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Positions

Special education policymakers and practitioners are concerned 
about attrition among teachers, especially those who leave ear-
ly in their careers and teachers of color. To increase knowledge 
about attrition, I examined demographic and interview data from 
10 Black teachers who quit their positions before they completed 
their probationary periods (1-3 years). Guided by Cox’s (1994) 
cultural diversity in organization model designed to capture the 
complex nature of diversity in organizations, I used phenome-
nological research methods to better understand the teachers’ 
experiences surrounding the decision to quit. The qualitative 
analyses revealed four themes: (a) inadequate mentoring, (b) role 
abuse, (c) cultural insensitivity, and (d) inadequate resources.  I 
conclude with suggestions for education policies and practices 
at the local and federal level that special educators can employ 
to address these issues. This paper highlights issues of attrition 
within a subgroup of educators (Black special educators) that are 
underrepresented in the research literature.
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Reasons Early Career Black Special Educa-

tion Teachers Quit Their Positions 

Recruitment and retention of special education 

teachers from underrepresented racial groups 

(e.g., Black) was identified as a critical research 

and practice goal during the 2015 National Goals 

Conference for the American Association for In-

dividuals with Intellectual Disabilities (Thoma et 

al., 2015). For the past 40 years, a consistent 

finding is that teachers of color represent ap-

proximately 12 - 20% (i.e., Blacks only 6.7%) of 

the teacher workforce (Carver-Thomas, 2018), 

yet students of color comprise nearly 50% of stu-

dents with disabilities (National Center for Edu-

cational Statistics, 2019). Thus, the short supply 

of special education teachers, and mainly those 

of color, is a particularly pressing issue. 

Why does it matter that we recruit and retain 

more teachers of color, especially special edu-

cators? Teachers of color benefit students from 

different racial backgrounds (e.g., Egalite, 

Kisida, & Winters, 2015) in various ways. For ex-

ample, a recent study found that middle school 

students of all races rated teachers of color (e.g., 

Black and Latinx) as more motivating, support-

ive, and caring than White teachers (Cherng & 

Halpin, 2016). Additionally, researchers found 

that teachers who shared similar racial/ethnic 

background with their students served as posi-

tive role models (Henfield, 2013), and contrib-

uted to positive school outcomes, including 

higher student achievement (Dee, 2004; Easton-

Brook, 2019; Egalite & Kisida, 2018; Redding, 

2019), decreased dropout rates (Gershenson et 

al., 2017), and reduced suspension and expul-

sion of Black students (Lindsay & Hart, 2017).  

For Black students in special education, who 

represent a larger proportion of students identi-

fied as special needs (16%) compared to their 

proportion in the school population (15%; Na-

tional Center for Education Statistics, 2019), 

having access to a Black special education 

teacher can make an important difference during 

their kindergarten through 12th-grade experi-

ence.  For instance, Black students are often 

identified and referred for special education ser-

vices based on the perceptions and recommen-

dations of professionals who misinterpret the 

Black cultural nuances (Jones-Goods & Grant, 

2016). Therefore, racial and cultural differences 

among teachers and students may contribute to 

the over-referral and disproportionate number of 

students of color in special education (Cart-

ledge, Gardner, & Ford, 2009; Ford, 2012).  One 

solution to help Black students in special educa-

tion would be to increase the number of Black 

teachers in both general education and special 

education.  

Special Education Teacher Attrition 

Special education teachers leave their position 

each year at a rate 46% more higher when com-

pared to general education teachers (Carver-

Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017), and teach-

ers of color have the highest rate of turnover 

(Achinstein et al., 2011).  However, the results of 

investigations regarding special education 

teacher attrition do not always match the rea-

sons teachers of color leave teaching. Typically 

scholars have focused on either attrition as it 

pertains to teacher occupation (general or spe-

cial education) or race, rather than aggregating 

the data to examine multiple categories to-

gether, with specific attention to the reasons for 

Black special education teachers leaving the 

field (Boe et al., 2008). This failure to aggregate 

data and report findings may obscure differ-

ences between general and special educators’ 

attrition when race is a factor (Haberman, 2004; 

Scott et al., 2020). For example, Haberman 

(2004) reported that when compared to White 

teachers, teachers of color might leave the pro-

fession for different reasons, including: (a) 

school culture (e.g., cultural imperialism, curric-

ulum content, higher frequency of suspension of 

students of color); (b) the undue stress it causes 

Black teachers being considered spokespeople 

for Black perspectives and issues that may arise 

in their schools; (c) unfair testing and evaluation 

of students of color causing high levels of stress 

for teachers, and; (d) the short supply of these 

teachers within schools and school systems who 
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can provide support to other teachers of color.  

Additionally, Black educators are susceptible to 

microaggressions, unconscious bias, and as-

sumptions of incompetence by white colleague’s 

which points to additional factors about fit in pre-

dominately white academic environments 

(Gutierrez y Muhs, et al., 2012; Cormier & Scott, 

in press). A better understanding of the reasons 

for leaving, by combining factors such as race 

and professional role, may yield clues as to how 

to develop effective recruitment and retention 

practices.  

Overall the annual teacher attrition rate is 8% 

(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017), 

particularly for new teachers, with rates almost 

six times the annual teacher attrition rate for spe-

cial education teachers (46%; Carver-Thomas & 

Darling-Hammond, 2017). Using survey data 

from the 2007-2008 Schools and Staffing Sur-

vey, Conley and You (2016) found that poor ad-

ministrative support, low teacher team efficacy, 

low teacher job autonomy, poor socio-eco-

nomic/human conditions, and student disen-

gagement were common predictors of special 

education teachers’ intentions to leave the pro-

fession.  In an analysis of studies used to inves-

tigate factors that contribute to special education 

teacher attrition, Billingsley & Bettini (2019) 

noted a number of factors that predicted special 

education teachers’ decisions to leave the field. 

