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Abstract  

Within general education settings, students with disabilities may not gain maximum benefit 

from the use of emerging inclusive pedagogical frameworks unless the role of special educators 

is reconfigured so that their expertise can be applied to instructional design and delivery. The 

purpose of this study was to investigate how special educators experience their role within the 

context of systems and relationships in Wisconsin schools with varying levels of UDL 

implementation. Study participants included eight general education teachers and eight special 

educators from four Wisconsin school districts. Two of the sites were Wisconsin UDL 

demonstration sites and two were not. A phenomenological design was used to gain insight 

into how the role of special educator is understood and experienced. Data was collected via 

semi-structured interviews and analyzed from the perspective of critical constructivism. The 

findings highlighted a shared definition of the duties, functions, and attributes associated with 

the role of special educator within and outside of a UDL school, as well as an understanding 

of collaboration as a key element of professional relationships. However, differences emerged 

in terms of role enactment connected to systemic barriers and facilitators for collaboration. 

These differences have implications for how educational leaders and policy makers can support 

teacher collaboration in inclusive schools. Recommendations are made for future research 

related to ongoing evaluation of the special educator role and for improved practice in schools. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Public education in the United States (U.S.) exists within a historical context that has 

left a legacy of inequity caused by racism, classism, and ableism. Throughout the second half 

of the 20th century, the U.S. Congress and the courts tried to improve equity through decisions 

concerning civil rights such as Brown v. Board of Education (1954), Lau v. Nichols (1974), 

and PL 94-142 the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (1975). The landscape of 

public education continues to evolve in terms of legislation and practice, with a greater 

emphasis on inclusion. Yet the reality for many American schoolchildren is one of physical 

inclusion rather than equitable educational opportunity. More than six decades after Brown vs. 

Board of Education (BOE) overturned the notion of separate but equal in American public 

schools, many students of color and students with disabilities still experience inadequate access 

to high quality educational opportunities. Continued segregation in U.S. schools is evidenced 

by demographic and geographic distribution and by racial disproportionality in special 

education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020b; Skiba et al., 2008). 

Approximately 14% of U.S. K-12 public school students are eligible for special 

education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), meaning that 

they have both a disability and a need for specially designed instruction (SDI) to access, 

participate in, and make progress in the general curriculum (IDEA, 2004; National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2020). Students with disabilities (SWD) must be educated in the least 

restrictive environment (IDEA, 2004). This is assumed, in most cases, to be the general 

education setting with necessary accommodations and modifications. Statistics reflect this 

interpretation of LRE. Ninety-five percent of students with disabilities, ages 6-21, are enrolled 

in “regular” schools, rather than receiving educational services in alternative settings such as 
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homes, hospitals, or special schools for SWD. Between the years 2000 and 2018, the 

percentage of those students who spend 80% of their school day in general education 

classrooms rose from 47% to 64% (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2020).  

Although these statistics demonstrate a trend toward inclusion, the conception of access 

must go beyond physical presence in the classroom to include access to the general-education 

curriculum (Gilmour et al., 2019). The expectation is that SWD will be included in the general-

education setting and in the general-education curriculum. For educational inclusion to be 

successful, teachers must consider the varying needs of learners during both the design and 

delivery phases of instruction. Early in the 21st century the idea of Universal Design for 

Learning emerged (UDL), encouraging educators to match environmental and lesson design 

to their students’ needs and characteristics (CAST, 2020; CAST, 2021).  

Inclusive pedagogical practices such as UDL are increasingly used in K-12 education. 

In fact, several state and federal laws aimed at achieving equitable, inclusive schooling 

specifically mention UDL (CAST, 2022; Rao et al., 2014). UDL emphasizes planning for 

learner variability when designing universal instruction so that every student can develop into 

an expert learner who is purposeful and motivated, resourceful and knowledgeable, and 

strategic and goal directed (CAST, 2017). Such flexible, inclusive practices exist in the same 

educational environment as more rigid elements of the public education system, which shape 

and sometimes constrain the interactions that occur therein.  

For example, the laws governing provision of special-education services include 

specific requirements to qualify students for special education and for teacher licensure as well 

as for allowable costs within a separate funding stream. To qualify for special education, in 

addition to having one of the disabilities identified in IDEA, a student must demonstrate a need 
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for SDI, beyond what is offered in the general education curriculum. Depending on the way 

programming is set up at the school, special education services may be delivered as a separate, 

parallel system (Göransson et al., 2017). Alternatively, special education can be embedded 

within the context of general education. Whatever the setting or system, the law requires that 

special educators plan and oversee the delivery of specially designed instruction. This elicits a 

question of whether, and how, the role of special educator is changing as inclusive practices 

become more widespread in K-12 education. 

Historically, standardization-oriented practices, which serve to order and regulate the 

use of time and space in schools, have resulted in the removal of outlier learners from the 

general education population (Cousik & Maconochie, 2017; Waitoller & King-Thorius, 2016). 

As mentioned above, most SWD are now served in regular public schools; however, separate 

spaces are maintained for the provision of SDI within those schools. Traditionally, the work 

of special educators has taken place in those separate settings and the role has emphasized 

designing and implementing interventions for students with disabilities, utilizing behavioral 

and cognitive approaches designed to remediate deficits (Cook et al., 2017; Waitoller & King-

Thorius, 2016). An emphasis on remediation of deficits comes at the expense of access to 

general education curriculum and spaces (Waitoller & King-Thorius, 2016). Special education 

services are supposed to supplement, not supplant, general education, but systemic constraints 

such as time, space, and staffing make it challenging to provide special education services 

without removing SWD from general education classrooms.  

As inclusion emerged as a more common theme in public discourse, the field of K-12 

education began moving toward an integrated approach to general and special education. 

Within this integrated approach, all educators must be prepared to proactively address learner 
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variability, including ensuring SWD have access to the general curriculum. Special educators 

can play an integral part in addressing the needs of students with disabilities in inclusive 

settings where the UDL framework is utilized. However, their role in such settings is not 

clearly defined. Professional organizations and scholars have called for further research to 

evaluate the application and efficacy of the UDL framework as well as the practices of general 

and special education teachers relative to its implementation (Kennedy et al., 2014; Lowrey et 

al., 2017; Ok et al., 2017).  

Statement of the Problem 

PK-12 public schools increasingly serve students with disabilities within general 

education classrooms. In addition to the general curriculum, SWD are entitled to specially-

designed instruction, which has traditionally taken place in segregated settings. As special 

education teachers are often considered the primary teachers for SWD, their work has also 

traditionally taken place in segregated settings. Therefore, the inclusion of SWD and the 

engagement of special education teachers in general education classrooms requires a 

renegotiation of spaces and roles as their interactions increasingly take place there. Unless 

special education teachers’ expertise is applied to instructional design and delivery, SWD will 

not gain maximum benefit from the use of inclusive pedagogical frameworks, such as UDL, 

within general education classrooms. Those circumstances may perpetuate lower achievement 

and limit post-secondary options for SWD, as described in Chapter 2.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to gain insight into how special 

educators experience their roles and professional relationships in Wisconsin K-12 schools 

relative to UDL implementation. The analysis used critical constructivism to concentrate on 
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understanding similarities and differences in how the role of special educator is understood 

and experienced in schools that systematically implement Universal Design for Learning and 

in schools that do not.  

Research Questions 

This study answered the following research questions:  

1. How does understanding of the role of special educator differ between teachers at 

schools that systematically implement UDL and those that do not? 

2. How do special educators experience professional relationships in UDL and non-

UDL implementing schools in Wisconsin? 

Significance of the Study 

This study informs policy and leadership in the field of K-12 education, potentially 

leading to increased positive social and academic outcomes for SWD. The study results 

contribute to the discourse about inclusion in K-12 education, aiding reconceptualization of 

the role of special educator as educational approaches continue to evolve along with social and 

technological changes. Educators and policy makers may use the results to clarify the role of 

special educators working with SWD in inclusive classroom settings. From this study, 

administrators may garner ideas about how to provide support for collaboration between 

teachers in inclusive classrooms. The study results shed light on connections between systems, 

professional relationships, and understandings and experiences of the role of special educator.  

Ontological & Epistemological Assumptions 

The co-construction of knowledge and researcher reflexivity are essential elements of 

a constructivist approach based on the idea that individuals use context and prior knowledge 

to interpret new information (Lichtman, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). This study is 
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guided by the theoretical assumptions of critical constructivism, which combines 

constructivism with another paradigm frequently used in qualitative research, critical theory 

(Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Critical constructivism blends constructivism’s search for 

understanding of constructed realities with critical social theory’s goal of transforming social 

realities (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). This ongoing transformation supports the development 

of a pluralistic society. The combination of perspectives from constructivism and critical 

theory results in a more critical version of constructivism that accounts for social, cultural, and 

political dynamics that affect the teaching and learning process (Bentley et al., 2007).  

Critical constructivism is a relativist ontology which positions “truth” as negotiated and 

contextual rather than universal and timeless (Kincheloe, 2005; Levers, 2013; Savin-Baden & 

Major, 2013). From this perspective, knowledge is built cooperatively through social 

interaction, and constructions of reality are connected to place and time (Lichtman, 2013; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985). New individual interpretations arise because of ongoing experiences, 

perceptions, and the application of prior knowledge (Bentley et al., 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Diverse and changing worldviews emerge from this variety of contexts and interactions 

(Kincheloe, 2005).  

Limitations 

This study was conducted in conjunction with the development of a dissertation. 

Therefore, it was undertaken for a relatively short duration. These time constraints along with 

ongoing COVID-19 precautions did not allow for on-site observations of study participants. 

Additionally, this study occurred within a limited geographic region and concentrated on a 

small sample. Phenomenological studies do not yield broadly generalizable results, nor can the 
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reliability of the informants be assumed. The insights derived depend on the skill and 

discernment of the investigator acting as the primary data collection instrument. 

Delimitations 

This study was restricted to understanding the role of special education teachers relative 

to UDL implementation. The study was delimited to interviewing 16 teachers who worked in 

four public school districts located in Wisconsin. 

Summary 

This chapter provides historical context for the expansion of inclusive education for 

SWD in the United States. These developments are positioned within the legal and social 

milieu of ongoing movements for civil rights. Data from the National Center for Education 

Statistics (2020) illustrates the extent to which SWD are physically included in general 

education settings as well as a trend in favor of mainstreaming. Increased inclusion of SWD 

calls for the use of inclusive pedagogical practices that normalize learner variability. This 

chapter centered on one such practice, UDL, highlighting the need for a reconfiguration of the 

role of special educator relative to UDL implementation.   
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Chapter 2. Review of the Literature  

Special educators play an integral role in designing and delivering instruction for 

students with disabilities (SWD). Increasingly, SWD are served with their peers in inclusive 

classroom settings. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a framework for inclusive 

pedagogy which the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (WI DPI) promotes. UDL is 

a key issue in educational research as researchers seek to clarify expectations for 

implementation and examine the framework’s efficacy. Although students with disabilities are 

subjects in many of these studies, their special education teachers are not. Therefore, there is a 

need for research that helps deepen understanding of the role of special educator relative to 

UDL implementation. 

The research questions for this study drew upon the following three areas of 

scholarship: critical constructivism, inclusive school reform, and UDL. Rather than providing 

a comprehensive review of the large quantity of literature in each category, this chapter 

summarizes the literature that is most relevant to the study. It illuminates the connections 

between topics that provided a conceptual schema for the research and situates it within the 

context of public education in Wisconsin.  

