teachers and their students?  Are different instructional elements more or less 
important depending on the specific needs of the student?  In other words, as we develop 
observational tools to evaluate instructional practice, we must consider some degree of fidelity.  
By weighing each of the specific elements of an instructional practice as equal, teachers might be 
encouraged to engage in some practices that are unnecessary or might underemphasize practices 
that are critical.  Most of the research on evidence-based instructional practices does not identify 
steps that are crucial versus those that are good but not essential.  Attempts to do so have yielded 
results isolating the effect of just one factor—explicit practice (Swanson & Deshler, 2003; 
Swanson & Hoskyn, 2001).  Clearly, explicit practice cannot be the only element of a well-
designed instructional lesson, but the research to date has not provided clear guidance on what 
instructional components to emphasize.  In an evaluation system that may ultimately be tied to 
high stakes decisions about teachers, it will be important to better understand key elements of 
various EBPs, so that we direct a special education teacher’s efforts to the practices that are 
likely to have the most positive impact on student outcomes.   As we continue with the 
development of RESET, we will conduct numerous studies that examine the predictive utility of 
each of the individual components, so that we can emphasize those that seem to be the most 
influential in improving student outcomes.  If specific elements of instructional practice do not 
add significantly to a predictive model, we can revise our observation rubrics to create an 
evaluation system that is flexible and responsive to the context and that focuses on essential 
elements of a practice (Harn et al., 2013).         
 Content Areas.  While the instructional practices employed by special education 
teachers are critical to support information processing (Swanson & Deshler, 2003), a focus on 
instructional practice alone would fail to recognize the critical aspect of evaluating the content 
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that is being presented to SWD.  Student performance in reading for example, can be 
significantly impacted by both the quality of instruction as well as the quality of the content 
organization and presentation (Carnine, Silbert, Kame’enui & Tarver, 2009; Johnson & Boyd, 
2013; Moats & Foorman, 2003), and a focus exclusively on instructional practices at the expense 
of content could lead to inaccurate evaluations of teacher performance.     
 The most common content areas in which students with high incidence disabilities 
receive individualized instruction services are reading, writing, math and social/emotional skills 
(Cortiella, 2015).  This indicates that rubrics reflecting a broad range of content areas across 
grades P-12 will need to be developed.  Across the academic areas, the literature base is most 
well-developed for reading.  Therefore, we began our work developing content specific rubrics 
for RESET with reading.        
 Reading.  The National Reading Panel report outlined the Big 5 (phonemic awareness, 
alphabetic principle, fluency with text, vocabulary, and comprehension) in Reading that has 
served as an organizing framework for understanding and researching reading intervention for 
the last 15 years (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development [NICHD], 2000). 
However, a surprisingly small number of studies examining the effect of intensive reading 
intervention exclusively for SWD are available (Vaughn & Swanson, 2015).  Therefore, to 
develop the reading rubrics, we drew on research that identified best practices for organizing 
reading instruction for students at risk for, and those with, disabilities.  Our current set of reading 
rubrics are organized into the following areas: phonological awareness, letter sound 
correspondence and sounding out words, multi-syllabic decoding and word analysis, vocabulary, 
reading for meaning, and comprehension strategies (Moylan, Johnson, Crawford, & Ford, 2016). 
To design each rubric, we consulted multiple sources that outline the way that the content for 
each of these areas should be presented.  Our goal was to reflect the best practices within each of 
the specific reading areas rather than to create checklists of a number of programs.  For instance,  
when teaching letter-sound correspondence, there are principles regarding the sequencing of 
letters to be taught, the structure of effective decoding lessons, and the composition of practice 
and discrimination activities that allow students to work towards mastery (Carnine et al., 2009; 
Moats, Glaser, & Tolman, 2011).  As we continue with the development of RESET, we will 
examine the alignment of performance on content area rubrics with outcomes relevant to that 
area to determine the validity of the rubric and to make revisions as needed. 

