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ABSTRACT
Claudia Mejia
AN EXPLORATORY ASSESSMENT OF A GRADUATE EARLY CHILDHOOD
SPECIAL EDUCATION DUAL CERTIFCAITON PORGRAM
February 2011
Martin W. Sharp, Ed.D.
Educational Leadership
The purposes of this action research study was to assess an urban university’s graduate
Early Childhood Special Education dual certification program and find ways to improve
the program in order to facilitate growth and success for all of the students. The research
design included both quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis, which were
in the forms of a questionnaire and interviews. Other colleges’ and universities’ graduate
programs in Early Childhood Special Education dual certification were also analyzed
to determine if they were similar to the urban university and met the students’ needs
and standards.

Data collected from the questionnaire and interviews showed that there was much
strength, but also some weaknesses in the graduate Early Childhood Special Education
dual certification program at the urban university. While many students felt they were
prepared to teach in multiple settings, others did not. Some colleges and universities

offered similar courses, but integrated different curriculum areas including reading, math,

science, and technology within early childhood, special education, and inclusion settings.
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Chapter I
Introduction

Being a teacher in today’s society requires extensive education and preparation.
The researcher has been an adjunct professor for the early childhood department in an
urban university in New Jersey for over six years and has witnessed various changes in
the certification process, including dual certification. Many of the researcher’s students
participate in the Early Childhood Special Education dual certification program; the
researcher strived to improve the program and wanted to ensure that the early childhood
department was providing effective training and strategies in both areas of their study.
The researcher also wanted to ensure that the students were confident in their preparation
to teach in multiple settings.

As the researcher began to do research and read literature, she noticed that many
novice teachers felt unprepared to teach in multiple settings. In 1998, the U.S.
Department of Education surveyed 3,500 teachers, and four out of five felt they were
unprepared to teach in a classroom setting (The George Lucas Educational Foundation,
2001). Of those teachers, more than one third did not have a degree in the subject they
taught and/or did not receive enough training. According to a report from the National
Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality and Public Agenda, a survey found that first-
year teachers felt they lacked preparation in two areas: “teaching students with special
needs and dealing with a cultural diverse classroom” (Rochkind et al., 2008, p. 7).

Many colleges and universities teach dual certification programs differently,

causing students to develop different skills during their teacher preparation coursework.



Some college programs have unrelated courses that focus too much on theory with little
connection to teaching practice (Darling-Hammond & Baratz-Snowden, 2007). Kerns
(1996) used data from graduates at the University of New Hampshire and outside of New
Hampshire to address the need for better preparation in dual certification programs. A
survey on dual certification was taken by individuals who worked on committees for
undergraduate and graduate programs in the education departments of universities in
New Jersey. Some made negative comments, which included, “dual certification
programs were developed without a thoughtful and deliberate action plan; fitting all that
needs to be covered within the 30 credit cap continues to be a problem; things are taught
differently in P-3 and K-5" (Rice & McLaughlin, 2007, p. 7).

The researcher’s first cycle began in the fall semester of 2009. The target
population included graduate students currently enrolled in the 3" phase or those with 18
credits or more. Students were solicited from 3™ and 4™ phase classes. As of summer
2009, there were only 29 students currently enrolled in the program and seven students
who recently graduated from the program. Approximately 19 graduate students, male
or female, participated in this study. All these students completed a questionnaire and
were interviewed.

This population fitted the larger picture of the early childhood and special
education departments, both of which are very important areas in education. The
researcher studied this area because she believed preschool through grade three are the
most significant years for children to learn. There are children in those grades who are

classified and need to be taught by competent and highly qualified teachers.



Considering all of these factors, some of the broad questions of this study focused
on the positive or negative impact that the Early Childhood Special Education dual
certification program has on new teachers and the courses that are taught. The study
sought to answer the following questions about the Early Childhood Special Education
dual certification program:

1. What are the perceptions of practicing graduate students currently enrolled
and/or recently graduated from the Early Childhood Special Education dual
certification program concerning the strengths and weaknesses in both content
areas of the certification?

2. What are the perceptions of practicing graduate students currently enrolled
and/or recently graduated from the Early Childhood Special Education dual
certification program concerning their preparation to teach in an early

childhood, special education, and/or inclusion setting?

Definition of Terms

For the purposes of this study, the key terms to be used are defined as follows:

Adjunct Professor - is a “part-time professor who does not hold a permanent

position at that particular academic institution” (Wikipedia Foundation, Inc.,

2010, p. 5).

Alternate Route — is “a non-traditional teacher preparation program” (N.J.A.C.

6A:9, 2009, p. 3).

» Certificate of Eligibility (CE) - is issued to alternate route candidates. It is

“a credential with lifetime validity issued to persons who have completed



degree, academic study and applicable test requirements for certification.
The CE permits the applicant to seek and accept employment in positions
requiring certification” (N.J.A.C. 6A:9, 2009, p. 5).