The research questions were as follows: 

• How does understanding of the role of special educator differ between teachers at 

schools that systematically implement UDL and those that do not?  

• How do special educators experience professional relationships in UDL and non-

UDL implementing schools in Wisconsin?  

A list of working definitions is in Appendix A. 
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Critical Constructivism  

Within the field of educational psychology, learning has been examined through 

various lenses including constructivism. Constructivism has roots in both rationalism and 

empiricism. It views the mind as the source of meaning (rationalism) while emphasizing 

individual direct, contextualized experience as a critical element of knowledge production 

(empiricism) (Ertmer & Newby, 2013; Levers, 2013; Lichtman, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Traditional learning theories, such as behaviorism and cognitivism, originate in objectivist 

assumptions about the nature of reality that set the existence of an objective world apart from 

the learner. These assumptions support arguments for transmissive forms of teaching and 

learning (Ertmer & Newby, 2013) because there is a single reality which every student should 

learn. Conversely, within the constructivist approach to learning and understanding, the 

meaning that an individual ascribes to their experiences acts as the primary source of 

knowledge production (Ertmer & Newby, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Therefore, 

constructivism positions teaching and learning as generative processes through which various 

realities can be expressed and understood. 

Constructivism is a branch of cognitivism. It does not deny the existence of a real world 

(Ertmer & Newby, 2013; Levers, 2013). However, constructivism differs from cognitivism in 

that constructivism situates reality within the mind of the individual rather than in an objective, 

external world. In other words, an individual understands the world through interpretations of 

their own direct experiences (Lichtman, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). From this 

perspective, learning is not simply an act of transmitting knowledge between individuals; 

rather, meaning is created through experience (Ertmer & Newby, 2013; Freire, 2005; Levers, 

2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Knowledge is context dependent and context relevant.  
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Foundations of Critical Constructivism  

Critical constructivism has roots in both constructivism and critical theory. 

Constructivists attend to the interactions between the learner and environmental factors. 

Critical theory attends to power dynamics in human relations (Kincheloe, 2005; Lichtman, 

2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Thus, critical constructivism “involves both a more 

critical understanding of the ideas of constructivism and takes into account--upfront and 

explicitly--the social, cultural, and political nature of knowledge in the teaching and learning 

process” (Bentley, Fleury, & Garrison, 2007, p. 11). Critical constructivists seek to consciously 

address issues of power related to experiences and the assignment of meaning with the goal of 

developing social consciousness and promoting democratic citizenship (Bentley, Fleury, & 

Garrison, 2007; Kincheloe, 2005). As an interpretivist epistemology, critical constructivism 

views the world as a socially constructed reality in which the perceptions of dominant groups 

of people exert disproportionate influence (Freire, 2005; Kincheloe, 2005; Levers, 2013; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Constructivism holds that knowledge is built cooperatively through social interaction 

and that new interpretations arise because of ongoing experiences and the application of prior 

knowledge (Bentley et al., 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Wertsch et al., 1996). From this 

perspective, knowledge is neither universal nor timeless (Kincheloe, 2005; Levers, 2013; 

Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). The variety of interactions and contexts results in diverse and 

changing worldviews. With an emphasis on teaching and knowledge production in formal 

educational contexts, Kincheloe (2005) offered the following ideas about critical 

constructivism.  
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The world is socially constructed ... All knowers are historical and social subjects ... 

Not only is the world socially and historically constructed, but so are people and the 

knowledge people possess ... A key aspect of education in this context involves 

understanding the nature of these constructions ... Critical constructivists are concerned 

with the exaggerated role power plays in these construction and validation processes ... 

In their search for ways to produce democratic and evocative knowledges, critical 

constructivists become detectives of new ways of seeing and constructing the world. 

(pp. 2-4) 

Critical constructivism addresses issues of ownership and the value of knowledge in 

ways that hold deep implications for formal schooling (Bentley, Fleury, & Garrison, 2007; 

Kincheloe, 2005). Individuals and groups with more power have greater opportunities to define 

policy issues and shape educational priorities, which often serves to further their own interests 

(Annamma et al. 2013; Freire, 2005; Kincheloe, 2005; Young, 1990). Therefore, a critical 

constructivist lens can provide a useful starting point for shaping conversations about inclusive 

school reform. 

Inclusive School Reform  

 Historically, schools have been segregated based on characteristics such as social class, 

race, and disability status. In the U.S., K-12 public schools take all who come, resulting in 

increased diversity in schools and classrooms that more closely mirror the makeup of society. 

A one-size-fits-all instructional approach that excludes outlier learners is not sufficient to 

prepare students to live and work in an increasingly complex, fast-paced world full of wicked 

problems. Inclusive school reform aims to reshape education for greater socio-cultural 
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sustainability. To do so, inequities related to social inclusion, opportunity, resourcing, 

hierarchy, and social norms must be addressed and new, more inclusive pedagogies explored. 

Social Inclusion  

Broadly, the concept of social inclusion deals with issues of representation, integration/ 

assimilation, and resource distribution (Annamma et al., 2013; Nusbaum, 2013; Young, 1990). 

Discussions of inclusion must necessarily also deal with the concept of exclusion, “how some 

bodies become understood as the rightful occupants of certain spaces” while others exist at the 

margins of those spaces (Ahmed, 2012, p. 2). A rich and varied critical discourse about the 

means and ends of social inclusion exists related to race, gender, class, sexual orientation, 

(dis)ability, and their intersections (Ahmed, 2012; Crenshaw, 1991; Hooks, 1984; Spade, 2015; 

Wong, 2020). This large field of study cannot be examined in its entirety here. Rather, those 

elements most deeply embedded in issues of inclusive school reform are highlighted to 

demonstrate the connections between the three areas of scholarship addressed in this literature 

review.  

Equal Opportunity & Resourcing  

The connection between equal opportunity, equitable participation, and resource 

distribution is a major theme in the literature about inclusion (Annamma et al., 2013; Waitoller 

& Kozleski, 2013; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017; Young, 1990). Challenges to the usefulness of 

a logic of distribution for dealing with social goods, such as opportunities for participation, 

emphasize the role that social structures play in determining life chances (Annamma et al., 

2013; Nussbaum, 2013; Spade, 2015; Young, 1990). Equivalent resources do not necessarily 

lead to equally-enabling opportunities (Young, 1990). Nevertheless, attempts to address the 
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specific needs of students from marginalized groups often emphasize resource distribution 

(Woodcock & Hardy, 2017; Young, 1990).  

Although resource distribution alone is not sufficient to provide equal educational 

opportunity, it serves as a good starting point for inclusive school reform because it can be 

leveraged to empower marginalized peoples to challenge institutional norms. Woodcock & 

Hardy (2017) explained, as follows:  

Even as ‘success of … inclusion is not only a matter of access to resources’...students 

cannot attain the forms of social status, which enable them to be full partners in their 

learning, and full members of school and wider social contexts more generally, if there 

is not adequate resource provision to bring to light, and redress, more problematic 

values and practices. The sorts of social constructions of difference, which are so 

consequential for mediating access and participation to learning in schools ... cannot be 

challenged without adequate resourcing to enable those within and outside social 

institutions to critique problematic, actively constituted (albeit broadfield) social 

practices, that marginalise [sic] the least advantaged (p. 680). 

In this way, resource distribution serves as one entry point for challenging disabling, 

exclusionary social norms in schools. 

Hierarchy & Norms in Schools  

The traditional social norms in K-12 public schools are based on a normal/abnormal 

binary that creates inequities in education (Annamma et al., 2013). Unless institutional norms 

are examined and reshaped, efforts at inclusion only serve to entrench the social status quo 

more deeply (Ahmed, 2012; Annamma et al., 2013; Nusbaum, 2013; Spade, 2015; Woodcock 

& Hardy, 2017). The idea of normalcy creates boundaries and results in inclusion for some 
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students and marginalization for others (Annamma et al., 2013; Tomlinson, 2004). Individuals 

and organizations working for greater social inclusion challenge rigid conceptualizations of 

normalcy, as exemplified by the following quote: 

Instead of this limiting binary in which all students are expected to fit into one of two 

categories, there is diversity in human capabilities and therefore there is a need to 

reconstruct the ideology of normal into a more expansive understanding of human 

variability. (Annamma et al., 2013, p. 1279) 

Deep inclusion requires that institutionalized value patterns that prevent full and 

equitable participation be replaced with ones that enable and facilitate it. In the context of 

formal schooling, this requires recognition of systemically ingrained notions of normalcy 

which position “average” as the ideal and which characterize those outside the “norm” as 

deficient or deviant (Annamma et al., 2013; Nusbaum, 2013; Tomlinson, 2004; Waitoller & 

Kozleski, 2013; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017). Such ideas about normalcy, embedded in teacher 

preparation programs and policy, create categories of students that define the parameters of 

educator practice (Annamma et al., 2013; Greenstein, 2014; Nusbaum, 2013; Tomlinson, 2004; 

Waitoller & Kozleski, 2013).  

Separation of students into socially constructed, distinct, ostensibly monolithic groups 

fuels the perceived need for categorical role specialization in the field of education, so much 

so that almost half of adults working in schools are not classroom teachers (Greenstein, 2014; 

Tomlinson, 2004; Waitoller & Kozleski, 2013). This system of “role specialties” perpetuates 

the practice of separating students deemed “below average” thereby keeping schools and the 

field of education from addressing the systemic assumptions that feed the perceived need for 

such segregation overall (Annamma et al., 2013; Greenstein, 2014; Tomlinson, 2004). 
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Interruption of this cycle requires a fundamental reconceptualization of how we “do school”, 

a challenging undertaking. Yet this is exactly what is necessary to achieve the vision of a 

pluralistic democracy (Tomlinson, 2004; Young, 1990).  

The categorization and separation of students perpetuates the equation of disability with 

inability, fueling paternalistic practices and lower expectations (Annamma et al., 2013). These 

interpretations reinforce the perception that "can/cannot" serves as a reason for some to have 

and others to have not (Annamma et al., 2013). These social norms result in inequitable 

opportunities across the lifespan by reproducing hierarchies related to class, race, gender, and 

ability (Annamma et al., 2013; Tomlinson, 2004; Wong, 2020; Young, 1990). Categorical 

labels applied to students impact the depth and quality of instruction they experience. The 

provision of specialized supports to remediate perceived deficits in academic, behavioral, or 

language skills may supplant a student’s exposure to other aspects of curriculum and 

instruction, often with little evidence of efficacy (Tomlinson, 2004; Waitoller & Kozleski, 

2013). This is especially true for students who have been identified as in need of special 

education, as they are particularly vulnerable to exclusion from the mainstream school culture 

despite the lack of evidence that segregation from the mainstream has resulted in significant 

academic gain for this group of students (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Tomlinson, 2004; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2021).  