Challenges with Content Rubric Development 
 

Content areas other than reading are not as well developed, and therefore, creating rubrics 
that depict best-practices will be challenging.  Neither the math nor writing instruction literature 
has been synthesized into an organizing framework similar to the Big 5 in Reading.  This raises 
the question of how to best construct a set of content specific frameworks within each of these 
content areas that will support the goal of improved instruction.  To begin to tackle this issue, we 
are conducting syntheses of the research and consulting with content area experts to frame the 
rubrics in ways that align with current understandings.  Once created, the validation of these 
rubrics will pose additional challenges, as many special education teachers are not well trained to 
provide instruction in either area (Brownell, Sindelar, Kiely, & Danielson, 2010).  Additionally, 
in our current data set of instructional videos captured across more than 40 special education 
classrooms nationally, we have very few observations that include math or writing instruction 
that aligns with current EBPs in these areas.  
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Individualization 
 

A defining characteristic of special education is that SWD have learning needs that are 
substantially different from those of general education students (Cook & Schirmer, 2003; Fuchs 
& Fuchs, 1994).  Although a hallmark of instruction for SWD, individualized intervention is 
seriously understudied (Vaughn, Denton, & Fletcher, 2010).  Individualization is conceptualized 
somewhat differently across the research, making the organization and specification of rubric 
criteria difficult.  Instructional grouping (mostly related to size of instructional group), frequency 
and duration, and aligning the focal areas to student needs (e.g. focus on phonological awareness 
and decoding for students with dyslexia) are the primary ways that researchers describe 
individualized interventions (Vaughn, Denton, & Fletcher, 2010).  However, an emerging 
evidence base examining treatment by aptitude effects indicates that when specific types of 
instructional practices are aligned with student profiles based on cognitive or information 
processing evaluation, treatment by aptitude interactions can be significant (Fuchs et al., 2014).  
 Not only is the construct of individualization defined across a number of variables in the 
research, it is also difficult to observe without having information about each student’s specific 
needs.  In order to give special education teachers specific feedback about their ability to 
effectively individualize instruction based on the needs of their student, we need more 
information about the nuances of this process, and we will likely need to include evaluation 
methods that go beyond observation.  Assessing individualization will likely require the 
inclusion of teacher artifacts that help the evaluator understand how individualization was 
determined and how the specific adaptations are expected to meet student needs.  While it seems 
logical that an individualized education plan (IEP) might provide the type of data to inform this 
process, reviews of IEPs suggest that they are highly variable in quality and many do not contain 
sufficient information about the relevance of the IEP goals and instructional plans to the 
students’ needs (La Salle, Roach, & McGrath, 2013).  Including IEPs as an artifact within a 
teacher observation system would pose logistical challenges and would likely be a complex and 
time consuming task for review.  As an alternative, RESET proposes that teachers provide a brief 
description of how they individualize their instruction for students.  This process raises a key 
question: if we standardize the process, which dimensions of individualization (e.g. time, 
duration, frequency or individualization based on cognitive processing profiles) should be 
included?  We are currently attempting to answer these questions by piloting a template in which 
special education teachers will document how they individualize student needs and learning 
goals.  This will allow us to determine whether we can capture such a critical process through an 
observation and artifact review model. 
 