Some of these factors included: (a) personal cir-

cumstances and priorities; (b) work environment 

factors (e.g., working conditions, lack of admin-

istrative support, role problems); (c) negative af-

fective reactions (e.g., work-related stress and 

job satisfaction); (d) age; (e) and teacher certifi-

cation status (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).  How-

ever, as noted in studies by Conley and You 

(2016) as well as in a study by Billingsley (2019), 

the relationship between race and attrition re-

quired additional research, as combined factors 

about special education teachers, race and attri-

tion lacked empirical investigation.  

Race Comparisons with Special Education 

Teacher Attrition 

In addition to the factors identified by Conley and 

You (2016), and Billingsley & Bettini (2019), 

other research exists corroborating the range of 

factors that lead to special education teacher at-

trition. These factors include lack of administra-

tor support (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007), lack of 

time and resources to adequately do their jobs 

(Adera & Bullock, 2010), increased amounts of 

paperwork (e.g., Individualized Education Pro-

gram related paperwork) that special educators 

are required to manage (Vannest & Hagan-

Burke, 2010), and student behaviors (Hastings 

& Brown, 2002).  However, none of the research-

ers identified whether these attrition factors were 

directly linked to Black special education teach-

ers.   

Ingersoll and May’s (2011) examination of 

teacher recruitment and retention found that 

teachers of color reported greater dissatisfaction 

with their jobs compared to White teachers.  

Though personal and family factors also influ-

enced reasons that teachers, regardless of race, 

left their positions, teachers of color cited dissat-

isfaction as a reason more often compared to 

their White counterparts.  Ingersoll and May 

(2011) did not control for teacher role (special or 

general education) as a factor in their study; 

therefore, questions remained regarding 

whether the findings applied to Black special ed-

ucation teachers.  Further, Moore (2012) dis-

cussed the relationship between school environ-

ments and teacher dissatisfactions and dis-

closed findings suggesting that Black teachers 

were more likely to be dissatisfied with their 

teaching jobs compared to non-Black teachers. 

Although Moore was unable to explain the phe-

nomenon, it is noted that additional studies were 

necessary to determine the underlying factors 

that caused a higher level of dissatisfaction, par-

ticularly considering the need to retain more 

Black teachers. Moore called for more qualita-

tive studies to isolate concerns and challenges 

of Black teachers that influence job dissatisfac-

tion. Despite the fact Moore included special ed-

ucation teachers, the overall sample was com-

prised of a mix of teachers (e.g., general and 
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special education), from kindergarten through 

12th grade, and Moore did not exclusively focus 

results and findings on the issues and chal-

lenges of Black special education teachers.  

Conceptual Framework 

In the current study, I used Cox’s (1994) cultural 

diversity in organizations (CDO) model to estab-

lish how barriers, placed on teachers of color by 

the majority culture, may obstruct professional 

growth. Madsen and Mabokela (2000) explained 

that “the culture within an organization strongly 

influences how minorities will be treated by their 

European American counterparts” (p. 850).  Cox 

(1994) posited that interactions in an organiza-

tion (e.g., a person’s work environment) based 

on a person’s affiliation, such as a person’s race, 

could lead to experiences that affect work out-

comes.  Thus, relations between the majority 

and minority group within a person’s environ-

ment can affect work outcomes, and can be an-

alyzed on the following three levels: (1) individ-

ual, (2) group/intergroup, and (3) organizational.  

Therefore, the effect of cultural diversity (e.g., 

race) within the organization must be under-

stood from all three levels (Cox, 1994).  In apply-

ing all three levels to the effects of the current 

study, I am suggesting that a teacher’s race can 

be analyzed interpersonally (i.e., individual), with 

what happens within the teacher’s school build-

ing (group/intergroup), and within the school di-

vision (organization).  Ultimately, the experi-

ences and career outcomes for individuals within 

an organization are influenced by the diversity 

climate of the organization (Cox, 1994).   

The use of Cox’s CDO model is well suited for 

examining the experiences of Black special ed-

ucation teachers, because intraorganizational 

(i.e., school) forces of diversity may be used to 

explain concerns that lead to decisions to quit 

the teaching profession.  Some researchers 

have reached conclusions that diversity can be-

come a source of conflict for personnel if man-

aged ineffectively or if diversity concerns are 

avoided within the organization (Cox, 1993; 

Mendonsa, 1999). For example, Cose (1993) 

used the CDO framework in a study examining 

Blacks working in a majority White organization. 

Cose found many of the Black workers faced is-

sues of racism and perceptions of difficult work 

environments that influenced their job satisfac-

tion and, ultimately, these issues led to their de-

cisions to quit working for the organization. In the 

current study, I applied the CDO framework to 

the individual experiences of Black special edu-

cation teachers to understand the factors that in-

fluenced their decision to leave their education 

careers.  The use of the CDO model from the 

group and organization construct was important 

to consider, as an individual’s identity can sur-

face within multiple structures. Therefore, a con-

nection concerning the personal identity (e.g., 

race, role) may exist that may be analyzed at 

each CDO level (individual, group, organization); 

hence, supporting the CDO model as a plausible 

framework for the current study.  

Purpose of the Study 

Although there are some attrition differences be-

tween White and Black teachers, we do not 

know the specific experiences that underlie attri-

tion for Black special education teachers. The 

purpose of this study is to illustrate why Black 

early-career special education teachers quit 

their positions. Understanding the experiences 

of Black special education teachers may assist 

in the design of preservice and in-service recruit-

ment and retention strategies to increase the 

pool of these teachers. In general, the current 

qualitative study was designed to address a gap 

in the literature that highlights the experiences of 

Black teachers and the reasons that they decide 

to leave their positions as special education 

teachers.  More specifically, the following re-

search question was used to direct the current 

study:  

Research Question: What are the experiences 

of early-career Black special education teachers 

that lead to their decision to quit?   

Method 

The current study was designed to examine the 

experiences of Black special education teachers 

who, during their early years of teaching in public 
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schools, terminated their employment. A phe-

nomenological research framework was used to 

conduct qualitative interviews of the participants.  