Labeling and segregation are not the answers to equitable access to life opportunities; 

neither is a one-size-fits-all approach (Annamma et al., 2013). Young (1990) argued, as 

follows: 

Integration into the full life of the society should not have to imply assimilation to 

dominant norms and abandonment of group affiliation and culture. If the only 
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alternative to the oppressive exclusion of some groups defined as other by dominant 

ideologies is the assertion that they are the same as everybody else, then they will 

continue to be excluded because they are not the same. (p. 168)  

As the diversity of students in general education classrooms increases, schools and educators 

are finding ways to move beyond exclusionary practices based in notions of normalcy and 

expectations of standardization. One strategy is to predict and plan for learner variability in a 

way that allows for instruction that is responsive to that variance (CAST 2021; Tomlinson, 

2004). This starts with redefining the notion of “additional supports” for broader application 

of flexible teaching and learning approaches (Florian, 2012).  

Next Steps in Inclusive Education  

The literature highlights several areas requiring attention as part of the process of 

moving toward more inclusive educational practices. Addressing these recommendations 

involves both philosophical and practical changes in the field of K-12 education. Philosophical 

shifts include teaching inclusion as an ideological commitment in teacher preparation programs 

and reconstructing ideas of normalcy in terms of human variability (Annamma et al., 2013; 

Nusbaum, 2013). Additionally, various systemic elements must be simultaneously addressed. 

Higher education institutions and in-service teacher training should equip teachers to give 

“adequate attention to resourcing, recognising [sic], and representing the needs of all students” 

[emphasis in original] (Woodcock & Hardy, 2017, p. 683). Meeting these recognized needs 

requires re-alignment of funding streams, full integration of academic and behavioral 

interventions within a multi-tiered system of support, and the use of implementation science 

to scale up innovative, evidence-based practices (Sailor, 2015). The full use of inclusive 

educational practices is further complicated by the dilemma faced by teachers when attempting 
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to resist practices that perpetuate categorization and segregation while embedded within 

systems in which those practices and discourses are so entangled (Naraian & Schlesinger, 

2018). This study addressed this under-researched practitioner dilemma within the context of 

implementing one inclusive educational practice, UDL. 

Universal Design for Learning  

Universal Design for Learning is a conceptual framework for designing instruction that 

is responsive to learner variability. The principles of UDL are grounded in research about the 

three brain networks, which include the recognition system, the strategic system, and the 

affective system (CAST, 2021; Edyburn, 2010; Meyer & Rose, 2000). Each system links to 

characteristics that are educationally relevant for the development of expert learner 

characteristics with a variety of learners, as depicted in Table 1. In practice, UDL is often 

understood via its three primary principles: multiple means of engagement, multiple means of 

representation, and multiple means of action and expression (Basham et al., 2020). 

Table 1. Connections 

Brain Network Aspect UDL Principle Characteristic 

Recognition What Representation Resourceful & Knowledgeable 

Strategic How Action & Expression Strategic & Goal Directed 

Affective Why Engagement Purposeful & Motivated 

 
Note: Adapted from CAST (2018). 

The UDL framework promotes proactive design to maximize access to learning 

opportunities so that all students can participate meaningfully as they become expert learners, 

which is what the “universal” in UDL refers to (Basham et al., 2020; CAST, 2017; Crevecoeur 

et al., 2014; Meyer & Rose, 2000). UDL shifts the educational design and delivery paradigm 

away from a one-size-fits-all approach that positions some students as deviant, deficient, or 

disabled (Annamma et al., 2013; Crevecoeur et al, 2014; Edyburn, 2010). Through the lens of 
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UDL many of the challenges students experience at school are the result of a disabled 

curriculum that is not responsive to learner variability (Edyburn, 2010; Meyer & Rose, 2000).  

Using the UDL framework, anticipated barriers to learning are addressed at the design 

phase of instruction so that construct-irrelevant factors are reduced or eliminated (Basham et 

al., 2020; Crevecoeur et al., 2014). For example, if the goal is to have students express their 

understanding of plant reproduction, they need not all achieve that goal via the same means. 

For some, the physical task of writing may be a barrier to expressing what they know. For 

others, requirements to demonstrate their knowledge through spoken English might be a 

barrier. UDL separates the end from means by embedding multiple strategies to engage and 

motivate all students, by representing information in ways that account for cognitive, sensory, 

and other variability in learner characteristics, and by offering a range of options for student 

action and expression (Basham et al., 2020).  

UDL in Research & Practice  

Conceptually, UDL has existed since the 1990s and is embedded in educational policy 

including the Every Student Succeeds Act, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, the 

Assistive Technology Act, and the National Technology for Education Plan (Basham et al., 

2020; CAST, 2020; Edyburn, 2010; Hollingshead et al., 2020). Much of the research related 

to UDL examines its application for students with disabilities, teachers’ understanding of the 

framework, and teachers’ confidence with implementing UDL (Basham et al., 2020; Capp, 

2020; Cook & Rao, 2018; Hall et al., 2014; Hollingshead et al., 2020).  

Research on UDL shows that it holds promise for increased social inclusion and 

improved educational outcomes (Basham et al., 2020; Capp, 2017; Cook & Rao, 2018; 

Crevecoeur et al., 2014; Hall et al., 2014; Rao et al., 2020). However, lack of consensus about 
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implementation and clear best practices leads to misunderstanding of the concept of UDL. 

Questions about its definition, implementation, and efficacy remain (Basham et al., 2020; 

Crevecoeur et al., 2014; Edyburn, 2010; Hollingshead et al., 2020; Rao et al., 2020). UDL’s 

basis in a multi-component, interconnected framework creates challenges for those who study 

it. Specifically, researchers find it difficult to engage in systematic replication of studies 

because of the variety of ways in which information is defined and reported (Cook & Rao, 

2018). Further, the lack of an operationalized understanding of UDL presents challenges for 

measuring its efficacy in a way that demonstrates causality (Basham et al., 2020; Edyburn, 

2010; Hollingshead et al., 2020).  

Hollingshead et al. (2020) interviewed 19 UDL experts to gain greater clarity about the 

framework’s definition, critical components, and priorities. Their analysis of the narratives 

found that most participants agreed with the following points: UDL is about design and about 

addressing variability. UDL emphasizes access to learning, thus it concentrates on reaching a 

range of students beyond the perceived “average.” These findings represent a foundational 

understanding of what it means to engage with inclusive teaching and learning practices. 

Nevertheless, educational research must answer questions about the scope and efficacy of UDL 

implementation for it to bring about system-wide change. 

Edyburn (2010) described a three-phase model of systems transition for UDL. During 

the Advocacy Phase, which took place in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the message of UDL 

was shared with the educational community. Since then, the field of education has been in the 

Accommodations Phase of UDL related systems change. “This means that while we are 

awaiting widespread availability of the promise of UDL (Accessibility Phase), we are left to 



 

 27 

our own devices to try to apply the UDL principles to create more accessible accommodations” 

(Edyburn, 2010, p. 35).  

Recent research is moving the field toward the Accessibility Phase of UDL related 

systems change as the body of recommendations for clear definition and implementation 

fidelity grows. Cook & Rao (2018) suggest that UDL can be systematically applied for students 

with Learning Disabilities by clearly defining the specific domains to be addressed and then 

intentionally considering which instructional components should be modified. Hall et al. 

(2014) note that teachers can pair prescriptive tools, such as curriculum-based measurement, 

with the flexibility of UDL designed tools to tailor interventions to student needs. Additionally, 

tools such as the UDL observation measurement tool and UDL reporting criteria have been 

developed and tested (Basham et al., 2020; Rao et al., 2020). These tools help researchers to 

define what constitutes application of the UDL framework, observe its implementation, 

measure its efficacy, and consistently report findings. 

Wisconsin K-12 Public Education  

Public education is deeply interwoven into Wisconsin state culture. Publicly financed 

education has been a legal requirement in Wisconsin since before statehood (Jorgenson, 1949; 

Wisconsin Historical Society, 2021). In 1836, the Wisconsin territory put in place legislation 

requiring a publicly funded school for every township with more than 10 families (Wisconsin 

Historical Society, 2022). Legislation from 1840 and 1841 set forth regulations for the 

organization and administration of public schools and secured funding for those schools 

through property tax levies (Jorgenson, 1949). Within the first full year of statehood, there 

were 32,000 students in Wisconsin public schools (Jorgenson, 1949).  
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Educator Credentials and Educational Innovation  

According to the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (WI DPI), nearly 111,000 

full-time staff serve in Wisconsin school districts, including over 62,000 teachers, with an 

average of 18.7 years of experience (WI DPI, n.d.). By law, every professional staff member 

working in Wisconsin public schools must hold a WI DPI-issued certificate or license to teach 

in a specific position. Licensure is contingent on the applicant meeting requirements to teach 

a specific subject at a specific developmental level (Wis. Stat. § PI34., 2021; WI DPI, 2017). 

Some subjects, such as cross-categorical special education, offer one license that covers grades 

K-12 (WI DPI, n.d.). Educators may only provide instruction in the specific subject(s) and 

grade level(s) for which they are licensed and to which they are assigned in a given school year 

(WI DPI, n.d.). The requirement of assignment to teach in a specific subject area limits 

flexibility for teachers licensed in more than one area. For example, a teacher who holds 

licenses in both general and special education, but who is assigned to teach only general 

education may not provide specially designed instruction to students with IEPs in her class. 

These licensure requirements present challenges for implementing flexible instructional 

approaches (WI DPI, 2017).  

Even so, as new ways of “doing school” emerge in the modern era, Wisconsin school 

districts are encouraged to pursue innovative instructional methods (WI DPI, 2017). Examples 

of innovative approaches include personalized learning, competency-based education, 

alternative education programs, self-directed learning, and dual credit courses (WI DPI, 2017). 

One innovative approach that has gained attention during the COVID-19 pandemic is online 

or blended learning. The state administrative rule governing school district standards was 

recently modified in light of evolving methods for delivering instruction using digital 
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technology. The modifications give school districts more latitude in determining how to 

incorporate virtual learning time into their required hours of instruction, even when virtual 

learning does not take place during the traditional school day or within a school building (WI 

DPI, n.d.).  

Leveraging digital technology for greater flexibility aligns well with the three 

principles of UDL, which are: provide multiple means of engagement, multiple means of 

representation, and multiple means of action and expression (CAST, 2018). The WI DPI 

demonstrates its commitment to UDL, and supports implementation of the framework, through 

the UDL Forward! Project, which provides learning and support for educators through the 

following four routes:  

• UDL Blast newsletters; 

• UDL Learning Design Coaching Labs; 

• UDL Community of Practice; and  

• Annual UDL Conference (WI DPI, n.d.).  

Use of digital technologies in conjunction with application of the UDL framework positions 

teachers to engage effectively with Wisconsin’s diverse student population. 

Wisconsin K-12 Public School Students 

In the 2019-2020 school year, 854,959 students were enrolled in Wisconsin public 

schools (WI DPI, n.d.). Roughly equal numbers were enrolled in elementary schools (415,724) 

and junior, middle, and high schools combined (412,696). The remaining 26,539 students 

attended combined elementary-secondary schools. The following is a list of student enrollment 

by school type:  

• High School: 260,001; 
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• Middle School: 148,620; 

• Junior High School: 4,075; 

• Combined Elementary & Secondary: 26,539; and 

• Elementary: 415,724 (WI DPI, n.d.) 

Reported demographic distribution of Wisconsin public-school students by race is as follows: 

• American Indian: 1%; 

• Asian: 4%; 

• Black or African American: 9%; 

• Hispanic: 13%; 

• Pacific Islander: 0%; 

• White: 69% 

• Multi: 4% (WI DPI, 2021) 

Wisconsin public education students are identified by additional demographic categories, as 

listed below:  

• Students with disabilities: 14%; 

• English Learners: 6%; and 

• Economically Disadvantaged Students: 42% (WI DPI, 2021). 