Certificate of Eligibility with Advanced Standing (CEAS) - is issued to

traditional route candidates. It is “a credential with lifetime validity issued to
persons who have completed degree, academic study, applicable test
requirements and traditional professional preparation programs for
certification. The CEAS permits the applicant to seek and accept employment
in positions requiring certification” (N.J.A.C. 6A:9, 2009, p. 5).

Fieldwork - is “the way most qualitative researchers collect data” (Bogdan &

Biklen, 2007, p. 82).

Full-time Professor — is a full-time professor who holds a permanent position
at a particular academic institution (Wikipedia Foundation, Inc., 2010).
Interviews - are used to “gather descriptive data in the subjects’ own words so
that the researcher can develop insights on how the participants interpret some
piece of the world” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 103).

Kindergarten through 5™ Grade (K-5) Certification — a person who is certified

to teach children in kindergarten through fifth grade.

National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) -

provides six standards for colleges and universities in early childhood
programs to help prepare teachers to teach in early childhood settings

(NAEYC, 2009).



National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) - “is a

national professional accrediting body for educator preparation” (N.J.A.C.
6A:9, 2009, p. 9).

Non-random, Purposeful Sample - a type of sampling which consists of

“choosing particular subjects to include in the research because they facilitate
the expansion of the developing study” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 73).

Paraprofessional — is “a school aide or classroom aide who assists

appropriately certified personnel with the supervision of pupil activities”
(NJ.A.C. 6A:9, 2009, p. 10).

Participatory Action Research - Bogdan & Biklen (2007) explained that a

participatory action research project involves research that is done on a
program or policy with the researchers and program staff collaborating on the
design and process of the research. People in their program, regardless of their
status, participate in the different aspects of the research effort. The purpose is

to improve the program or policy (p. 221).

Preschool Through Grade 3 (P-3) Certification — a person who is certified to
teach children in preschool through third grade.

Provisional Certificate - is “a two-year certificate issued to candidates who

have met the requirements for initial employment but who have not yet met
the requirements for standard certification” (N.J.A.C. 6A:9, 2009, p. 12).

Qualitative Data - is descriptive data, which can be in the forms of "interview

transcripts, fieldnotes, photographs, videotapes, personal documents, memos,

and other official records” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 6).



* Quantitative Data - is statistical data that can be in the forms of a survey or

questionnaire (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).

»  Special Education (TSD) Certification - a person who is certified to teach

children with special needs.

» Standard Certificate — is “a permanent certificate issued to a person who has

met all certification requirements” (N.J.A.C. 6A:9, 2009, p. 13).

» Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) - is a computer program

that is used to analyze quantitative data (Cronk, 2008).

» Substitute Credential - “is intended only for persons acting temporarily in

replacement of a fully certified and regularly employed classroom teacher
when the supply of properly certified teachers is inadequate to staff the
school” (N.J.A.C. 6A:9, 2009, p. 79).

» Traditional Route - created for individuals without a bachelor’s degree. It

requires individuals to complete a state-approved teacher preparation program
at a regionally accredited college or university.

» Triangulation - occurs when a researcher uses "multiple data-collection

methods" (Glesne, 2006, p. 36).

The next four chapters include literature review, methodology, results and
discussion, and recommendations. Chapter II consists of a review of literature that is
relevant to this study. It provides an overview of the importance that being prepared to
teach in today’s society helps teachers perform effectively in any type of classroom
setting, how dual certification programs evolved, and provides examples of effective

training and improvement strategies used to help prepare candidates to teach in multiple



settings. Chapter III contains the methodology of how the research for the study was
conducted. It discusses the setting and participants involved in the study, the research
methods used, and how the data were collected and analyzed. It also includes
implications, challenges, and obstacles of the researcher involved in the study.
Chapter IV reports the results and discussion of the study and includes answers to the
research questions. Chapter V discusses recommendations for the Early Childhood
Special Education dual certification program, a leadership summary of the researcher

throughout the study, and implications for future research.



Chapter 11
Literature Review
Preparing teachers to teach in multiple settings is important in today’s society.
When teachers are given effective training and strategies, they are able to meet the needs
of all of their students in the classroom. The following literature review is divided into
three sections. The first heading, The Need to Prepare Teachers in Dual Certification
Programs, provides an overview of the importance that being prepared to teach in today’s
society helps teachers perform effectively in any type of classroom setting. The second
heading, History of Dual Certification Programs, explores how dual certification evolved,
including the implementation and affects of different types of dual certification programs
at the college level. The last heading, Effective Training and Strategies for Dual
Certification Programs, provides examples of effective training and improvement

strategies used to help prepare candidates to teach in multiple settings.