Creswell (2013) explained phenomenological re-

search as a method of finding the core experi-

ences of individuals concerning an issue to cre-

ate meaning. In this context, this research 

method allowed me to identify and understand 

the meaning of the common issues relative to 

the participants’ experiences (Creswell, 2013; 

Langdridge, 2007).    

 

Table 1 Participant Demographics 
Pseudonym Age Sex Years of 

Teaching 

Grade Level Disability Category 

of Students 

School District Lo-

cation 

Unique Demographics Infor-

mation of Participant 

 

Stacey 

 

28 

 

F 

 

1 

 

Elementary 

 

Autism 

 

Urban/ 
Suburban (serving 
59,000 students) 

 

One of three Black teachers in 
school building; enrolled in al-
ternative pathway program to 

completing certification 
 
Davonna 

 
26 

 
F 

 
1 

 
Elementary 

 
High Incidence 

 
Urban/ Suburban 

(serving 50,000 stu-
dents) 

 
Career switcher; One of two 

Black teachers in school build-
ing 

 

Keisha 

 

30 

 

F 

 

1 

 

Middle 

 

SLD 

 

Urban/ Suburban 
(serving 50,000 stu-
dents) 

 

Career switcher; recently com-
pleted master’s degree in spe-
cial education; One of eight 

teachers of color in school 
building 

 

Craig 

 

25 

 

M 

 

1 

 

Middle 

 

High Incidence 

 

Urban/ Suburban 
(serving 50,000 stu-
dents) 

 

Master’s degree in education; 
floated around school to sup-
port multiple general education 

teachers; one of ten teachers of 
color in school building 

 

Robin 

 

34 

 

F 

 

1 

 

High 

 

ID 

 

Urban (serving 
24,000 students) 

 

Career switcher; enrolled in al-
ternative pathway program to 
completing certification; one of 

25 teachers of color in school 
building 

 

Melvin 

 

38 

 

M 

 

3 

 

High 

 

High Incidence 

 

Urban/ Suburban 
(serving 52,000 stu-
dents) 

 

Career switcher; one of four 
teachers of color in school 
building 

 
Marlena 

 
37 

 
F 

 
2 

 
Middle 

 
EBD 

 
Urban (serving 
24,000 students) 

 
Enrolled in alternative pathway 
program to completing certifica-

tion; one of 14 teachers of color 
in school building 

 
Kevin 

 
33 

 
M 

 
1 

 
High 

 
EBD 

 
Urban/ Suburban 

(serving 50,000 stu-
dents) 

 
One of five Black teachers in 

school building 

 

Karen 

 

33 

 

F 

 

2 

 

Elementary 

 

High Incidence 

 

Urban (serving 
50,000 students) 

 

Enrolled in alternative pathway 
program to completing certifica-
tion; One of two Black teachers 

in school building 
 
Charles 

 
29 

 
M 

 
2 

 
High 

 
ID 

 
Urban (serving 5300 

students) 

 
One of eight Black teachers in 

school building 

Note.  Within school teacher ratios were self-reported by participants.  This information was approximated and no checks for accuracy were concluded 

by the researcher. F = female; SLD = specific learning disability; EBD = emotional behavioral disorder; ID = intellectual disability 

 

Participants 

A purposive sampling method was used to iden-

tify and select teachers who met the following 

criteria (Creswell, 2013): (a) terminated their ca-

reers after one, two, or three years of teaching; 

and (b) identified as Black special education 

teachers.  A maximum of three years of teaching 

was selected because that is when non-proba-

tionary status is typically attained for teachers in 

the geographical area chosen for the current 

study.  Five participants were initially recruited 

based on contacts with school principals, then a 
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snowball sampling method was used to solicit 

additional participants (Merriam, 2002). Specifi-

cally, after interviews with the initial five partici-

pants, I asked for the name or contact infor-

mation of other early-career Black special edu-

cation teachers who met the criteria and who 

might be interested in the research study.  The 

snowball method resulted in another eight pos-

sible participants, of whom an additional five 

agreed to participate. Three of the eight possible 

participants did not meet the criteria because 

they were transferring to another school district; 

thus, a final total of 10 participants agreed to be 

included in the current study.  

Table 1 provides an overview of participant de-

mographics and teaching history. For the total 

sample, 60% (n = 6) were female and (40%; n = 

4) were male. Participants were between the 

ages of 24 and 38 years of age, and represented 

practicing teachers at the elementary (n = 3), 

middle (n = 3), and high school (n = 4) levels in 

four different school districts in rural, urban, and 

suburban locations across the Southeast region 

of the United States.  On average, the partici-

pants spent one and a half years as special ed-

ucation teachers.  Four teachers were enrolled 

in coursework to finish their teaching endorse-

ment in special education (i.e., provisionally li-

censed), while simultaneously employed as full-

time special education teachers.  Overall, the 

four teachers completed six courses towards 

their license in special education, and needed 

approximately seven or more courses, in addi-

tion to student teaching, to complete their prep-

aration programs.  The other six participants 

were full-time licensed special education teach-

ers. 

Data Collection Process 

 Data collection started with individual semi-

structured interviews of participants. Participants 

received a consent form with the purpose of the 

study and were offered time to respond to ques-

tions regarding the study.  Information on partic-

ipants’ backgrounds was collected through a de-

mographic survey.   

The research protocol was piloted with four doc-

toral candidates to ensure that information was 

clear and aligned with the focus of the current 

study.  One overarching interview question was 

removed based on the candidates’ feedback that 

the question was repetitive.  Interview questions 

were connected to the conceptual framework 

and based on: (a) personal experiences, (b) 

school-related experiences, and (c) other factors 

that may have influenced participants’ decisions 

to quit their teaching positions.  The following are 

the main questions that participants were asked 

during the interviews: (a) What personal experi-

ences led to your decision to leave your job as a 

special education teacher? (b) What school-

level factors impacted your decision to leave 

your job and the special education teaching pro-

fession? (c) How did experiences within your 

school division impact your decision to leave the 

special education profession?  Individual inter-

views lasted an average of 75 minutes each and 

were conducted in a private office at a time re-

quested by each participant.  With permission 

from the participants, the interviews were audio 

recorded and later transcribed by hand onto an 

interview protocol document.  