Demographics of study sites did not match the general demographics of the state. The 

percentage of white students at the four study sites was higher than the state average, 

ranging from 78.8% to 93.5%. The percentage of English learners was lower than the state 

average, ranging from less than 1% to 5.4%. The percentage of students eligible to 

participate in the federal free and reduced-price meal program was lower than the state rate 

with a range of 23.3% to 38.1%. The percentage of SWD was higher at three of the four 
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sites, with a range of 14.3% to 18.6% (WI DPI, n.d.). Data on SWD may not be complete. 

There may be over or under identification at a given school district based on the systems 

in place and unrecognized bias in decision making. 

In the U.S. special education has been defined by a series of laws starting with PL94-

142, the Education for all Handicapped Children Act (1974). The most recent iteration of this 

legislation, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004), mandates the publicly 

funded provision of specially designed instruction for SWD. Specially designed instruction 

involves the adaptation of content, methodology, or instructional delivery to meet the unique 

disability related needs of the student and to ensure access to the general curriculum (IDEA, 

2004). 

About 14% of students in Wisconsin are entitled to receive special education services. 

Students identified as having specific learning disabilities account for the largest percentage of 

the 13 disability categories followed closely by speech-language impairments and other health 

impairments (a category often applied to students with ADHD). Together these three disability 

categories account for 67% of students receiving special education in Wisconsin schools. Many 

students with disabilities spend 80% or more of their school day in general education settings, 

yet students with disabilities are less likely than their non-disabled peers to graduate with a 

regular high school diploma (National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2017a).  

Inclusion, Academic Performance, and Outcomes for Students with Disabilities  

The Department of Public Instruction uses 17 indicators to monitor progress toward 

meeting goals for students with disabilities in Wisconsin. Appendix B is comprised of two 

tables that include titles and descriptions for compliance indicators and results indicators 

respectively. Historically, Wisconsin has demonstrated greater strength with compliance 
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indicators as compared to results indicators. Of the nine results indicators, Wisconsin reported 

slippage in two areas (indicators 7 and 14) from fiscal year 2018 to 2019. State performance 

with the other seven results indicators met target or maintained levels from the previous year 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2021).  

Wisconsin’s progress with results Indicators 1 through 5 and 14 shows the efficacy of 

current systems and practices and their impacts on individuals with disabilities. Indicators for 

participation in state assessments, exclusionary discipline, and educational environment for 

students ages 6-21 demonstrate that students with disabilities are being physically included in 

general education settings at already high or increasing rates. However, based on the results of 

other indicators, such as performance on state assessments, graduation and dropout rates, and 

post-school outcomes, there is little evidence to suggest that physical inclusion has made a 

significant impact on educational outcomes for Wisconsin students with disabilities.  

Indicator 5 measures the percentage of children with IEPs aged 6-21 served in each of 

the following three educational environments: 

(a) Inside the regular class 80% or more of the day;  

(b) Inside the regular class less than 40% of the day; and  

(c) In separate schools, residential facilities, or homebound/hospital placements.  

Data from this indicator show that most Wisconsin students with disabilities spend at 

least 80% of their school day in regular education classes. As of July 2020, 72%, of Wisconsin 

children with IEPs aged 6 to 21 years were reported to spend 80% or more of the day in regular 

classes. Conversely, fewer than 10% spend less than 40% of their day in separate classrooms 

or attend alternative schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2021).  
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According to disciplinary data, Wisconsin school districts generally do not have 

policies, procedures, or practices in place that lead to significant discrepancies in rates of 

prolonged suspension and expulsion for students with IEPs based on race or ethnicity. Baseline 

data from the year 2009 show 0.00% of districts had a significant discrepancy in rates of 

exclusionary discipline by race or ethnicity for student with disabilities. The target for this 

indicator was set at 0.00% for fiscal years 2014-2018. Wisconsin met the target in all selected 

years except for 2017 when 0.23% of Wisconsin districts were identified as “in need of 

improvement” based on Indicator 4B (U.S. Department of Education, 2021).  

In addition to being present in general education schools and spaces, Wisconsin 

students with disabilities in grades 3 through 11 also participate in state assessments at high 

rates. Since the baseline year, 2015, state assessment participation targets have been set at 95% 

for all assessed grade levels in the areas of reading and math. Target participation rates were 

exceeded in reading for grades 3 through 8 in each of the fiscal years 2016-2018. Likewise, 

math participation rates were on target with few exceptions. However, as students age, the rate 

of participation in state assessments decreases. Participation rates for students with IEPs in 11th 

grade who did not meet the target for reading or math in any of the years from 2014 to 2018. 

During the selected years, reading assessment participation rates for eleventh grade students 

with disabilities ranged from 84% to 91% while participation rates for the math assessment 

ranged from 86% to 92% (U.S. Department of Education, 2021).  

Lower assessment participation rates are not the only concerning indicator of 

potentially unsatisfactory post-secondary outcomes for high school students with IEPs. As a 

group, students with disabilities in Wisconsin experience higher rates of exclusionary 

discipline, higher dropout rates, lower academic achievement, and lower graduation rates 
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(National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2017b; U.S. Department of Education, 2021). Each 

of the indicators addressed above impacts post-secondary outcomes for students with 

disabilities. Indicator 14 measures the percent of youth who are no longer in secondary school, 

had IEPs in effect at the time they left school, and were engaged in any of the following three 

specified post-secondary activities within a year of leaving high school:  

A. Higher education; 

B. Other education or training; or  

C. Competitive employment.  

For Measure A, enrollment in institutions of higher education within one year of high school 

graduation, the target was not met in any of fiscal years 2016-2018. Targets ranged from 

30.80% to 32.30% during that time. In fiscal years 2016-2018 targets for Measure B, 

engagement in competitive employment, ranged from 65.50% to 69.50%. In those same years 

targets for Measure C, other post-secondary education or training program or other 

employment, ranged from 79% to 83%. For Measures B and C Wisconsin exceeded targets in 

2016 and 2017 and did not meet the target in 2018 (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). 

Summary 

 This chapter provided background information about inclusive education, and context 

about special education in Wisconsin, in addition to outlining the philosophical underpinnings 

of critical constructivism. Critical constructivism situates reality within the mind of the 

individual while attending to the power dynamics that shape human experience. Considered 

through this theoretical framework, the role of “special educator” is shaped by individual 

experience and interpretation as well as the social, economic, and political constraints of the 

system in which that role is enacted. This phenomenological study examined understandings 
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of the role of special educator and explored the experiences of Wisconsin special education 

teachers working in inclusive classrooms settings, through the lens of critical constructivism.  
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Chapter 3. Method & Procedures 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to gain insight into how special 

educators navigate relationships and systemic barriers when enacting inclusive practices in 

Wisconsin schools. Using critical constructivism, this study sought to understand similarities 

and differences in construction of the role of special educators in schools that systematically 

implement Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and in schools that do not. UDL is a flexible 

framework that offers options for engagement, representation, and action/expression (CAST, 

2021). Wisconsin has UDL demonstration sites in Fond du Lac, Stevens Point, and Sheboygan 

Falls.  

In addition to these sites, other schools throughout the state are incorporating UDL into 

their practices utilizing coaching and technical support available through the WI Department 

of Public Instruction and Cooperative Educational Service Agencies (CESAs). To date, there 

has been little research on special educators’ role in planning and delivering instruction using 

the UDL framework in inclusive classroom settings. This is true at the international, national, 

and state levels, which highlights the importance and timeliness of the study. This study 

addressed the following research questions:  

1. How does understanding of the role of special educator differ between teachers at 

schools that systematically implement UDL and those that do not?  

2. How do special educators experience professional relationships in UDL and non-UDL 

implementing schools in Wisconsin?  

Design 

 This study utilized a qualitative phenomenological design. This section describes why 

this research design was selected, and why it was suitable for answering the research questions. 
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The use of qualitative research has increased over the past several decades, particularly in the 

fields of education and the social sciences (Burke, 2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Krathwohl & Smith, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Qualitative research occurs in natural 

settings, with data collection taking place in the field, and concentrates on understanding the 

meaning that participants bring about the issue under study. Thus, qualitative researchers often 

engage in an emergent process that allows for adjustments to the form of data collection or 

changes to the participants and study sites.  

In addition to instruments such as observation and interview protocols, a researcher 

acts as a key instrument in qualitative research, which makes researcher reflexivity a crucial 

element of the approach (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Qualitative researchers use inductive 

and/or deductive reasoning to reveal patterns in the information they gather. The qualitative 

approach incorporates understanding of heterarchical concepts to develop a holistic picture of 

the issue under study grounded in the experiences of participants (Burke, 2009; Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Four Arrows, 2008; Krathwohl & Smith, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 A qualitative approach is appropriate for studying the role of special educator relative 

to UDL implementation because the emergent nature of qualitative research allows for 

participant reflection. Qualitative research can be used to investigate participants’ 

understanding of their experiences with a particular event or phenomenon. This study 

investigated how special educators navigate their role within the confines of the special 

education system at the same time that the use of flexible pedagogical approaches such as UDL 

are becoming more common. That navigation involves heterarchical power relationships, as 

teacher peers with different roles co-serve students with disabilities within various school 

settings.  
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Qualitative research emphasizes context rather than repeatability or generalizability 

(Lichtman, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). In this study, each 

examined relationship and interaction was embedded within the unique context of the 

classroom and school where it took place. Therefore, the study concentrated on the insights to 

be gained from specific sites and individuals, not on identifying broadly generalizable findings. 

This expectation is appropriate as qualitative research often identifies themes that emerge 

during study of a particular site rather than aiming for repeatability (Burke, 2009; Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018).  

Phenomenology examines the development of human consciousness and self-

awareness by studying participants’ thoughts and mental actions related to a given 

phenomenon (Lichtman, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; van Manen, 2017a; van Manen, 

2017b; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). In this form of descriptive research, phenomena are studied 

in context with the aim of describing the essence of the experience (Burke, 2009; Sloan & 

Bowe, 2014; van Manen, 2017a; van Manen, 2017b; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Broadly, 

phenomenology is a theoretical viewpoint that rejects the notion of an objective, de-

contextualized reality external to the individual (Lichtman, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; 

Sloan & Bowe, 2014). Phenomenologists play “the believing game” in as much as they seek 

to understand the participants’ experiences without questioning whether those experiences 

represent objective reality (Elbow, 2008, pp. 5-7). Rather, the audience is asked to 

“imaginatively entertain” possibilities about the essence of the phenomenon as they reveal 

themselves (van Manen, 2017b, p. 817).  

Origins. There are two main types of phenomenology, descriptive and interpretive 

(Sloan & Bowe, 2014; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Over time, 
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phenomenology, which began as a philosophical discipline, has become a qualitative method 

for scientific study (Dowling, 2007; Lichtman, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Sloan & 

Bowe, 2014; van Manen & van Manen, 2021; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Near the end of the 

twentieth century, German mathematician and philosopher, Edmund Husserl established 

descriptive phenomenology (Lichtman, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Wojnar & 

Swanson, 2007). This philosophy challenged Cartesian dualism by situating reality within 

individuals and their interactions with objects rather than as something that occurs exclusively 

externally (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). Husserl said that one-to-one transactions between the 

researcher and each participant are essential to discovering the meaning of lived experiences. 