Raters and Feedback 
 

 One of the promises of observation systems is that they will provide individualized and 
specific information about a teacher’s instructional practice that will promote individual 
improvement among teachers.  Through the observation and feedback loop, teachers are 
encouraged to be more self-reflective, to engage in conversations with instructional leaders and 
fellow teachers about effective practices, and to gain specific information about their own 
practice – allowing them to improve (Taylor & Tyler, 2012).  Most existing observation 
protocols however, are generic with respect to content area and are designed to be used across all 
teachers, across all grade levels (Hill & Grossman, 2013).  While generic descriptions of 
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instructional practice might lead to greater reliability across raters, they compromise the 
specificity of the feedback provided and do little to reflect the specialized nature of special 
education instruction that teachers will need in order to improve their instructional practices 
(Johnson & Semmelroth, 2014).  Assuming the purpose of observation systems is to improve 
instruction, it is critical that instructional practices are reflected to a level of detail that will allow 
special education teachers to respond (Grossman, Compton, Igra, Ronfeldt, Shahan, & 
Williamson, 2009). Greater specification in rating systems however, will also require raters with 
a deep understanding of the EBPs they are observing. 
 In the structure of schools, principals are typically in a position to evaluate their teaching 
staff; in fact, the Great Teacher and Leaders Center recommend that principals are involved in 
the evaluation of their staff (Holdheide, 2013).  Yet surveys indicate that most principals do not 
have the specialized knowledge required to reliably and effectively evaluate and provide 
feedback to special education teachers since most possess only general knowledge of all subject 
areas (Frost & Kersten, 2011).  Studies examining the differences in results across raters indicate 
that administrators differentiate more among teachers than peer raters, and that the reliability of 
ratings is compromised only when one observer participates (Ho & Kane, 2012).  Numerous 
studies examining the reliability of observation systems have indicated that a minimum of three 
raters and three observations of a teacher are required to achieve acceptable levels of reliability 
(Hill, Charalambous, & Kraft, 2012; Johnson & Semmelroth, 2015; Kane & Staiger, 2012). 
These requirements pose significant implementation challenges.  The reliability and validity of 
the evaluation may be compromised if raters who are not special education experts are used. 
However, it may not be feasible to adhere to the findings regarding rater qualifications currently 
reported in the research.  We will continue to investigate potential solutions to this issue.  For 
example, through more extensive training efforts, raters may be able to reach acceptable 
reliability thresholds with only two raters involved.  Or, a priority schedule of observations based 
on student outcomes and initial teacher performance could allow a school or district to develop a 
manageable schedule of observations.  Our psychometric investigations and implementation 
studies will inform the best way to move forward with these issues. 
 The process by which feedback is delivered to special education teachers will be 
important.  Promising results from studies of feedback and coaching based on teacher 
observations, have demonstrated that both can positively affect student outcomes (Allen, Pianta, 
Gregory, Mikami & Lun, 2011; Taylor & Tyler, 2012).  However, the process of providing 
feedback will require administrative and logistical support to ensure that the coaching component 
is not compromised, given the competing demands of schools.  Some districts have created 
systems in which highly effective teachers are temporarily removed from the classroom to serve 
as instructional coaches who provide feedback to teachers (Steinberg & Sartain, 2015).  This 
model of teacher leadership can pose additional challenges for the field since there are critical 
shortages of special education teachers, making the removal of effective teachers a difficult 
decision to rationalize.  Potential solutions include partnering with universities, or working with 
district and state level special education staff to develop a coaching model specifically for special 
education teachers. 
 As we continue with the implementation of RESET we will need to test and refine many 
aspects related to the qualification and training of raters, as well as developing a greater 
understanding of the process of providing feedback.  Simply providing teachers with 
observational data is not sufficient to change behavior (Crawford et al., 2013; Joyce & Showers, 
2002).  Through RESET’s observation and feedback loop, special education teachers are 
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expected to improve their ability to implement EBPs.  For this feedback loop to effectively 
support instructional change, the results from an observation using the RESET protocol must 
yield reliable information explicit enough for teachers to understand what changes they need to 
make to effectively implement EBP (Crawford et al., 2013).  This will require raters who are 
skilled in the practices they are observing to provide meaningful feedback across a fairly wide 
range of content areas and EBPs.  
 

Alignment to Student Outcomes 
 
 The purpose of any teacher evaluation system is to improve student outcomes.  Yet 
observation systems, even those that are extensive and comprehensive, have reported low to 
moderate correlations with student outcomes (Connor, Spencer, Day, Giuliani, Ingebrand, 
McLean, & Morrison, 2014; Kane & Staiger, 2012).  In a comprehensive evaluation of literacy 
instruction, Connor et al. (2014) examined instructional practices, classroom contexts, and 
content using highly trained raters of evaluations which lasted for about 85-90 minutes each. 
Their study reported low to moderate correlations of teacher evaluation to student outcomes.  
Similarly, Kane and Staiger (2012) reported low to moderate correlations of teacher practice to 
student outcomes in the Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) study.  A variety of explanations 
for the low correlations have been offered, but ultimately these findings suggest how challenging 
it can be to develop an evaluative system that captures multiple elements of instructional practice 
and predictive indicators for student outcomes.  
 For special education teacher evaluations, an additional concern is the integration of 
outcome measures that are more relevant and sensitive to changes in student performance than 
state standardized assessments.  We are examining a variety of standardized measures that are 
widely used to assess meaningful outcomes for students with disabilities.  To develop a common 
metric and means of investigating the impact of special education teacher performance on 
student outcomes, we plan to convert student performance to effect size measures, and then 
determine which elements of each EBP most strongly predict changes in student performance. 
Through this process, our goal is to develop an observation tool that focuses special education 
teachers on the implementation of EBPs that positively impact student growth. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The challenges of special education teacher evaluation through observation systems are 

significant, but students with disabilities need and deserve access to high quality instruction.  An 
observation system that is focused on supporting special education teachers’ implementation of 
EBPs has the potential to improve educational opportunities for students with disabilities.  The 
design of such a system requires a theoretical framework that aligns well with the research on 
best practices for students with disabilities, which suggests that instructional practice, content, 
and individualization assessed by meaningful student outcome measures are critical elements of 
effective special education.  There are a number of challenges to be addressed in the design, and 
certainly in the implementation of such a system, but if we can successfully navigate these 
challenges, we hope to improve practice and ultimately, improve outcomes for students with 
disabilities.  

__________ 
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