Trustworthiness 

Several strategies were used to ensure trustwor-

thiness of the qualitative process.  First, bracket-

ing was utilized as a process to understand bias 

during the interaction with the participants and 

during the data analysis process.  Rolls and Relf 

(2006) described one method of bracketing as 

engaging in interviews with an outside reviewer 

for challenging preconceptions and biases. Cre-

swell (2003) described the role of the external 

reviewer as the examiner whose purpose is to 

provide a final assessment of the study.  The ex-

ternal reviewer for the current study was a doc-

toral candidate with experience as a public 

school teacher and administrator whose role 

dealt with hiring, terminating, coaching and eval-

uating special education teachers.  Therefore, I 

debriefed with the external reviewer before, dur-

ing, and after data collection to remain partial 

during data collection and analysis (Rolls & Relf, 
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2006). This external reviewer was able to ask 

specific questions and make logical inferences 

based on the experiences of the teachers and 

the findings as interpreted by the researcher. 

Creswell (2013) described clarification of bias as 

a self-reflective process that creates an open 

and honest dialogue with readers. Since I am a 

Black male full-time special education assistant 

professor with experience as a special education 

teacher, it was important to share this back-

ground information with participants.  However, 

different from the participants, I did not quit my 

special education teaching job but became a 

special education department leader where part 

of the role was to provide support to other teach-

ers.  I also engaged in member checking, an im-

portant process to determine the accuracy of the 

interview notes (Merriam, 2002). Participants re-

ceived the transcript of the interviews with final 

instructions to comment on accuracy of the tran-

script and interpretation of the themes (Merriam, 

2002). Each participant authenticated the tran-

script and final themes, and no changes were re-

quested.   

Data Analysis  

Creswell (2007) described a common procedure 

for data analysis that included a method for or-

ganizing and interpreting the meaning of phe-

nomenological qualitative data.  I followed the 

common process, beginning with going through 

the data and extracting significant quotes of from 

the participants (Creswell, 2007).  Next, I labeled 

the relevant words, phrases, and other similar 

statements in the transcripts, coding the most 

important data that emerged, and creating and 

organizing final categories.  Hierarchies among 

the categories were created based on the es-

sence of participants’ experiences and fre-

quency of the findings.  Data saturation was 

reached when both I and the external reviewer 

agreed that there was no additional variation in 

the data to extract for codes (Brod et al., 2009). 

Finally, the external reviewer enhanced the ac-

curacy of the findings by asking questions re-

garding why certain decisions were made about 

the findings of the study and verifying the coding 

scheme.   

Results 

 Four themes emerged based on participants’ 

experiences of 10 early-career Black special ed-

ucation teachers and the influences that led to 

their decisions to quit their teaching positions. 

Each participant contributed perspectives re-

lated to the following four themes representing 

their decisions to quit: (a) inadequate mentoring, 

(b) role abuse, (c) cultural insensitivity, and (d) 

inadequate resources.  Excerpts from partici-

pants’ interviews are presented based on the in-

dividual, group, and organizational factors that 

are significant in showing the hardships encoun-

tered as a teacher.  As a result, the relief experi-

enced by the participants when they made the 

decision to quit is presented, in addition to the 

relationship to each theme. Examples of these 

experiences, which ultimately contributed to par-

ticipants’ decisions to quit their teaching posi-

tions, are presented in the excerpts from each 

participant’s interview to illustrate these themes.  

Pseudonyms are used throughout to protect the 

anonymity of the study participants. 

Inadequate Mentor Support 

Each participant described being assigned a 

peer mentor (n = 1 white male mentor; 2 Black 

female, 7 white female mentors) by the school 

district officials as a contractual requirement of 

employment.  Participants recounted peer men-

tor experiences at the group (i.e., school) and or-

ganizational (i.e., school district) level that con-

tributed to their decisions to quit their teaching 

positions.  Two participants reported having 

“strong mentors,” and often reported positive ex-

periences that contributed to their adjustment as 

an early-career special education teacher.  Par-

ticipants with “weak mentors” reported more 

negative experiences that influenced their deci-

sion to leave.  Regardless of whether the men-

toring experience was positive or negative, all 

participants noted that a mentor might have a 

significant influence on the culture and climate at 

the group and organizational levels (i.e., partici-

pant’s school or school district), and ultimately 
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contribute to a teacher making the decision to 

quit.  Stacey, a first-year special education 

teacher, spoke about her negative experiences 

with her mentor, who she perceived as weak: 

I could not believe that my mentor was ac-

tually respected in my building.  She was 

mean and nasty to me.  She was impa-

tient and was easily frustrated by any mis-

take that I would make.  I had to explain 

to her several times that this was my first 

year and I was trying my hardest.  I felt 

like she often looked down on me.  That 

she would insert her power over me.  Oth-

ers [colleagues on her grade level] saw 

how nasty she was as well.  I sometimes 

felt like it was because I was the Black girl 

in the team.  I can’t say for sure though.  

They [colleagues on her team] just ig-

nored her – but I couldn’t.  They were 

used to her negative energy.  But they 

also said that she was more critical of me 

than she ever was to them. I could not 

stay around any longer with someone 

who was treating me nasty for no reason 

whatsoever.   

Davonna, discussed early friction with her men-

tor who she believed was hard on her based on 

pressure she [the mentor] received from the 

school principal.  She shared that: 

She [her mentor] was sometimes nice 

and sometimes not very nice to me.  I re-

member having a meeting with her where 

I just broke down crying because she was 

not listening to me.  She [her mentor] said 

that she is only tough on me because she 

believes that I can do better, and if I don’t 

do better, then the principal will call her 

[the mentor] to the carpet for not whipping 

me in shape.  It was just a negative school 

environment from the principal to the 

mentor.  I am someone with good energy 

and a good spirit.  They [principal and 

mentor] just beat it [good spirit] out of me.  

I could no longer work with people who 

clearly did not care to truly support me the 

way I needed to be supported. 