A researcher’s approach must include attentive listening, interaction, and observation that 

allows them to “create representation of reality more sophisticated than previous 

understandings” (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007, p. 173).  

One central feature of Husserl’s philosophy was his argument for phenomenological 

reduction with the aim of discovering the pure phenomenon, free of context (Dowling, 2007). 

Later philosophers such as Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, critiqued and refined 

Husserl’s approach. Their differing reactions to the tenets of Husserl’s philosophy led to the 

various branches of phenomenology including interpretive phenomenology (Sloan & Bowe, 

2014; van Manen & van Manen, 2021; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007).  

  Influenced by the philosophy of Kierkegaard, Heidegger incorporated elements of 

existentialism with phenomenological methodology to develop interpretive phenomenology, 

also known as hermeneutic or existential phenomenology (Dowling, 2007; Lichtman, 2013; 

Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Sloan & Bowe, 2014). Hermeneutic phenomenology interprets 

experiential structures based on the understanding of people who have lived through the 
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experiences under study, as well as by those who study them (Dowling, 2007; Lichtman, 2013; 

Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007).  

Heidegger believed that humans engage in interpretation to find meaning and 

significance in their lives (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Unlike in descriptive phenomenology, 

the role of context in meaning making is a central feature of hermeneutic phenomenology for 

both participants and researchers. Heideggerian phenomenology holds that culture, social 

context, and the historical period in which study subjects live all come to bear on understanding 

their experiences (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Sloan & Bowe, 2014; Wojnar & Swanson, 

2007). Heidegger used the term dasein to encompass the concept of the human way of being 

in the world. This concept emphasizes the importance of context as an influence on individuals’ 

choices and the meanings they ascribe to their lived experiences based on their 

preunderstanding, as follows:  

The assumptions of dasein and situatedness form the basis for preunderstanding, or as 

Heidegger (1962) called it, a forestructure of understanding. The fore-structures of 

understanding consists of: fore-having (all individuals come to a situation with practical 

familiarity or background practices from their own world that make interpretation 

possible); fore-sight (the socio-cultural background gives a point of view from which 

to make an interpretation); fore-conception (socio-cultural background provides a basis 

for anticipation of what might be found in an investigation.) (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007, 

p. 174)  

All these parts link to how one understands the world and interprets reality. Heidegger 

described the interpretive process as one in which participant and researcher understandings 

blend to produce new information, which allows the researcher to identify the meanings of the 
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information gathered from participants. He called this entering a “hermeneutic circle of 

understanding” (Dowling, 2007; Sloan & Bowe, 2014; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Scholars 

working within the hermeneutic phenomenology paradigm believe that both researchers and 

participants bring their fore-structures (i.e., fore-having, fore-sight, fore-conception), shaped 

by their backgrounds, to the investigation and that through a process of interaction and 

interpretation they co-generate an understanding of the phenomenon under study (Sloan & 

Bowe, 2014; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007).  

Contemporary Phenomenology. The term new phenomenology, also known as 

American phenomenology, refers to research that centers people’s experiences as they engage 

with the phenomenon rather than on uncovering the essence of the phenomenon under study 

as is the case with traditional phenomenology (Dowling, 2007). In this approach to phe-

nomenological research, reflexivity plays an important role in mediating ethical and practical 

issues associated with the application of phenomenological reduction by researchers who work 

in caring professions. New phenomenology builds upon Heidegger’s assertion that context 

shapes understanding, that humans cannot think “aculturally” (Dowling, 2007, p. 138). 

Therefore, “American phenomenology...focuses on describing participants’ lived experience 

within the context of culture as opposed [to] a universal meaning of it” (Dowling, 2007, p. 

138). New phenomenology can be utilized to gain a subjective understanding of participants’ 

experiences of a phenomenon, whereas philosophical phenomenology can be utilized to gain 

understanding of the phenomenon itself.  

Application to the field of education. Hermeneutic phenomenology provides a useful 

framework for studying the contextual elements of a lived experience shaped by the 

understanding and meanings expressed by researchers and participants and is particularly 
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useful to researchers in fields such as nursing and education (Sloan & Bowe, 2014; van Manen 

& van Manen, 2021; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Sloan & Bowe (2014) chose to use this 

approach to examine the experiences of lecturers as curriculum designers because they found 

that using hermeneutic phenomenology as a methodology gave voice to the participants’ 

experiences in context. Similarly, this study utilized hermeneutic phenomenology as a 

methodological approach to understanding the experiences of special educators within the 

evolving context of K-12 education in Wisconsin. A hermeneutic phenomenological approach 

allowed me to discern meaning from educators’ role co-construction experiences within the 

unique contexts of their workplaces 

The role of reflexivity in hermeneutic phenomenology.  

Hermeneutic phenomenology holds that researchers bring their own meaning making 

to their inquiries, thus the descriptor interpretive phenomenology.  

Heidegger was of the view that the observer could not remove him or herself from the 

process of essence-identification, that he or she existed with the phenomena and the 

essences. He or she would be required to bear that in mind during the phenomenological 

process … (Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 1294). 

This position justifies the use of first-person pronouns in scholarly writing about 

phenomenological research, as a researcher must acknowledge the ever-present “I.” Before 

conducting inquiry, hermeneutic phenomenologists reflect on their own fore-structures. 

Therefore, throughout design, data collection and analysis, I reflected on my experiences with 

the phenomenon under study as well as on preconceptions and biases about what it means to 

experience the phenomenon. This reflection helped me to access the fore-structures of study 

participants (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). With this in mind, I considered how my own 
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involvement with UDL and special education shaped the problem, research questions, data 

collection, and data analysis within this study.  

I have spent my career in special education attempting to resist practices of categoriza-

tion and segregation within systems that perpetuate them. This experience underpins the 

curiosity that shaped the research questions. I am knowledgeable about the UDL framework 

in theory but have not worked in a school that systematically implements it, which led me to 

wonder about its effect on educator relationships and the negotiation of roles in shared 

instructional spaces. This wondering determined the choice of data collection and analysis 

method because I wanted to hear about the experiences of other educators as they attempt to 

enact their roles in relation to emerging inclusive pedagogical practices and the various 

constraints imposed by the K-12 public education system. 

Participants 

I selected a purposive sample (Etikan et al., 2016) from two Wisconsin UDL 

demonstration sites and two K-12 public schools that do not systematically implement the UDL 

framework. I recruited participants for interviews based on the following two criteria: 

employment at one of the study sites and co-serving of students with disabilities in inclusive 

classroom settings. The sample comprised equal strata of general-education and special-

education teachers from both UDL and non-UDL implementing schools, two special education 

teachers and two general education teachers at each of four sites for a total of 16 participants. 

Procedures 

 Upon receipt of approval from the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point Institutional 

Review Board ([IRB] Appendix C), I invited participants via email. I asked my professional 

network, including school and district administrators, for help identifying potential participants 
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at non-UDL implementing schools. I reached out to Melissa Emler, UDL Statewide 

Implementation Coach for introductions to teachers and administrators at Wisconsin UDL 

demonstration sites. After potential participants were identified, I reached out to them directly 

via emails, which included information about the study and an informed consent form 

(Appendix D).  

 Data Collection 

 In a protocol (Appendix E), I collected two types of data: demographic data, and 

educator narratives about their role understandings and experiences serving SWD in inclusive 

classroom settings. Demographic data collected for this study included years of teaching 

experience, grade band, and subject area taught/specialty. I sought patterns of description in 

these data, along with narratives from interviews and my own reflections.  

 Data was recorded and crosschecked in several ways. Interviews were video recorded 

and transcribed. Interview notes and my research journal supplemented the video recordings 

and transcripts. Additionally, the recordings and journal entries allowed me to capture 

information that may not have been evident in the other data records such as body language, 

environmental factors, or my own thoughts during and after the interview (Lichtman, 2013). 

Instrumentation 

 In qualitative research, a researcher acts as the primary data collection instrument 

(Burke, 2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lewis, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I collected 

data in semi-structured interviews. Conducting dialogic interviews is a common qualitative 

research method that allows a researcher to engage in transcript analysis (Sloan & Bowe, 

2014). Open-ended questions allowed participants to describe their experiences within the 

varying contexts of their worksites. Designing the interview protocol with a semi-structured 
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format allowed flexibility for both interviewer and interviewee. Participants had the 

opportunity to reflect and elaborate on answers. As the interviewer, I was able to ask follow-

up questions to clarify and probe for deeper understanding. 

I utilized a protocol developed with the interview-protocol-refinement framework 

proposed by Castillo-Montoya (2016) which consists of the following four phases:  

1. Ensure interview questions align with research questions;  

2. Construct an inquiry-based conversation; 

3. Receive feedback about the interview protocol; and  

4. Pilot the interview protocol. 

The first step in development of the interview protocol consisted of ensuring interview 

questions aligned with the research questions. Castillo-Montoya (2016) provides a matrix to 

guide this alignment, which was used to formulate the interview questions for this study. The 

matrix allows a researcher to check for any gaps between the research questions and interview 

questions and for balanced coverage of research questions. 

 The second step in interview protocol development is constructing an inquiry-based 

conversation that includes introductory questions, transition questions, key questions, and 

closing questions. Introductory questions help to develop rapport and ease the participant into 

the conversation. Transition questions move the conversation toward the main topic of the 

interview. Key questions are designed to probe for information that may provide insights 

related to the research questions. Closing questions provide an opportunity for the participant 

to offer final thoughts and bring the interview to a smooth conclusion. 

 The third step of the interview-protocol-refinement framework by Castillo-Montoya 

(2016) involves receiving feedback about the interview protocol. Seeking and incorporating 
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feedback can help to ensure the instrument’s reliability. Members of my dissertation committee 

did a close reading of the interview protocol. Their feedback gave me an idea about how 

interview questions might be interpreted and the degree to which that interpretation matched 

my intentions.  

The final step in development of the interview protocol is piloting. This should be done 

with people who closely match the characteristics of the target interview population, in this 

case K-12 teachers. With that in mind, I asked two colleagues to assist with a pilot of the 

interview protocol. The pilot phase of interview protocol development provided me an 

opportunity to try out the instrument to get a better sense of timing and of how respondents 

might answer the questions. This allowed me to make final revisions before implementing the 

interview protocol with the research sample. 

As noted above, the importance of establishing rapport influenced the design of the 

interview protocol. Good rapport helps participants to be comfortable with researchers. That 

comfort level encourages open honest sharing. Tan (2019) suggested that building trust and 

rapport influences the success of the interview even more than the interview questions 

themselves. She offers tips for building strong rapport with interviewees including attending 

to first impressions and creating a safe, comfortable space. As someone who is interested in 

promoting alternative research approaches and whose positionality situates me within the 

research context, it was important for me to connect with each interviewee on the level of a 

fellow educator as we entered the hermeneutic circle together. 

