AZ-SPDG Mentoring Project
Northern Arizona University

Jody Attaway

SPDG Goal 1: To recruit, prepare, and retain sufficient numbers of ethnically diverse, fully certified special education teachers and SLPs to meet the needs of a rapidly growing special education population of students with disabilities.
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The project included 3 elementary school districts, in Yuma County, with a total of 7 mentors and 18, 1st through 3rd year teachers/mentees. The project has focused, this year, on including and identifying more ethically diverse mentors to assist new, ethnically diverse special educators working in communities with students with disabilities who are also English Language Learners.

Five mentors are bilingual, highly qualified special educators and all possessed either an English as a Second Language Endorsement or Structured English Immersion Endorsement. As all three districts have growing numbers of ethnically diverse students with disabilities, culturally and linguistically diverse educators were chosen to participate in grant activities. Half of the mentees fit this profile.

Retention data suggest an 88% return rate. Evaluations provided by the mentors and mentees indicate a high level of satisfaction with the project.

The highest rates of satisfaction were noted among those who mentored 2 or fewer new teachers. Time constraints appeared to the greatest challenge for both mentors and mentees. Student achievement and professional growth were highlighted as positive outcomes of the mentoring experience. Resources identified as essential to the special education process included monitoring training, and IEP compliance training. Technology support/resources and release hours to allow mentors and mentees collaboration time were suggested as essential in continuing growth of the mentoring process. Mentors also recommended training and/or conferences to improve interactions and communication skills, as well as up to date legal information and resources to improve parent involvement.

Mentees noted high rates of support through the mentoring program and indicated no need for changes to the basic premise of the grant activities. All identified additional areas of training, such as behavior modification and dealing with severe behavioral difficulties. Supplemental curricular materials and training related to implementation of these materials was also cited as a suggestion for improvement. 

All of the grant activities support the cooperating Districts efforts to build capacity within their staff development programs and provide the additional elements that are essential to retaining special education teachers. These efforts translate into special education having a more visible and productive role in professional development. A trainer of trainer model has been adopted by many of the Districts and has resulted in support to all staff, a collaborative spirit of ownership, and increased skill and knowledge levels for all participants. This system is also time and cost effective.

In an effort to utilize the data and make immediate improvements, several training opportunities have been scheduled and provided for the upcoming school year. Through collaboration with the SouthWest Arizona Special Education Directors (SWASED) in Yuma County the following events will occur in the 09-10 school year: Language! training and follow-up observations, Handle with Care (reductive techniques), IEP training, Capacity Building Coaches training, and attendance at the Directors’ Institute for mentors.