Challenging the negative experiences of eight of 

the participants, two participants noted positive 

experiences with their mentor.  Keisha, shared 

that her mentor was a young Black woman who 

graduated from the program in which she was 

currently enrolled.  Keisha stated, “my mentor 

knew what I had to deal with, so she was ap-

proachable and knew how to fix my issues.”  Kei-

sha continued, “While my mentor was busy, she 

would make time for me because she saw her-

self in me—it could be because we are both 

young, Black, and had similar experiences.”   

Craig, also shared an experience about his men-

tor.  Although Craig had a positive experience 

with his Black female mentor, the relationship 

created an “internal conflict in his own mind” that 

helped to influence his decision to leave his 

teaching position.  Craig stated: 

My mentor was a sweetheart.  She was 

fun and knowledgeable.  She really knew 

the field of special education and the stu-

dents and families really liked her.  I en-

joyed working for her.  But you can tell 

that she was being taken advantage of by 

everyone in the department and school.  

She was working until midnight and 

through the weekends.  She would send 

emails all through the night.  It was only 

three full-time special education teachers 

in my building and she would warn me 

that once I’m off probation that the princi-

pal would be assigning me more respon-

sibilities like her.  She was definitely trying 

to get me ready for what was to come—

but it also scared me because I saw all of 

the additional responsibilities that she 

had, and I could not handle any more.  I 

decided to leave before things got too 

crazy.  I spoke with her about it and she 

supported me 100% and told me that if 

she could quit that she would as well. 

Three participants shared experiences of having 

little-to-no contact with their mentors during their 

term.  Robin, a first-year high school teacher, 

shared: 



LaRon A. Scott, AJERR, 2020; 5:79 

https://escipub.com/american-journal-of-educational-research-and-reviews/                   9

I knew my mentor was too busy to support 

me because every time I would pass her 

in the hallway, she would apologize for 

not being able to spend any time with me.  

She was always busy.  She was the de-

partment chair and I understand that she 

was busy.  But, her being busy did little to 

nothing in terms of supporting me.  I could 

do my job—but I also needed guidance 

and support, and as my mentor, she 

wasn’t there for me.  

Melvin, a third-year teacher, reported similar ex-

periences as Robin:   

My mentor was the department chair.  He 

was always in meetings and I never saw 

the man.  Good guy, but never [saw him].  

It just added to my growing list of why I 

needed to leave out of there [school].  

How are you going to get paid for being a 

mentor and don’t provide any mentoring?  

The school district knew what was hap-

pening and all they could say is try to 

make time to meet.  No support! 

Despite teachers’ varying experiences, each 

participant described the effect that a mentor 

had on their decisions to quit teaching special 

education.  Several of the participants shared an 

understanding of the busy role and schedule of 

a mentor.  Nonetheless, many participants un-

derstood the value of having a mentor who could 

provide positive support.  It appears that mentors 

have a role in the decision of early career Black 

special education teachers to quit their teaching 

positions. 

Role Abuse 

For all participants, emotional and mental abuse 

associated with being a special education 

teacher was reported.  Many (n = 6) communi-

cated emotional and mental trauma based on 

their misunderstandings of the special education 

teacher role.  For others (n = 3), emotional and 

mental abuse by colleagues within their schools 

and school system officials delimited their role 

and responsibilities, ultimately influencing the 

type of change they expected to impart to stu-

dents in the classroom.  Some participants (n = 

3) discussed the significance of being a Black 

special education teacher in classrooms with 

mostly Black students identified as having spe-

cial needs, while White students participated in 

the general education classrooms.  For exam-

ple, Melvin stated, “it wasn’t easy for me being a 

Black man and wanting more for my Black kids 

and feeling like I don’t know how to really, I mean 

really, help them….it was hard emotionally for 

me just personally.”  Participants vented about 

constantly advocating for their students, whom 

they often perceived as mistreated in their 

schools. 

Marlena, a second-year teacher talked about the 

emotional and mental abuse she experienced 

based on continually advocating for her stu-

dents.  Marlena perceived that general educa-

tion teachers treated her poorly because she 

was a special education teacher.  She stated: 

You won’t believe the type of abuse I 

faced by my colleagues whenever I 

wanted the same treatment for my stu-

dents [special need students].  Because I 

was the special education teacher, they 

always saw me as lesser than.  They saw 

me as the complainer.  As the newbie 

who had no clue about what teaching re-

ally was about.  They saw me as the 

teacher who wanted more for my students 

than other students had.  This clearly was 

not true.  I just wanted my students to 

have the same thing that other students 

had.  I got so tired of having to fight for 

everything.  And most of my students 

were Black.  I’m convinced that if they 

were White and if their parents had the re-

sources to fight the school that I would not 

have had to fight as hard.  I just couldn’t 

anymore. It was just emotionally and 

mentally draining. It really was.  

Kevin, spoke about how he was responsible for 

handling the students who constantly misbe-

haved, even if they were not in his classroom or 

on his caseload. Kevin went on to say, 
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They [general education colleagues at his 

school] would bring me all the little Black 

boys that were mouthing off or who were 

sleeping in their classes, or who weren’t 

listening.  Instead of trying to understand 

and build a relationship, they [colleagues] 

would rather kick them out their class and 

send them to me…..the only Black special 

education teacher in the building.  I was 

tired of being the dump.  I felt like I was 

the only one who had the patience to help 

these boys.  But at the same time, a per-

son gets fed up and tired of being the 

dump.  That’s not what special education 

is for.  That’s not what I’m for. 

One participant reported that her final decision 

to quit was based on the abuse she experienced 

from her school principal.  Karen disclosed that 

she has a child with a disability, which influenced 

her decision to become a special educator.  

However, she felt that her principal did not have 

the background to understand special education 

or her role as an educator.  She felt “emotionally 

and physically abused as a special education 

teacher” because of the principal’s “lack of re-

spect and understanding of special education.” 