Data Analysis 

 Hermeneutic phenomenology allows for the context of the phenomenon to shape how 

the data are analyzed (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Sloan & Bowe, 2014). As van Manen 
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(2017) said, “Phenomenological analysis is not conducted through sorting, counting, or even 

systematic coding efforts. Rather, phenomenological inquiry proceeds through an inceptual 

process of reflective wondering, deep questioning, attentive reminiscing, and sensitively 

interpreting of the primal meanings of human experiences” (p. 819). Phenomenological 

analysis requires being open to, and noticing, what the subject gives of itself that reveals its 

essence. Although a hermeneutic phenomenological analytical method has not been 

formalized, researchers working within this paradigm utilize the same general approach to data 

analysis that includes the following six points: 

• Reading and re-reading texts such as interview transcripts, reflexive journals, field 

notes, and analytic memos; 

• Reflecting on the content to identify statements pertaining to the phenomenon that 

illuminate the participants’ meaning; 

• Identifying and isolating themes; 

• Rewriting the themes and integrating the findings into descriptions of the phenomenon 

under study; 

• Validating the findings through member checking; and  

• Incorporating participant feedback into the final description (Sloan & Bowe, 2014; 

Wojnar & Swanson, 2007) 

The data in this study were gathered from participant interview responses. Participants’ 

responses were video recorded using Zoom, which can automatically transcribe meetings. This 

function was enabled for all interviews. Zoom transcripts sometimes contain errors, therefore, 

all transcripts were evaluated for accuracy immediately following interviews. Additionally, I 

took notes during interviews. The notetaking practice served two functions: to provide a 
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backup source of information for the video and transcripts and to gather information, such as 

environmental factors and researcher observations, that may not have been readily available 

by reviewing the other data collection formats.  

 After each interview transcript was member checked, I analyzed it in a codebook 

(Appendix F), by first identifying and categorizing key words and concepts (Lichtman, 2013; 

Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). In the second phase of coding, which took place after all 

interview transcripts had been initially coded, I generated themes related to the research 

questions within each category (Lichtman, 2013). As themes emerged, I undertook a process 

of constant comparison, re-reading previously reviewed transcripts so that codes could be 

adjusted for best fit with the themes (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). I represented interview 

narratives and themes via written descriptions as well as visual representation of the role 

construction process and of interactions between topical themes and communicative processes. 

Measures of Quality 

 Qualitative researchers must take steps to establish trustworthiness for the following 

two reasons: to ensure quality, and because qualitative research is vulnerable to claims of 

subjectivity as well as to accusations of lack of rigor (Lichtman, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified four criteria for establishing 

the trustworthiness of qualitative research: truth value, applicability, consistency, and 

neutrality. They said that to demonstrate credibility, a qualitative researcher “… must show 

that he or she has represented those multiple constructions [of reality] adequately, that is that 

the reconstructions ... that have been arrived at via the inquiry are credible to the constructors 

of the original multiple realities [emphasis original]. (p. 296)  
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Credibility involves two main tasks, carrying out the inquiry in a way that increases the 

likelihood that the findings will be credible and then having research participants approve the 

reconstructions. These tasks were addressed through three elements of this study.  

First, I carefully designed my interview protocol using the interview-protocol-

refinement framework by Castillo-Montoya (2016) that includes a peer-debriefing component 

recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as one technique for establishing credibility. I 

conducted a pilot of my interview protocol to reduce the likelihood that the investigators 

questions would be misconstrued. Second, I used triangulation from multiple sources to 

include participant input and other data sources. My analytic memos and reflexive journal 

entries served as additional sources of data (Lichtman, 2013; Webb, 2016). Third, I sent 

transcripts of the interviews to study participants for member checking, seeking feedback from 

contributors about the accuracy of the product (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Savin-Baden & 

Major, 2013). 

Regarding applicability, qualitative research shifts from the traditional scientific 

approach of reproducing controlled laboratory conditions, with an aim toward generalizability, 

to an emphasis on the transferability of a working hypothesis. To that end, researchers must 

provide rich descriptive data that enable other researchers to identify contextual similarities 

between research sites and participants so that they may determine whether transfer is possible. 

This includes purposive sampling and thick description of context and interaction, which 

allows other researchers to determine whether a follow-up study can be conducted with 

sufficient similarity to the first.  

Consistency indicates reliability. The notion of consistency, as understood in traditional 

scientific research, may be incompatible with a constructivist approach, as it assumes an 
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unchanging, objective reality. Thus, adjustments that occur during a study—because of 

changes to the site or study participants or due to emergent findings—do not necessarily signal 

problems with reliability that can be attributed to the skill or attentiveness of the researcher.  

However, qualitative researchers can, and should, attend to instrumental reliability. 

Because a researcher acts as the primary instrument in phenomenological studies, they must 

establish positionality, clarify researcher bias, and present discrepant information or 

misinformation (Burke, 2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Researchers may be aided in data collection using other instruments. Castillo-Montoya’s 

(2016) refinement framework and iterative interview protocol development process ensured 

interviews elicited answers that shed light on the research questions. 

The concept of neutrality harkens to notions of objectivity, which assume that an 

observer can maintain a certain distance from the subject of observation and that the inquiry is 

value-free; instead, naturalistic inquiry should concentrate on confirmability. This can be 

achieved by triangulation and the maintenance of an audit trail, which can include raw data, 

documentation of data reduction and analysis, data reconstruction, and synthesis products, 

process notes, materials related to researcher disposition or intention, and information about 

instrument development. 

 To ensure reliability, I carefully documented the procedures for data collection and 

analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The interview protocol was developed using the 

interview-protocol-refinement framework proposed by Castillo-Montoya (2016) which 

includes getting feedback from others and piloting the instrument. Automatically generated 

Zoom transcripts were checked for accuracy. I used member checking to ensure accurate 
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reporting of results. During coding, I wrote analytic memos to ensure that code definitions 

remained consistent over the duration of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

 Qualitative research does not necessarily aim for repeatability; rather it often identifies 

themes that emerge during study of a specific site (Burke, 2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

However, findings can sometimes be generalized to new cases if procedures were carefully 

documented. Prior to undertaking this research, I had not found other studies about how the 

role of special educator is understood and experienced via professional relationships relative 

to UDL implementation. With that in mind, I aimed to design and implement instruments and 

procedures in a way that they can be used for future studies of the same topic at other sites. 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I presented the design for a qualitative phenomenological study. I 

described my phenomenological approach, procedures for participant recruitment, 

instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis. I explained why a qualitative research 

methodology was best for this study, as it allowed for my reflection and understanding. Chapter 

4 will describe the findings of the study.  
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Chapter 4. Findings  

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to investigate how the role 

of special educator and their professional relationships are understood and experienced within 

school districts that do and do not systematically implement Universal Design for Learning 

(UDL). This chapter discusses the findings from data that was collected via participant 

interviews. The study aimed to answer the following research questions:  

1. How does understanding of the role of special educator differ between teachers at 

schools that systematically implement UDL and those that do not? 

2. How do special educators experience professional relationships in UDL and non-

UDL implementing schools in Wisconsin? 

Demographics 

 Study participants were selected purposively from four Wisconsin K-12 public school 

districts. Two of the districts were Wisconsin UDL demonstration sites and two were not. The 

selection criteria included employment at one of the study sites and experience co-serving 

students with disabilities (SWD) in inclusive classroom settings at that site. The participant 

pool was comprised of eight special educators and eight general education teachers including 

10 women and six men. To maintain their privacy and protect their identities, all interview 

participants were given pseudonyms, which are arranged according to role below. 

Special Educators 

• Fionna (UDL); 

• Ian (UDL); 

• Liam (Non-UDL); 

• Linda (Non-UDL); 
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• Phillip (Non-UDL); 

• Sheila (UDL); 

• Tami (UDL); and 

• Veronica (Non-UDL). 

General Educators 

• Carl (UDL); 

• Debby (Non-UDL); 

• Ford (Non-UDL); 

• Frank (UDL); 

• Karen (UDL); 

• Monica (Non-UDL); 

• Peggy (UDL); and 

• Yvon (Non-UDL). 

The study sample represented a broad range of experience levels and areas of curricular 

expertise. Teachers interviewed for the study worked at elementary, middle/ junior high, and 

high schools. Their length of teaching experience ranged from 2-28 years. Educator licensure 

categories are listed in Table 2. Descriptors included in Table 2 are those provided by the 

participants. In the rare case that their responses did not include specific licensure categories, 

the researcher looked them up on WI DPI Educator Licensing Online.  
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Table 2. Wisconsin Educator Licensure Categories 

Special Education Teachers General Education Teachers 

• Learning Disabilities/ Emotional Behavioral 

Disabilities/ Cognitive Disabilities 

• Early childhood through grade 3 special ed. 

& 4K-grade 6 general education 

• Regular education middle childhood 

through early adolescence & cross-

categorical special education middle 

childhood through early adolescence 

• LD middle childhood through early 

adolescence & regular education grades 1 

Elementary education grades 1 through 8 

• General education grades 1 through 8 & 

cross-cat special education three-year 

license with stipulations  

• K-12 cross-cat. 

• Cross-categorical middle childhood to 

adolescence & reading 

• K-12 coral and general music education & 

K-12 cross-cat. 

• Elementary education grades 1 through 8 

with language arts minor 

• Elementary middle level education grades 1 

through 8 & history grades 1 through 9 and 

early adolescence through adolescence 

• Life science & broadfield science & physics 

• French education early childhood through 

adolescence 

• K-8 elementary education with language arts 

minor 

• Elementary education grades 1 through 6 

with 

middle school add on for mathematics 

• Elementary education grades 1 through 8 

with adaptive education minor & social 

studies minor 

• Elementary education birth to 11 years with 

early childhood minor 

 

Site Description 

As noted above, study sites consisted of two Wisconsin K-12 UDL demonstration sites 

and two school districts that did not implement the UDL framework. The level of UDL 

implementation varied between the two demonstration sites. Factors affecting this variation 

included interruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and different levels of 

administrative support. For the remainder of this dissertation, the two sites will be referred to 

as UDL Site 1 and UDL Site 2 when it is necessary to indicate that a finding or response pattern 
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applied to only one of the UDL sites. UDL Site 1 implemented the framework across the 

district. At that site, systems were in place for new-staff orientation and ongoing professional 

learning related to UDL. Respondents from UDL Site 2 indicated that use of the UDL 

framework was expected in their district but had not yet been systematized, so schools across 

the district were at different stages of implementation. 

Findings 

 Each participant was interviewed once in a semi-structured format using open-ended 

questions from the interview protocol (Appendix E). Interviews lasted between 45 and 60 

minutes and were conducted via Zoom. The interview items were about educator roles, 

professional relationships, and the concept of inclusion.  

The data collected from these interviews produced 21 concepts. Through thematic 

analysis, the concepts were organized into four themes to capture the general understandings 

and experiences associated with the two research questions. Research question one produced 

three separate but interrelated themes. Research question two produced one major theme with 

three subthemes.  

 Qualitative research aims to amplify participant voices. Therefore, this chapter includes 

numerous participant quotations. This will allow the reader to hear directly from participants 

about their understanding of the role of special educators and their experiences with 

professional relationships. Discussion of the participants’ responses will take place in Chapter 

5. The findings in this chapter are organized around the two research questions and the themes 

that emerged during the interviews. 
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RQ1: How does understanding of the role of special educator differ between teachers at 

schools that systematically implement UDL and those that do not?  