The Need to Prepare Teachers in Dual Certification Programs

In 1998, the U.S. Department of Education surveyed 3,500 teachers, and four out
of five felt they were unprepared to teach in a classroom setting (The George Lucas
Educational Foundation, 2001). Of those teachers, more than one third did not have a
degree in the subject they taught and/or did not receive enough training. The George
Lucas Educational Foundation (2008) stated, “The best teacher-preparation programs
focus on teaching subject-matter and provide opportunities for teachers to spend time in

classrooms with an experienced mentor” (p. 1). Even though these teachers felt they were



trained in the areas of early childhood and special education, some indicated their training
did not prepare them for the classroom. Many took on positions in the most challenging
schools with minimal help and support.

According to a report from the National Comprehensive Center for Teacher
Quality and Public Agenda, a survey found that first-year teachers felt they lacked
preparation in two areas:

1. Teaching students with special needs and dealing with a culturally diverse
classroom, 82% of first-year teachers felt their coursework covered teaching
students with special needs, but only 47% said the training helped prepare
them to teach those types of students.

2. For teaching a cultural diverse group of students, 76% felt they were taught the
coursework, but only 39% said the training helped them when they were in the
classroom. (Rochkind et al., 2008, p. 7)

Both of these areas are very important when teaching in the classroom. Colleges need to
take some responsibility and to change their teacher preparation programs (both
traditional and alternate route) in order to help prepare teachers for these types of groups
in both areas of their dual certification program.

Darling-Hammond and Baratz-Snowden (2007) did a study of New York teachers
from different education programs (certified, non-certified, and transcript reviews) in
New York and other states. They compared the quality of teacher preparation, beliefs and
practices, and commitment to remain in teaching based on these programs. They
discussed what novice teachers must know before they enter the classroom in order to

teach effectively. Regardless of what teacher program candidates go through, it is
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important for them to understand the basics of learning and development, curriculum, and
teaching before they actually teach. Many colleges and universities offer dual
certification programs differently, causing students to develop different skills during their
teacher preparation coursework. Some college programs have unrelated courses that
focus too much on theory with little connection to teaching practice (Darling-Hammond
& Baratz-Snowden, 2007). Colleges need to have their candidates apply what they learn
into their practice and adjust it accordingly. Candidates would then learn from their own
practice and from others by analyzing student learning and applying it to their teaching.
They would also be able to develop problem-solving strategies that promote student
learning and success (Darling-Hammond & Baratz-Snowden, 2007).

Darling-Hammond and Baratz-Snowden (2007) stated, “College programs that
are successful provide a framework for learning how to teach where new teachers
develop a vision, knowledge, and necessary tools to reflect on and analyze their teaching
and development” (p. 120). Ferraro (2000) discussed reflective practice and how teachers
can analyze their own teaching style to improve and become more effective in the
classroom. Educational leaders give teachers the opportunity to do that through lesson
plans, observations, grade level meetings, professional improvement plans, professional
development, and others strategies. When teachers reflect on their own teaching and
practice, their students benefit by being able to build confidence and develop a keen love
for learning as they continue to grow throughout their lives and in the world.

Since classrooms today are more diverse with students from many cultures and
ethnic groups, the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE)

believes it is important to prepare teachers to meet all of the students’ needs and
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educational goals in today’s society (NCATE, 2008). There are six unit standards that
colleges and universities must follow within their programs, including the courses taught,
performance of students, and accountability. As of October 22, 2010, there are only nine
universities in New Jersey that are NCATE accredited, including the urban university
(NCATE, 2010). More colleges and universities in New Jersey need to be NCATE
accredited in order to help teachers meet the needs of every student in their classroom.

Along with being NCATE accredited, The National Association for the Education
of Young Children (NAEYC) provides standards for colleges and universities in early
childhood programs to help prepare teachers to teach in early childhood settings.
NAEYC (2009) has six standards for professional preparation and works with NCATE to
review early childhood programs at colleges and universities by evaluating program
reports to determine whether the program meets those standards. “If a program meets the
standards and receives national recognition, and if the institution goes on to be accredited
by NCATE, the program has received a nationally known mark of quality” (NAEYC,
2008, p.1).

NAEYC and NCATE also work closely with other groups, including the Division
for Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) to make sure
the standards balance and support each other so that all early childhood teachers are well-
prepared to teach young children with and without special needs in multiple settings
(Council for Exceptional Children, n.d.). The CEC includes ten narrative standards,
which are used to review all special education programs at colleges and universities. “The
CEC standards are also in conjunction with DEC, which includes the core knowledge and

skill base for all beginning special education teachers of early childhood students”
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(CEC, n.d., p. 1). Candidates must demonstrate their mastery of each standard in the
programs at colleges and universities through their knowledge and skills of the
CEC/DEC. (CEC, n.d.).