Karen continued her point with stating: 

My principal would refer to us [the special 

education teachers] as the other teach-

ers.  He would categorize us different 

than any other teacher in the school build-

ing.  He would say “those kids” [students 

with disabilities] or “those teachers” 

[teachers of students with disabilities].  I 

was so sick of the abuse.  Emotionally I 

could not take it anymore.  I could not 

stand another day with a principal who 

wished they [students with disabilities and 

teachers of students with disabilities] 

were not in his building.  I had to leave.  

I’m going to miss my kids though.  I feel 

like the students needed me.  I was one 

of only a handful of Black teachers that 

[who] students saw at that school.  And 

now, well now, I don’t know what they’ll 

experience.  

Emotional and mental trauma experienced by 

the teachers was a source of frustration that con-

tributed to their decisions to quit their special ed-

ucation teaching positions.  While their experi-

ences varied, participants expressed frustrations 

with fulfilling what they perceived as their job re-

sponsibilities based on challenges that led to 

abuse and exhaustion.  Despite their varying ex-

periences, many of the participants voiced con-

cerns about the students they taught, some of 

whom saw themselves as role models (n = 5) for 

the Black students in their respective schools.  

These teachers appeared concerned that with-

out their presence in the schools the Black stu-

dents with disabilities would experience some 

sort of discrimination. 

Cultural Insensitivity 

Cultural insensitivity was frequently indicated by 

participants (n = 5).  The term cultural insensitiv-

ity is used in this study to describe microaggres-

sions carried out by colleagues and building ad-

ministrators, or critical observation of materials 

(e.g., curriculum and instructional content) that 

caused concerns for study participants.  For ex-

ample, Craig stated that he often felt “at odds” 

with seeing images of Confederate leaders like 

“Robert E. Lee,” in textbooks or posters in his 

team taught classroom. While Stacey noted a 

situation in which she overheard a colleague 

during a school meeting talking about how par-

ents in the community did not have the ability to 

read, and it contributed to students not returning 

their homework.  Stacey stated: 

I remember overhearing this teacher talk-

ing to another colleague during our 

school meeting that our students were 

mostly poor and their parents probably 

didn’t know how to read.  She said she 

sends home reminders to parents about 

helping their kids with their homework.  I 

knew she was talking about the kids that 

are from the mostly urban areas.  You 

know, the Black kids that [who] she is al-

ways writing up or sending to the office 

because they don’t listen to her.  Or, have 
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reasons why they don’t turn in their home-

work.  These types of comments stuck 

with me and made me feel disgusted be-

cause I am one of those parents of a 

Black kid.  I know people in those com-

munities and they are just as smart as 

me, as smart as some of those teachers.  

You can’t just judge people and commu-

nities off of a couple of bad situations. 

Similarly, Kevin believed his side of the school 

district [self-described as the more urban side] 

that the students and the community members 

were perceived by his colleagues as poor and 

hopeless.  Kevin stated: 

You know, where I work the teachers re-

ally don’t want to work on that side.  They 

see the kids and community as poor and 

struggling.  They [colleagues at the 

school and at other schools in his district] 

make negative comments about the par-

ents and the students.  They say things 

that really create a hostile work environ-

ment.  Like, you want to say something—

but you know that you have to work with 

these people.  You know that they don’t 

really want to be there [at the school] 

working with Brown kids.  I’m not saying 

that this is all of them.  But at the end of 

the day, I don’t feel like I shared the same 

value of the community and kids that we 

were working for.  I didn’t feel included or 

shared the same expression as some of 

my colleagues and administrators.  Even 

some of the administrators would make 

comments about how bad the kids were 

and that they were a product of their en-

vironment.  Shoot, little did they know that 

I grew up in environments just like that.  It 

was kind of insulting.  

Even though not all participants’ experienced 

cultural insensitivity as it pertained to race, some 

shared concerns of insensitivity regarding disa-

bility status. Davonna shared that she experi-

enced pressure from colleagues and administra-

tors to fix what was apparently wrong with the 

students with who she worked. She noted: 

For the life of me, I could not understand 

why my team and principal wanted me to 

perform some sort of miracle with my stu-

dents.  They would make silly and uned-

ucated comments about the learning abil-

ities of my students.  Like, we don’t need 

to teach these skills because she’s not 

going to pass the SOL [state assessment 

test] anyway.  Can you get her to pass the 

test?  If not, we need to just move on.  You 

don’t treat students with disabilities like 

an item that is only in the school to pass 

a test.  These comments just got the best 

of me.  

Black special educators described cultural in-

sensitivity experiences that influenced their de-

cisions to leave their teaching positions, and the 

lack of sensitivity in each experience provided 

the participants with more reasons to leave the 

field.  The power of statements and experiences 

by colleagues and administrators created situa-

tions that remained with the participants.  Keisha 

stated, “I could only put up with the insensitive 

comments by my colleagues but for so long.”   

Inadequate Resources 

A person’s financial resources, and school and 

school districts resources, seemed to emerge as 

a dominant theme that also influenced the Black 

special educators’ decision to quit.  Many (n = 5) 

of the participants talked about individual finan-

cial circumstances, including salary and repay-

ment of student loans.  Others (n = 4) discussed 

the lack of resources at their schools that re-

quired them to use their personal savings to sup-

port their teaching.  Participants discussed the 

significance that financial resources had on their 

decisions to leave.  For example, Charles, a sec-

ond-year teacher, stated: 

I don’t understand why people think that 

because you can’t afford to take out of 

your own personal pocket to buy supplies 

for your classroom and for students in 

your classroom, that you are suddenly not 

a worthy teacher.  It’s not that I’m not a 

worthy teacher.  I’m poor myself and can’t 

afford to buy everything that my class 
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needs to function.  But, some teachers 

and principals look at you like you are not 

the best teacher because you can’t pay 

for things that you need to do your job.  I 

got so sick of that.   