The first research question was concerned with how the role of special educator is 

understood. It was designed to capture information indicating whether different understandings 

were expressed by participants at UDL implementing and non-UDL implementing districts in 

Wisconsin. Although the question deals with the differences between understanding of the role 

at UDL and non-UDL sites, participant responses also revealed a general shared understanding 

of the role of special educator across all sites based on duties, functions, and expected 

practitioner attributes. It is important to share similarities in responses that establish a general 

understanding of the role before highlighting the differences between the two site types.  

Duties. During interviews, participants provided role descriptions and answered 

questions about the distribution of duties and decision making between co-serving general and 

special education teachers. Their answers to those items produced an extensive list of special 

educator duties which affect educators’ experiences co-serving SWD. Several of the duties 

included multiple sub tasks. For example, duties related to lesson planning and learning design 

included the following: 

• Making accommodations and modifications (e.g., adjusting lessons, classroom 

activities, tests, and courses or ensuring preferential seating for SWD);  

• Administering assessments orally; 

• Scribing or notetaking for students; 

• Reading assignments and tests to SWD; and  

• Compiling independent work folders for SWD to use in general education classrooms. 

Examples of supervising pull-out classes included the following: 
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• Teaching supplementary math and reading interventions; 

• Pre-teaching & reteaching general education curricular content;  

• Teaching replacement content classes; and  

• Teaching life skills classes.  

Additionally, special educators talked about scheduling for themselves, their students, and 

instructional assistants as well as being responsible for training and overseeing the daily work 

of instructional assistants. 

Duties related to IEP case management comprised the most extensive list within this 

role, and participants agreed that case management is a challenging part of the role that 

contributes significantly to special educator stress levels. Sheila, a special educator at a UDL 

site, commented on the toll that the stress of the paperwork load can take. “I know teachers 

who, in our building, have switched out of special ed. and … the reason is the amount of time 

that you spend outside of … school doing the paperwork.” Monica, a general education teacher 

at a non-UDL site, noted the stress her special education colleagues experience, observing that 

they are “swamped” with work and trying to “stay afloat.”  

Functions. Although specific duties were central to participant understanding of the 

role of special educator, they did not comprise the entire role. Participant responses to 

interview questions also highlighted functions of the role across sites. These functions included 

the subthemes of supporting student “success,” gatekeeping, and advocacy for SWD.  

Supporting Student Success. The use of quotation marks around the word “success” 

indicates that the term was utilized by participants but not clearly defined. Conceptualizations 

of “success” expressed by participants were informed by, and reflected, the priorities and 

hierarchies embedded in the social and systemic context within which special education is 
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situated. Because the term “success” is not universally defined for SWD, individual educators’ 

gatekeeping and advocacy efforts do not necessarily fall under an objective heading of 

“supporting student success”, though that may be the practitioner’s intention. 

Respondent’s comments about special educators supporting students’ “success” 

extended beyond the scope of academic achievement alone. Fionna, an elementary special 

education teacher at a UDL site, expressed the notion of success in terms of a “whole child” 

approach. Sheila, also at a UDL site, described part of the role of special educator as “creating 

and making plans to help [SWD] get what they need to be able to stay in class and access that 

content and curriculum and their peers, their teachers, access anything that they can.” Phillip, 

a middle school special education teacher at a non-UDL site, shared: 

I think the best part of being in an inclusive classroom … is that my students they get 

to feel more … normal … You hear it all the time. Kids still say, if they’re making fun 

of someone … they’ll call ‘em sped …. Like you’re special blah blah, but I think having 

the kids be more engaged in the regular ed. classroom it releases that stigma a little bit. 

Like there are some students that hate getting pulled because well- Oh great! Now every 

kid gets to see me walk out of the room because I can’t do what they’re doing kind of 

thing. So … I like the fact that it kind of pulls that stigma away from the kids a little 

bit.  

Several participants expressed concerns about the disruptive and stigmatizing effects 

of having emotionally dysregulated students in general education classrooms. Challenging 

student behavior was highlighted as an impediment to student success; therefore, many 

comments about how to achieve success emphasized regulation and organization.  
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Interview responses indicated a two-pronged approach for special educators to promote 

success (grounded in physical presence and access to curricular content) by supporting 

behavioral regulation and executive functioning. Participants described utilization of strategies 

to help students increase skills for self-management. They also described acting as an external 

locus of control for SWD. Strategies to foster student self-management include providing 

specially designed programming for SWD who experienced trauma or mental health 

challenges as well as teaching and prompting the use of self-regulation tactics. Sheila, at a 

UDL site, expressed appreciation for universal approaches that help students learn to self-

regulate in general education classrooms. 

A lot of our teachers have been creating their own … reset corners or break corners for 

students, which has been really helpful for kids with behavioral needs to … take that 

break in their classroom so that they’re staying in class and not missing out on … 

inclusive instruction … Sometimes for kids that need a lot of movement, teachers will 

add … bands on their chairs, or we put a little bike up there … anything that helps the 

kids stay … with their class. 

Respondents shared that they focus on behavioral strategies to support student success. 

The supports mentioned include behavior management planning, in-the-moment behavior 

response and providing behavioral prompting and cueing in classes. A final area that 

participants expressed experiencing as they supported student success was the sense of 

responsibility for helping their students remain organized, for example, helping older students 

stay on top of coursework. Liam, a middle school special education teacher at a non-UDL site, 

described helping students stay regulated and organized as the primary functions of his role. 

He said, “I do, typically get the feeling … that we [special educators] are primarily focused on 
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making sure behaviors are in check and making sure the students are doing their homework … 

We're the organization for [SWD].”  

Gatekeeping. Supporting student success is linked to another function of the role of 

special educator, gatekeeping. Several participants offered definitions of inclusion that 

emphasized the physical presence of SWD in general education classrooms, as exemplified by 

Fionna, at a UDL site, who began her definition of inclusion by stating “students receiving 

additional services … would be allowed to be a part of their general education settings.” This 

understanding of inclusion as allowing SWD into mainstream settings feeds one aspect of the 

gatekeeping function for special educators as they take the lead in determining if SWD can be 

“successful” in general education classes.  

When SWD do physically access general education classes, gatekeeping takes other 

forms. Several general education teachers in the study indicated that they take initiative to 

adjust assignments and activities for SWD in their classes, but that they check with special 

education teachers to see if those changes are acceptable. Monica, a general education teacher 

at a non-UDL site, alluded to how this gatekeeping function connects to expectations for 

different educator roles.  

I feel like I do a decent job of trying to connect with those students and to try to make 

things accessible to them, but I … will be the first to admit that … I don’t always feel 

like I’m the expert, and I shouldn’t be because I don’t have that degree, and I always 

feel like I come up a little lacking in the solid idea that I know what I’m doing when it 

comes to a special ed kid. 

 Gatekeeping can also take the form of deciding what SWD should concentrate on when 

managing the workload for multiple classes. Middle and high special education teachers talked 
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about assisting students to prioritize assignments during study hall periods, which may 

reinforce messages about curricular priorities that act as sources of tension in professional 

relationships. This connection between the gatekeeping function and professional relationships 

will be further explored below in the section on competing interests. 

Advocacy. The third function of the role of special educator is advocacy for SWD, 

which, like gatekeeping, involves use of power. Advocacy and gatekeeping differ in terms of 

their potential effect on equitable opportunity. Whereas gatekeeping may eliminate 

opportunity, advocacy promotes it. As advocates for SWD, special educators use their power 

strategically to enforce student rights, help SWD gain access to curricular and social 

opportunities, and facilitate other relationships. The enforcement element of advocacy links to 

IEP case management duties, as case managers are often seen as responsible for ensuring that 

the services outlined in the IEP are implemented. Linda, an elementary special education 

teacher at a non-UDL site, described part of the role as “advocating for your students and with 

their families, and…making sure that other people are helping them with their IEP goals … 

that they’re getting the accommodations they need.” 

Particularly at the middle and high school levels, special educators in the study 

expressed recognition that their advocacy efforts take place within the context of systems and 

relationships; therefore, they strive to ensure what Tami, at a UDL site, called a “good fit” for 

their students in general education classes, both in terms of teacher-student relationships and 

teacher-teacher relationships. Tami described some of her strategic thinking when making 

placement decisions.  

I do my student schedules. I come in in August, and I go through all of their schedules, 

and if there are teachers that I know that that’s just their learning style and that might 
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fit for one of my students, but it’s not gonna fit for the other one, I try to strategically 

plan for the most successful dynamics … And if I know that there’s a teacher who’s 

really, really flexible, and I have a student who’s gonna need a lot of flexibility. I’m 

gonna do my darndest to get him in that section. And if I have a student who’s able to 

be pretty flexible, and a teacher who hasn’t always been the most, or I don’t know to 

be the most flexible- again, it’s just all the dynamics game, kind of trying to make that 

work to be successful.  

Another special education teacher, Liam at a non-UDL site, described how a student 

on his caseload had to miss one of two electives to participate in a required reading 

intervention. As case manager, Liam ensured that student got his first choice for the other 

elective to encourage positive engagement in both the intervention and the elective. 

Expected Practitioner Attributes. The third aspect of the role of special educator that 

emerged from the data was about attributes that special educators are expected to demonstrate. 

Participant comments highlighted similar expectations, across sites, related to special 

educators exhibiting supportiveness, selflessness, and flexibility.  

Supportiveness. The expectation for special educator support extends to students and 

teachers. At both types of sites, special educators indicated their desire to serve as a supportive 

adult for all students in general education classes, with or without IEPs. The degree to which 

they can achieve this depends on context as will be discussed below in the section on 

differences.  

Special educators are also expected to support general education teachers to better serve 

SWD. Responses categorized this support into the following two forms: building general 

education teachers' capacity and providing relief for the general educator. Examples of capacity 
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building included orienting new teachers to procedures and sharing teaching and behavioral 

strategies tailored to the needs of students on the special educator’s caseload. Participant 

comments concerning the provision of relief were frequently about intervening with students 

exhibiting challenging behaviors in general education classrooms. Depending on the level of 

disruption that the behavior presented to the rest of the class, this relief was provided by the 

presence of an additional adult within the general education setting or by removal of students 

to other settings. Fiona, who worked at a UDL site, remarked on how willingness to “be doing 

the dirty work” influences the professional relationships between co-serving teachers. The 

interplay of role, professional relationship, and context will be explored in Chapter 5. 

Selflessness. Closely linked to the supportive trait of the special educator role is the 

characteristic of selflessness. Although individuals in all walks of life may engage in selfless 

acts, responses from participants in this study indicated that special educators are expected to 

demonstrate concern for the needs of others above their own concerns. One example of this 

was conveyed as an assumption that special educators are more patient than other adults. This 

notion came up repeatedly in the interviews. Although participants across content areas and 

specialties acknowledged the expansive and complex nature of the role, special educators 

provided specific examples of going above and beyond contractual obligations to enact the 

role. They talked about frequently missed prep periods and lunches as well as evenings and 

weekends spent on paperwork. Tami, at a UDL site, shared about her experience ensuring that 

students on her caseload have necessities such as food for the weekend. Shortly before the 

interview she had provided a student with shoes. After describing her duties, Linda, an 

elementary special educator at a non-UDL site, rounded out her role description by stating that 

part of the role is “being a nurse, a mom, a counselor, all the things.”  
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Flexibility. The above comment connects to flexibility, another expected attribute of 

special educators. Most of the study participants either used the word “flexible” in response to 

questions about the role of special educator, or they provided examples of ways in which 

special educators demonstrate this attribute, such as the following: 

• Teaching in person and virtual classes simultaneously; 

• Subbing for absent staff; 

• Taking the lead in co-taught classrooms when the general education teacher has a 

substitute; 

• Working with multiple grade levels; 

• Working with multiple teachers; 

• Adjusting to schedule changes during the school year; 

• Leaving general education co-teaching or small group teaching to respond to students 

in crisis; and 

• Understanding different curricular content/ being able to support students across 

content areas. 