As mentioned previously, there are only nine universities that are NCATE
accredited in New Jersey, which means only nine have met the NAEYC standards
(NCATE, 2010). This also means that only nine universities are providing the necessary
preparation for their candidates to teach in multiple settings and to facilitate all of their
students’ needs. More research needs to be conducted on why only nine universities are

NCATE accredited.

The History of Dual Certification Programs

In 2005-2006, dual certification programs were developed in colleges and
universities to meet the needs of teachers and young children. At the urban university
where the researcher is an adjunct professor, three types of dual certifications were
offered, including Preschool through third grade (P-3)/Kindergarten through fifth grade
(K-5), P-3/Special Education (TSD), and K-5/TSD. Due to this, colleges and universities
had to develop different routes, traditional and alternate, depending on the needs of the
individuals obtaining the P-3 certification. In the 2005-2006 school year, a study showed
that more students were enrolled in dual certification programs than the P-3 certification
(Rice & McLaughlin, 2007). Rice and McLaughlin stated there were “915 students
enrolled in P-3/K-5 dual certification programs compared to only 606 students enrolled in
single P-3 certification programs. There were also 200 undergraduate students and 40-50

graduate students enrolled in the P-3/TSD program” (2007, p. 3). P-3/TSD came out
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in 2006, which was the reason why the numbers for that year were lower than the
P-3/K-5 certification.

Since dual certification has been in existence, the roles for general and special
education teachers have changed due to the diversity and needs of students in the
classroom. Kerns (1996) used data from graduates at the University of New Hampshire
and outside of New Hampshire to address the need for better preparation in dual
certification programs. Kerns’ (1996) hypothesis

Strongly supported how graduates felt competent in communicating and

collaborating with others, but consultation was an area in which they felt a need

for more preparation. For example, how to ask questions, provide guidance, and
support one another’s professional growth were some areas they needed more

preparation in. (p. 312)

Kerns (1996) also mentioned how important it was for general and special education
teachers to collaborate with each other when teaching together in an inclusion classroom
in order to support student growth and achievement. Due to these implications,
consultation is now part of the coursework at the University of New Hampshire, and
many graduates today are taking on a dual certification programs in general and

special education.

Being certified in a dual certification program has many benefits, yet there are
some implications. A survey on dual certification was taken by individuals who worked
on committees for undergraduate and graduate programs in the education departments of
universities in New Jersey. “Out of 11 responses, four were chairs of the education

departments, one was the associate dean of students, five were faculty, and one was a
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facilitator” (Rice & McLaughlin, 2007, p. 4). The survey acknowledged that dual
certification programs allowed for more effective teaching, flexibility, and a broader
spectrum of being more marketable in more than one area of study. Also, teachers in dual
certification programs had a better understanding of diversity and were able to adapt to
the needs and issues in both areas of their study (Rice & McLaughlin, 2007).

Some implications in the survey included that dual certification programs
overlapped as regarding how many credits should be taken in both areas (early childhood
and elementary education; early childhood and special education; and elementary
education and special education). There were inaccurate regulations in New Jersey
concerning how many hours of instruction in an area of study there can be for
professional preparation, which included 30 semester-hour credits. Due to this
information, colleges and universities felt it was difficult to cover the material needed for
dual certification programs and also prepare candidates to teach in multiple
environments. They also believed that candidates should be required to spend equal
amounts of time in field placements for both areas of study. Some made negative
comments, which included, “dual certification programs were developed without a
thoughtful and deliberate action plan; fitting all that needs to be covered within the 30
credit cap continues to be a problem; things are taught differently in P-3 and K-5" (Rice
& McLaughlin, 2007, p. 7).

Findings indicate that some colleges and universities teach dual certification
programs differently, causing students to develop different skills in their teacher
preparation coursework (Rice & McLaughlin, 2007). Further research needs to be

completed regarding how colleges and universities examine the course work and the way
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classes are taught for dual certification programs. Miller and Stayton (1998) used data
from 20 states with participants in public institutions of higher education to test their
hypothesis on the benefits of a new blended approach to teacher preparation in early
childhood and special education. They found their hypothesis to have some benefits, but
also to have consistent issues and problems. Some benefits included personal and
professional growth, an improved curriculum, collaborative research, and problem
solving. Some issues included administrative constraints, interpersonal issues, and time.
Miller and Stayton (1998) discussed how important it was for faculty to work
collaboratively with each other, especially when implementing a new blended program.
Further research and studies need to be done to identify effective structures and practices

in a blended program.

Effective Training and Strategies for Dual Certification Programs

Today’s society is very diverse and therefore teachers need to obtain effective
training and strategies in order to meet all of their students’ needs in the classroom.
Research has indicated, “How teachers relate to their students in terms of attitudes and
perceptions is one of the critical factors in how students learn and can lead to students
being misunderstood, mistreated, and uneducated” (White-Clark, 2005, p. 25).