Karen spoke about not coming from a wealthy 

background like some of her colleagues.  She 

commented: 

Some of my colleagues have husbands 

and parents with money.  I am a single 

mother with two kids.  Not that I’m com-

plaining.  I’m fine.  But, I have student 

loans.  Some of my colleagues, and yes, 

they were mostly White, parents paid for 

them to go to school.  My income goes to 

tuition and bills.  I don’t have the same 

sense of security that they do.  And they 

understood that, but it was still hard to 

manage off of a $43,000 salary.  After I 

paid bills, I soon realized that I needed a 

second job.  And when student loans kick 

in….there is no way that I can afford the 

lifestyle that I anticipated on a teacher’s 

salary.  It’s just sad because I feel like I’m 

a good teacher.   

Craig also expressed financial concerns.  Craig 

commented: 

My school wanted me to switch to teach 

science for my second year.  This is after 

building up my stock-pile and spending 

my own money on resources to teach 

math during my first year.  I thought I 

would be in better shape for my second 

year.  Now, to think about starting all over 

again and having to buy stuff to teach 

content that I was not familiar with…it was 

just not worth it to me.  I can’t keep afford-

ing to spend money out of my own pocket 

each year.  It’s ridiculous.  I’m only mak-

ing $15 an hour after you calculate all the 

time I put into work each week, and then 

I have to buy stuff for lessons all the 

time….I just can’t.  It makes me sad be-

cause I’m a good teacher and I love my 

students, but I just can’t afford to teach 

anymore.  

The participants expressed clear concerns 

about the limited finances and resources as 

teachers.  While many participants discussed 

limited resources within their schools, others 

made statements about their earnings and how 

they could not afford to teach.  It is clear from the 

participant statements that financial concerns 

had a role in their decisions to quit.   

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to add to the liter-

ature regarding the recruitment and retention of 

Black teachers, particularly in areas of shortage, 

such as special education.  Existing literature on 

special education teacher attrition is mostly 

quantitative in nature and very rarely includes in-

formation about attrition relative to teacher’s 

race (e.g., Billingsley & Bettini, 2019 ; Haber-

man, 2004).  From a qualitative perspective, the 

current study may provide more context about 

teacher attrition specifically related to Black spe-

cial education teachers.  By inquiring directly 

about the experiences of the early-career spe-

cial educators, inferences may be drawn to as-

sist in the retention of Black special education 

teachers.  Even though the current study is lim-

ited in scope, other researchers interested in the 

topic can build and expand upon the themes 

identified.  

Cultural Diversity in Organization Issues 

The teachers in the current study experienced 

several challenges within their schools and 

school districts that can be explained as issues 

of race at the individual, group, and organiza-

tional levels where, according to the CDO model 

by Cox (1994), such challenges may be placed 

on teachers of color (the minority group) by the 

predominant culture.  The experiences noted by 

the participants are consistent with findings from 

other studies about Black teacher’s experiences 

(Griffin & Tackie, 2016; Haberman, 2004; 

Gutierrez y Muhs et al., 2012). For example, 

Griffin and Tackie reiterated that racial discrimi-

nation and stereotypes exist in schools and in 

school systems, creating damaging conditions 

that affect Black teachers. Race-related chal-



LaRon A. Scott, AJERR, 2020; 5:79 

https://escipub.com/american-journal-of-educational-research-and-reviews/               13

lenges in the education setting can be particu-

larly salient for Blacks considering historical is-

sues about school desegregation and dispropor-

tionality in discipline and special education 

placement.  In the current study, some teachers 

described experiencing interpersonal conflict 

arising from factors at the individual, school, and 

school district levels, thus reinforcing the princi-

ples of the CDO model (Cox, 1994).  For in-

stance, at the individual level, Melvin put added 

pressure on himself as a Black man to positively 

impact outcomes for his Black students.  Moreo-

ver, participants like Stacey explained that after 

overhearing a colleague stereotype who she 

perceived were the “Black parents and students” 

in her mostly Black school district, that this cre-

ated barriers to her teaching longevity. Kevin 

was exposed to derogatory comments made by 

his colleagues at his school and at other schools 

in his district.  Instances like those experienced 

by Melvin, Stacey and Kevin confirmed damag-

ing encounters at the individual, group, and or-

ganizational level, which supports Cox’s model 

that a person’s race can be analyzed at the three 

levels, and how the diversity climate within an or-

ganization can adversely influence an individ-

ual’s experiences and career outcome.  

While past research indicated that special edu-

cation teacher attrition is often related to a num-

ber of factors (e.g., personal circumstances, ad-

ministrative support, certification status; Billings-

ley &  Bettini, 2019), other research has indi-

cated that teachers of color may leave for rea-

sons that may be more culturally grounded (un-

fair testing of students of color, visibility of other 

teachers of color, etc.; Haberman, 2004).  Re-

sults of this research support the notion that at-

trition for early career Black special education 

teachers are entrenched in contextual factors 

such as school diversity, and race-related is-

sues.  While many teachers in the current study 

started their careers as special education teach-

ers with hopes of making a significant positive 

influence on the lives of children with disabilities, 

serious challenges about the diversity of the or-

ganizational climate had a role in the participants 

choosing to quit the profession earlier than pre-

ferred.  

Despite the short supply of teachers of color, and 

teacher attrition issues, early-career Black spe-

cial education teachers can have success and 

retain remain in special education teacher posi-

tions for the long term.  However, it will be diffi-

cult for these teachers to move into the second 

phase of their teaching careers if they are con-

tinually faced with barriers such as limited men-

tor support and cultural insensitivity.  Partici-

pants like Robin expressed belief in her abilities 

to be a good special education teacher; how-

ever, she desired critical support from a mentor 

to feel comfortable and confident in her role.  

Stacey voiced that her White mentor imparted 

power over her and influenced her men-

tor/mentee relationship.  Keisha believed that 

her Black female mentor was relatable and 

made the mentoring process more enjoyable for 

her.  Gay (1995) posited that mentors should not 

simply be good teachers, but adults able to work 

effectively and efficiently with the individual be-

ing mentored.  Thomas (1989) found based on a 

study regarding cross-racial mentoring that 

when Whites mentored Blacks, stereotypical be-

haviors on the part of the White mentor existed; 

however, the behaviors diminished when Blacks 

mentored Whites.  The three participant exam-

ples were not to suggest that only Blacks should 

mentor Blacks, but used to illustrate how the 

dominant culture can place barriers for minorities 

(Cox, 1994) that contribute to their decisions to 

quit.  