White-Clark (2005) discussed effective ways to train teachers to succeed in a
diverse classroom. One included providing professional development for teachers
regarding how to prepare them to differentiate instruction for all of their students.
Another was through the Reflection-Instruction Collaboration-Supportive (RICS). This

was a “professional development model that provided teachers and school leaders with a
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conceptual framework for professional development in the area of diversity and included
the elements of reflection, instruction, collaboration, and a support system” (White-Clark,
2005, p. 25).

White-Clark (2005) discussed the four elements and stated that it is important for
teachers to self-reflect on their own teaching; learn specific instructional strategies for
student growth and achievement; collaborate with the principal, parents, students, and
other teachers to establish a rapport; and be part of a support system (a mentoring
program) that has been established by the principal to initiate and implement effective
strategies to meet all of their students’ needs in the classroom (pp. 25-26).

This article showed that principals need to change their perceptions and act as
positive role models for teachers by providing necessary guidance and support. When this
occurs, “a school climate is formed that embraces diversity and encourages teachers to be
more receptive to new ideas and instructional approaches which help them to meet the
needs of all their culturally diverse students” (White-Clark, 2005, p. 26).

Other research discussed how NCATE and other educational groups provide
effective strategies for new teachers. NCATE (2006) gave a summary of five key
research findings on how they provide teacher preparation at colleges and universities.
They include:

1. Teacher preparation helps candidates develop the knowledge and skill they

need in the classroom; 2. Well prepared teachers are more likely to remain in

teaching; 3. Well prepared teachers produce higher student achievement;

4. Leading industrialized nations invest heavily in pre-service teacher preparation;

and 5. NCATE makes a difference in teacher preparation. (p. 3)
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These are critical NCATE findings and important in order for effective teaching and
student achievement to occur.

The Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC)
include other types of standards for beginning general education and special education
teachers. These standards provide an outline for what teachers need to know and be able
to do when teaching students with disabilities. They include four areas: content,
pedagogy, students with disabilities, and context. The four areas “provide similarities and
differences in the roles, knowledge, and skills of both general and special education
teachers” (Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium, 2001, p. 7).
INTASC (2001), stated “teachers must be taught effectively in order to understand each

area and provide an appropriate education to students with disabilities” (p. 8).

Leadership

The best practices of leadership can be identified through educational research.
Stogdill (1950) stated, “Leadership may be considered as the process of influencing the
activities of an organized group in its efforts toward goal setting and goal achievement”
(p. 3). Leadership implies values which guide a person in making important decisions. A
leader must have values that are life-giving to society including respect, dignity, and
diversity for their followers. There are several styles of leadership, some include:
transformational, emotional intelligence, behavioral, charismatic, servant, and shared.

A transformational leader recognizes the existing needs of her followers and helps
her followers develop those needs to meet their fullest potential (Burns, 2003). Hernon

and Rossiter (2006) discussed five categories of emotional intelligence including selt-
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awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills. The first three
categories (self-awareness, self-regulation, and motivation) relate to self-management,
while the other two (empathy and social skills) relate to managing relationships with
others. By having these emotional intelligences, a person can be an effective leader
(Hernon & Rossiter, 2006).

Hersey and Blanchard (1995) described two important dimensions of behavioral
leadership, initiating structure and consideration, and how a leader can carry out his or
her activities. Initiating structure includes a one voice leader who directs people with a
task oriented style. This type of leader lets her followers know what is expected of them
by planning tasks, clarifying work roles, and asking for results. Consideration includes a
leader who is people oriented and provides a warm and collaborative atmosphere. This
type of leader treats his or her followers equally, is friendly and approachable, and listens
to suggestions made from her followers before implementing them. Hersey and
Blanchard (1995) explained that a person who is high in both of these dimensions will be
an effective leader.

Nadler and Tushman (1995) stated, “Being a charismatic leader is critical during
times of strategic organizational change” (p. 108). Nadler and Tushman (1995) discussed
three components of charismatic leadership including envisioning, energizing, and
enabling. Each is important in order for effective leadership to occur. The first
component, envisioning, includes the leader creating a clear vision and setting high
expectations for the future, which his or her followers believe is realistic. The followers
want to succeed and take action to move the organization forward in a positive direction.

The second component, energizing, occurs when the leader uses his or her “own personal
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excitement and energy” directly to a large number of followers and expresses confidence
in their ability to move the organization in a positive direction (Nadler & Tushman, 1995,
p. 110). The last category includes a leader’s ability of enabling. The leader gives
emotional assistance to his or her followers while they perform and accomplish their
goals. The leader is also confident in his or her followers’ ability to perform effectively in
meeting the challenges of changing the organization (Nadler & Tushman, 1995).

Greenleaf (1995) discussed the story, Journey to the East, and based on the story
he stated, “The great leader is seen as a servant first, and that simple fact is the key to his
greatness” (p. 19). In the story, Leo was the leader, but “he was a servant first because
that was what he was deep down inside” (Greenleaf, 1995, p. 19). Spears (2004) stated,
“True leadership emerges from those whose primary motivation is a deep desire to help
others. The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant - first to make sure
that other people’s highest-priority needs are being served” (p. 8). Spears (2004)
discussed ten characteristics of how a servant leader develops including listening,
empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship,
commitment to the growth of people, and building a community. He stated that a servant
leader is similar to a transformational leader in that it is a “long-term approach to life and
work and has the potential for creating a positive change throughout our society” (Spears,
2004, p. 8).

Stowell and Mead (2007) discussed shared leadership and how leadership is

shared within teams. This type of leadership becomes necessary when a team faces a
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problem or challenge. It “requires the willingness of the team to step up and use their

influence when a need arises” (Stowell & Mead, 2007, p. 60).



21

Chapter 111

Methodology

Introduction

Dual certification programs have been in existence in New Jersey since 2005.
Studies have shown the need for better preparation in dual certification programs. Kerns
(1996) used data from graduates at the University of New Hampshire and outside of New
Hampshire to address the need for better preparation in dual certification programs.
Findings indicated that some colleges and universities teach dual certification programs
differently, causing students to develop different skills in their teacher preparation
coursework (Rice & McLaughlin, 2007). Some college programs have unrelated courses
that focus too much on theory with little connection to teaching practice (Darling-
Hammond & Baratz-Snowden, 2007). While the state of New Jersey has made some
changes to the certification process, dual certification still remains predominantly
the same.

The researcher understands that being a teacher in today’s society requires
extensive education and preparation. The researcher has been an adjunct professor for the
early childhood department at an urban university in New Jersey for over six years and
has witnessed various changes in the certification process, including the need to better
prepare teachers for a diverse classroom. Students who receive a dual certification in
Early Childhood Special Education can either teach in a regular, special education, or

inclusion classroom. Consequently, the researcher strived to improve the program and
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wanted to ensure that the early childhood department was providing effective training and
strategies in both areas of their study. The researcher also wanted to ensure that the
students were confident in their preparation to teach in multiple settings.

The purposes of this action research study was to assess an urban university’s
graduate Early Childhood Special Education dual certification program and find ways to
improve the program in order to facilitate growth and success for all of the students. The
research design included both quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis,
which were in the forms of a questionnaire and interviews. Other colleges’ and
universities’ graduate programs in Early Childhood Special Education dual certification
were also analyzed to determine if they were similar to the urban university and met the
students’ needs and standards.

During the summer of 2009, the researcher collaborated with the department chair
and faculty at the urban university who were part of the graduate Early Childhood Special
Education program. The researcher spoke about her concern and asked if she could assess
the program to see if any changes needed to be made. Together, the researcher,
department chair, and faculty developed a questionnaire (see Appendix A) and interview
questions (see Appendix B), which were used to assess the current Early Childhood
Special Education dual certification program to see where changes, if any, needed to take
place. Permission was then sought to request names of graduate students currently

enrolled in the program and students who had recently graduated from the program.
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Research Questions
The study sought to answer the following questions about the Early Childhood
Special Education dual certification program:

1. What are the perceptions of practicing graduate students currently enrolled
and/or recently graduated from the Early Childhood Special Education dual
certification program concerning the strengths and weaknesses in both content
areas of the certification?

2. What are the perceptions of practicing graduate students currently enrolled
and/or recently graduated from the Early Childhood Special Education dual
certification program concerning their preparation to teach in an early

childhood, special education, and/or inclusion setting?

Setting

The urban university is located in New Jersey and offers various undergraduate
and graduate programs. For the Early Childhood Special Education dual certification
program, there are full-time and part-time professors who teach different classes from
both the Early Childhood and Special Education departments. Since the spring of 2010,
the Early Childhood department consisted of one department chair, seven full-time
professors, 21 adjunct professors, and 116 graduate students. In the Special Education
department there was one department chair, eight full-time professors, 11 adjunct

professors, and 239 graduate students.
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Research Methods

The objectives for this study were achieved by completing a participatory action
research project. The sample design that the researcher administered was a non-random,
purposeful sample. The data included both qualitative and quantitative data. Collecting
both quantitative and qualitative data provided important information about the Early
Childhood Special Education program and found answers for both research questions.
The researcher was able to learn about the strengths and weaknesses of the Early
Childhood Special Education dual certification program and any concerns the students
were having regarding their preparation to teach in multiple settings.