Lastly, study participants experienced individual 

and systemic challenges regarding personal and 

school-related resources that influenced their 

decisions to quit.  Previous researchers pointed 

out that a teacher’s pay affects their decision to 

quit (Imazeki, 2005) particularly, for novice 

teachers (Gritz & Theobald, 1996).  While prior 

research suggested higher salaries were asso-

ciated with higher retention rates for teachers 

(Guarino et al., 2006), it is important to consider 

salaries with other contextual factors (e.g., 

school and district financial conditions) faced by 
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participants.  For example, many of the partici-

pants in the current study discussed the lack of 

resources at their schools and within their school 

districts.  The lack of resources often meant that 

they had to spend personal money from their in-

come on supplies for their classrooms and stu-

dents.  Craig and Charles expressed frustration 

with spending their personal income on school 

supplies.  For Karen, her White colleagues were 

privileged coming from wealthy backgrounds 

and families, which put her at a disadvantage for 

becoming a special education teacher because, 

unlike them, she had personal debt from student 

loans to become a special education teacher.  

The disparity of student loan debt between Black 

and White students has been noted in research 

(Goldrick-Rab, & Kelchen, 2015), and was an 

important issue when considering intergroup 

identity in the current study.  For example, 

though unintentional, intergroup conflict at the 

school level that occurred between Karen and 

her White teacher colleagues was simply an-

other barrier placed on teachers of color by the 

predominant culture.  The conflict created a bar-

rier and eventually added to a growing list of why 

Karen and perhaps other Black special educa-

tion teachers quit.  

Limitations 

The current study had several major limitations. 

First, this study was limited to 10 Black special 

education teachers.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

postulated that it is the responsibility of the 

reader to consider the transferability of the re-

search study based on the sufficient contextual 

information provided in the study. Therefore, 

true to qualitative research, findings may not be 

generalizable to other racial/ethnic diverse 

groups. Although every attempt was made to 

provide a rich description of the 10 participants 

and the contextual factors associated with the 

study, other investigators or stakeholders should 

consider if their conditions are similar to condi-

tions in the current study and then judge the de-

gree of transferability.   

A second limitation involved the fact that not all 

the teachers were fully licensed at the time of 

this study.  Even though the four participants did 

not cite working on their license/degree as fac-

tors leading to their decisions to quit, some re-

search indicates teachers who are not fully cer-

tified leave at higher rates than certified teachers 

(Baines, 2006; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Ham-

mond, 2017; Fisk et al., 2001).  Finally, the ex-

periences conveyed in the current study were 

contextually bound to the Black special educa-

tion teachers in their respective schools and 

school districts.  For instance, the problems of 

resources and mentoring addressed by partici-

pants may be specific to instances within their 

respective schools and school districts and may 

not be relevant to attrition in different contexts.  

Implications and Directors for Future Re-

search 

Recruitment and retention as it pertains to 

teacher diversity in special education is a com-

plex issue.  The current study identified many is-

sues that challenge the career paths of Black 

special education teachers. These findings ex-

pand previous research regarding attrition is-

sues of teachers in special education overall 

(Billingsley & Billingsley, 2019) and the complex 

attrition issues of teachers of color (Haberman, 

2004).  The four themes identified (i.e., inade-

quate mentoring, role abuse, cultural insensitiv-

ity, and inadequate resources) may provide a 

way forward to retain Black special education 

teachers.  

The participants needed more guidance and 

support from their mentors but came up against 

mentors who did not have (or make) the time 

necessary or who were responding to demands 

from the administration. It seems obvious but 

bears stating that mentors need specific training 

as well as allotting mentors the time and oppor-

tunity to build positive relationships with their 

mentees. Given that White teachers typically 

outnumber Black teachers, mentor training 

should take on the difficult but critical issues of 

race. 

A need exists to provide cultural sensitivity train-

ing within school organizations.  As demo-

graphic shifts occur with the student and teacher 
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populations, school district officials will need to 

consider adopting school reform models that will 

include addressing cultural awareness and sen-

sitivity to improve school climate and eliminate 

the intentional or unintentional instances of mi-

croaggressions occurring at all levels. Addition-

ally, as participants noted emotional and mental 

abuse associated with their role as special edu-

cation teachers, it is vital that stakeholders within 

school organizations (e.g., principals, general 

education teachers) are aware of the roles and 

responsibilities of special education teachers, 

and any biases and stereotypes against the 

teachers are eradicated.  Furthermore, increas-

ing teacher pay and reducing teacher debt 

should be addressed.  For example, a program 

that reduces debt for teachers who stay at least 

three years may reduce attrition of Black special 

education teachers.  School and district level of-

ficials may potentially provide financial incen-

tives for special education teachers, particularly 

for teachers of color. Results from the current 

study indicate that more work is needed to im-

prove the experiences of Black teachers, partic-

ularly Black special education teachers, to retain 

them in special education teaching positions.  

Surely, it will be important to remove barriers to 

mentor support, role abuse, cultural insensitivity, 

and resources faced by the group.  Removing 

organizational barriers for teachers of color may 

provide for experiences that are more positive 

and ultimately lead to greater retention of Black 

special education teachers.  Future research 

should continue to address factors that influence 

Black special education teacher attrition, and 

other school-related issues that influence reten-

tion.  Future work could also examine the effects 

of gender alongside race with groups of special 

education teachers. Futhermore, efforts should 

be focused on the role of mentors, principals, 

general education teachers, families, students, 

and other stakeholders as individuals, groups, 

and within organizational contexts that have a 

role in Black special education teacher attrition.  

Finally, further research examining the percep-

tions of Black special educators who persist and 

stay in their positions, despite facing similar chal-

lenges as teachers in this current study, may 

lead to more understanding of Black special ed-

ucation teacher retention.  
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