The study was comprised of six cycles, which took place from February, 2010,
through December, 2010. Cycle I began in February, 2010, and ended in March, 2010.
During this cycle, permission was sought to request names of graduate students enrolled
in the 3™ phase or those with 18 credits or more. Names of professors who taught
students in the 3™ and 4™ phase’s classes were given to the researcher.

Cycle II began in March, 2010, and ended in April, 2010. The researcher spoke to
professors who were teaching classes in phases 3 and 4 through email. Out of four
professors, only one allowed the researcher to speak to her students. From that professor,
14 students participated in the researcher’s study. Due to this, the researcher emailed
seven students who recently graduated from the program. Most of them responded back
and five took part in the study. The students who took part in the researcher’s study
signed a letter of consent (see Appendix C), which explained the study in more detail and

how their names would be kept anonymous throughout the entire time they participated.
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Cycle III occurred from April, 2010 to June, 2010. Students received a
questionnaire regarding their experience, including the strengths and weaknesses of the
program, and their preparation to teach in multiple settings. Each student was given time
to complete the questionnaire and had to submit it by June, 2010.

Cycle IV occurred during the summer of 2010, from June, 2010 to August, 2010.
The researcher conducted online interviews with each participant and followed up with a
phone interview. After the study was completed, a children’s book was issued to the
students who participated to thank them for their time and participation in the study.

Cycle V occurred from August, 2010 to September, 2010. The researcher looked
at different colleges and universities graduate Early Childhood Special Education dual
certification programs in New Jersey and compared them to the urban university.

Cycle VI occurred during September, 2010 and December, 2010. The data that
the researcher collected were compiled, analyzed, and the findings were reported in

this study.

Participants

As of the summer of 2009, 29 students were currently enrolled in the graduate
Early Childhood Special Education dual certification program. Of those students, 2 were
male and 27 were female. The ethnicities of these students included 6 African American,
7 Hispanic, 13 Caucasian, and 3 unknown. Since the summer of 2009, only 7 students
completed the program. This population fits the larger picture of the Early Childhood and

Special Education department, both of which are very important areas in education.
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Approximately 19 graduate students participated in the researcher’s study. Of those

students, all completed a questionnaire and were interviewed.

Data Collection and Analysis

The quantitative data included a questionnaire (see Appendix A). The data were
analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Frequency tables were
developed based on the answers that were received from the questionnaire instrument.
The computations yielded interesting and useful data regarding the type of dual
certification, the strengths and weaknesses in both content areas of the dual certification,
and the amount of preparation needed to teach in multiple settings.

The qualitative data included interviews (see Appendix B) and comparisons of
other colleges and universities’ graduate Early Childhood Special Education Dual
Certification programs. The researcher conducted the interviews via Internet. Follow up
interviews were conducted over the phone if there was a need for clarification or further
examples. After completing the interviews, the data were analyzed into major code
categories and subcategories, which were formed from the answers the researcher
received from each participant. The data provided important information to determine
answers for both research questions.

The researcher also looked at other colleges’ and universities’ graduate Early
Childhood Special Education dual certification programs to ensure that they were similar
to the urban university and met the students’ needs and standards. Very few colleges and

universities offer a graduate dual certification program in Early Childhood Special
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Education. For those that do, there were similar yet different courses which would be

meaningful to the dual certification program at the urban university.

Validity

The researcher was aware of both subjectivity and bias while conducting the
study in order to avoid any false outcomes and results. By using three different data
collection methods, the researcher was able to see triangulation throughout the data,
which further reduced subjectivity and bias. Triangulation "contributes to the
trustworthiness of the data" and increases confidence in a researcher's findings (Glense,

2006, p. 36).

Implications, Challenges, and Obstacles

A challenge for the researcher was getting students to participate in the study.
Many worked or went to school full-time and did not have any time to take part in the
study. One obstacle the researcher had included finding time to collect data and complete
field work. Each participant had a different schedule and the researcher had to make sure
she was available as well. The researcher overcame the obstacle by setting deadlines and
making sure she was available during different times throughout the spring and summer
semesters. Some of the professors and students who were unable to help the researcher
collect data made comments.
Comments from Professors:
Professor #1: “The courses that I teach are online. I am not sure about how you would go

about meeting them. Did you have any ideas?”
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Researcher: “Thank you for responding so quickly. Would I be able to send an email to
your students regarding who I am and what my study is about? I would then make further
arrangements with the students who are interested in beginning part of my study.”
Professor #1: “But I am not sure how you would go about contacting them because they
all log on to webct and I contact them via that portal.”

Professor #2: “I spoke to my class last night regarding your study. They are all doing
their student teaching at this time. After a discussion, they decided that they did not have
the time to participate in your research.”

Professor #3: “I'd be glad to help in any way that I can. I actually have only two graduate
students right now who are taking the Classroom Management/Positive Behavioral
Support class with me. There weren't enough students to have a graduate section so they
are sitting in on my undergraduate session on Tuesday nights from 4:30 -7:00. Do you
need their contact information?” This professor never emailed the researcher the students
contact information.

Comments from students:

Student #1 — “I don’t live close to the school and cannot come to meet you.”

Student #2 — “I am very busy and don’t have any time to help you.”

Student #3 — “I just got diagnosed with cancer and am unable to help you at this time.”
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Chapter 1V

Results and Conclusions

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to assess an urban university’s graduate Early
Childhood Special Education dual certification program. A secondary purpose was find
ways on how to improve the program in order to facilitate growth and success for all of
the students.

During the summer of 2009, the department chair and faculty at the urban
university worked with the researcher to create a questionnaire (See Appendix A) and
interview questions (See Appendix B), which were used to assess the graduate Early
Childhood Special Education dual certification program. From April, 2010 and August,
2010, 19 students took part in the study. Each student completed a questionnaire and was
interviewed. Other data were collected from August, 2010 and September, 2010, when
the researcher looked at different colleges’ and universities graduate Early Childhood
Special Education dual certification programs in New Jersey and compared them to the
urban university.

The qualitative and quantitative data that were collected provided important
information to determine answers for both research questions. The researcher utilized the
services of SPSS to analyze the quantitative data collected from the questionnaire. While
reviewing the interviews, the researcher noticed similarities in the data. Based on the

patterns in the data, a list of major code categories and subcategories were developed
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(See Appendix D). The major categories of coding were created based on the questions
the researcher used to interview the 19 students. The subcategories were created based on
the answers received from the interview questions and patterns that were developed. To
show how the patterns were developed, the data were analyzed for the following five
categories: Advantages of the Early Childhood Special Education Program, Prior
Background in Early Childhood and or Special Education, Prior Certifications, Early
Childhood and Special Education Terms, and Changes for the Early Childhood Special
Education Program. This analysis was based on the answers that were received from 19
interviews, which included six students who completed the early childhood special
education program, four students who started the program in the spring of 2010, and nine

students who have taken between 9 - 15 credits in the program.

Results

Research question #1 findings. The first question inquired about the strengths
and weaknesses in each content area of the graduate Early Childhood Special Education
dual certification program.
Questions #7 and #8 in the questionnaire provided important information to determine
answers for the first research question. Frequency tables were prepared for questions #7
and #8.

The frequency responses in Table 1 showed significance regarding the strengths
of the Early Childhood Special Education program at the urban university. Slightly more
than 84% stated it provided opportunities to possess two certifications, 78.9% stated it

provided increased job opportunities, and 52.6% stated the instructors had knowledge and
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background of the courses that were taught; 42.1% stated it provided increased flexibility
and 36.8% stated it provided good field experience and a raise in salary, while only
26.3% stated it provided practical teaching strategies, and 21.1% stated it was grade level
appropriate. Others, 5.3%, stated they became a better teacher, Special Education training
was applicable in every teaching situation, and they had an understanding of the need of
children with disabilities.

Table 1

Strengths of the Graduate Early Childhood Special Education Dual Certification
Program.

Number of
Strengths Students Percentage
Obtaining Two Certifications 16 84.2%
Increased Flexibility 8 42.1%
Increased Job Opportunities 15 78.9%
Instructor's Background of Knowledge in a Course 10 52.6%
Grade Level Appropriateness 4 21.1%
Field Experience 7 36.8%
Practical Teaching Strategies 5 26.3%
Raise in Salary 7 36.8%
Others:
Becoming a Better Teacher 1 5.3%
Special Education Training is Applicable in Every
Teaching Situation 1 5.3%
Understanding the Need of Children with Disabilities 1 5.3%

The frequency responses for question #8 (Table 2) showed significance regarding
the weaknesses of the Early Childhood Special Education program at the urban
university. A significant number of respondents reported some weaknesses in the Early
Childhood Special Education dual certification program. More than 36% stated the
program had repetitive course work for the dual certification, while 21.1% stated there

was not enough course work for both certifications, and 15.8% stated there was too much
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course work for both certifications; 10.5% stated the course work was not grade level
appropriate, while 5.3% stated there was a lack of instructor's background of knowledge
in a course and there was a lack of diversity in the course material; 5.3% also stated there
were not enough classes to choose from each phase, there were conflicting courses,

and Special Education classes were substituted for Regular and Early Childhood
Education classes.

Table 2

Weaknesses of the Graduate Early Childhood Special Education Dual Certification
Program.

Number of
Weaknesses Students Percentage
Not Enough Course Work for Both Certifications 4 21.1%
Repetitive Course Work 7 36.8%
Too much Course Work for Both Cert