The need for flexibility is linked to the shifting circumstances special educators often 

experience in their daily work. During the interviews, special educators noted the degree of 

unpredictability they may experience in the role from day to day. Fionna, at a UDL site, 

explained that it is “tricky” to connect with colleagues “because we are all running different 

directions.” She described how the addition of new students contributes to the unpredictability 

of the role, stating that when she got a new student on her caseload in the middle of one year 

it “completely changed how we were handling pieces.” Veronica, a high school special 

education teacher at a non-UDL site, shared that she usually has sufficient lead time to plan 
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support for SWD in general education classes, but, she said, “sometimes it would be that 

morning. This is what we’re doing. And then I’m modifying and color coding as I’m sitting 

there while she’s [the general education teacher] giving directions.”  

Other special educators provided more tongue in cheek descriptors to indicate the level 

of flexibility required of them. Ian, at a UDL site, chuckled as he shared that his general 

education colleagues probably perceive his role as a “chaos coordinator.” Tami described her 

job as a “circus director,” noting that it may be hard for colleagues who are not in the role of 

special educator to discern all that goes on behind the scenes. She said: 

I think that if they walk into my room on a given day they would maybe think that I’m 

not doing much sometimes because, depending on the day, you might see a kid with 

his head down. You might see us playing board games and you might see quiet work 

time. You might see … instruction. You might see me walking around the building 

with a student. So … what other people may not see, is that I already had a conversation 

with that student with their head down, and they already had a terrible, terrible day, and 

they just need that first hour in the morning to come to terms of life before they can go 

on for the rest of their day. They don’t see, when we play a board game, all of the 

executive functioning skills that go into making that actually function for my students 

who don’t have good executive functioning skills, and they may not see that I picked 

out this one game specifically to potentially set this student off to learn a lesson that I 

want him to get at. They may not see that there’s been a student that’s been out for a 

week, and we’re trying to catch them up on all of the things that they missed. So … it 

would take a lot to see the other behind the scenes things that have already happened 

before you saw my room for 5 minutes. 
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Reflecting on her teacher training in special education, Fionna, at a UDL site, summed 

it up by stating, “Nothing truly prepares you for what you’re going to step into.”  

Differences in Understanding the Role of Special Educator. To answer this study’s 

first research question, three main themes explain the differences in understanding of the role 

of special educator that emerged between UDL and non-UDL implementing sites, as follows:  

1. Role Fit; 

2. Role Focus; 

3. Use of Content Expertise. 

Role Fit. The first pattern of differences in understanding the role of special educators 

at UDL and non-UDL implementing sites had to do with how special educators fit into general 

education classrooms. Respondents at non-UDL implementing sites used terms like 

“assistants” or “helpers” to describe how special educators serve in general education 

classrooms. Liam, a special education teacher at a non-UDL site stated, “They’re teaching. I’m 

supporting.” Debby, a general education teacher at another non-UDL site described special 

educators as “supplemental … or secondary teacher[s] … you’ve got two teachers in the room, 

and one is assisting the other.” Perception of the role of special educator as “assistant” may be 

reinforced by the fact that special educators are often called away from the spaces they are 

scheduled to be in; therefore, the general education teacher naturally serves as lead teacher in 

that space. Participants at UDL sites acknowledged this reality. Nevertheless, they described 

co-teaching dyads as two people with different areas of expertise who work to ensure learning 

for all students.  

Role Focus. Another difference between responses from UDL and non-UDL sites 

related to the focus of the special educator role. At a non-UDL site, Liam, who was certified 
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to teach both special and general education, described how the special educator role at his 

worksite did not encompass his entire identity as a teacher. He stated: 

I’d definitely like to be teaching more … I don’t necessarily think that we couldn’t have 

other students, and I could be supporting … some kind of model for that … 

interventions all around, not necessarily special education only. But I enjoy teaching, 

like talking teaching I mean … And working with all students as well … It doesn’t 

necessarily have to be like a full pull out. It could be that school wide intervention time 

or school wide resource … I don’t know all the legality and logistics of who I can teach 

and when and all that but there’s gotta be some way where if it’s a school wide 

intervention time, a teacher can teach. 

Ian, a high school special educator at a UDL site, had a different experience. He 

expressed that the role of special education teacher at his workplace is “more about serving all 

students.” Unlike in Liam’s situation, Ian shared that students without disabilities can seek him 

out for assistance during study hall and intervention times. Fionna, who works in the same 

district, shared a similar sentiment. She pointed out that special educators in her district have 

a different title aligned to the expectation of support for all. “Instead of calling ourselves … a 

special education teacher, we call ourselves a learning strategist, because that’s ultimately our 

goal is to provide strategies not just for special ed students but all students.” 

Use of Content Expertise. Differences between site types were also noted in 

relationship to the relative importance of content area expertise for special education teachers. 

Special educators are not content experts, but they are expected to be familiar with all content 

areas and are sometimes tasked with teaching the general curriculum to SWD. The degree to 

which respondents discussed this varied by site type. Non-UDL site respondents at the middle 
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and high school levels talked more about leading small groups made up only of SWD during 

general education classes and providing pull-out instruction that parallels the general education 

curriculum. Responses from participants at UDL sites concentrated more on addressing 

barriers in learning design as will be further discussed below in the section on clear, mutually 

supportive roles 

RQ2. How do special educators experience professional relationships in UDL and non-UDL 

implementing schools in Wisconsin?  

The second research question was concerned with the connections between enactment 

of the role of special educator, professional relationships, and systematic implementation of an 

inclusive learning design framework. It was developed to capture information indicating 

whether special educators at UDL implementing and non-UDL implementing districts in 

Wisconsin experience differences in the interplay of these aspect of their work context. Data 

analysis revealed one major theme with three subthemes:  

1. Collaborative Relationships 

a. Degree and Quality of Collaboration; 

b. Challenges for Collaboration; and 

c. Supports for Collaboration. 

Degree and Quality of Collaboration. The results of this study indicate that special 

educators experience professional relationships through collaboration. Collaboration emerged 

as a connecting theme, across site types, in special education participants’ responses to 

questions about distribution of responsibilities, inclusion, and professional relationships. 

Opportunities to collaborate varied by site. Some workplaces had dedicated times and 

expectations for participation, and others did not have formal systems to support collaboration. 
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Regardless of the perceived degree of administrative support or formal expectations for 

collaboration, respondents expressed an understanding of interdisciplinary collaboration as a 

key element of inclusive education and as something that they value. When asked to identify 

the best thing about teaching in an inclusive school or classroom, Ian, at a UDL site, said, 

I think the amount of collaboration. It is such a supportive environment. And being able 

to collaborate with my colleagues and also the students. We do a lot of inquiry-based 

learning here and to help students go through that process and learn more about what 

they want to be learning about and collaborating with them on their projects through 

… that inquiry is a really neat thing. So, I think that’s probably the best thing is that 

we’re … all really working together.  

Challenges for Collaboration. Though participants articulated similar thinking about 

how opportunities for communication and the level of teamwork influenced the quality of 

collaboration they experienced, the degree to which their vision of collaborative practice could 

be realized was influenced by contextual elements that served as sources of tension in 

professional relationships. These challenges were expressed by participants at both site types, 

and the results of this study do not provide the type of data necessary to discern whether 

correlative and/or causative relationships exists between UDL and the severity of challenges 

for collaboration. Sources of tension that emerged from the data included competing interests, 

time constraints, and staffing challenges. 

Competing Interests. Several participants, at both site types, indicated that competing 

interests influenced the degree and quality of collaboration that they experienced as co-serving 

educators. For example, special education teachers are often called away from meetings, small 

groups, or co-taught classes to respond to behavioral challenges in other places, which was 
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identified as a primary duty of the role. Additionally, the scope and complexity of the role puts 

them in the position of having to make decisions about where to direct their time, attention, 

and energy on any given day. When asked if his district implements UDL Phillip at a non-

UDL site stated, 

We try to, but … throughout the muck of the year it kinda gets swept away and it’s not 

thought about often … I think … that’s always just a [sic] underlying thing that we’re 

trying to always accomplish … but as the year goes on … and it gets more stressful, 

and more is going on, it does get … put to the side. 

 The tension associated with competing interests can also be driven, as Liam at a non-

UDL site put it, by pressure to “close that gap,” which leads to prioritization of certain 

curricular areas over others. Respondents across roles and site types described how special 

educator support in reading, English, and math classes seems to take precedence over providing 

support in other subjects. As mentioned in the section on gatekeeping, the emphasis on these 

three curricular areas influences how special educators help older SWD prioritize assignments. 

The fact that special educators work with several teachers and classrooms further compounds 

the challenges associated with competing curricular interests. Special educators reported that, 

even when formal time for collaboration and co-planning was available, they had to choose 

which class(es) to co-plan for because it was not possible to co-plan for all subject areas with 

limited shared prep time. 

Data indicated that competing interests also affect special educators’ ability to develop 

collaborative relationships. Special educators in this study expressed feeling pressure to meet 

the needs of students on their caseloads without “taking away” from others. This may have to 

do, in part, with recognition that special education is supplementary to general education; 
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therefore, maintaining good order for general education to occur is a primary function of 

schooling. This puts pressure on special educators who wish to be seen as team players, an 

attribute expressed as desirable by several study participants.  

Phillip, at a non-UDL site, seemed particularly troubled by competing interests and 

tension related to his advocacy efforts on behalf of SWD. He described the feeling that he was 

expected to concentrate more on assignment completion, referred to by Liam as “homework 

chasing,” than on developing students’ understanding of content. Phillip identified this as his 

“biggest struggle.” Advocacy for SWD emerged as one of his primary descriptions of his role, 

yet this seemed to be the cause of ongoing friction within Phillip’s professional relationships. 

As a novice teacher, working under an emergency license, Phillip expressed an awareness of 

the power dynamics at play between teachers in different roles and with different experience 

levels at his school. Consequently, he has begun to understand “professionalism” within his 

context in terms of keeping the peace and compromising, even if it is not in the best interests 

of SWD. With this in mind, he shared that intervention by supportive administrators would 

help to facilitate healthier professional relationships at his workplace. 

Related to competing interests, special educators in the study reported experiencing 

tension around the role function of advocacy for SWD, particularly those who engage in 

behaviors that disrupt the order of general education classrooms. Navigating the function of 

advocacy within professional relationships requires balance as special education teachers are 

charged with enforcing the IEP but are also aware of how their ability to finesse relationships 

with co-serving colleagues can help them achieve that end. As expressed by Phillip, special 

educators sometimes feel caught between advocacy for students and getting along with 
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colleagues. In this way, advocacy efforts can be barriers to collaboration if healthy 

relationships and strong systems of support are not in place.  

Carl, a general education teacher at a UDL site, mentioned that special educator 

advocacy sometimes “rubs teachers the wrong way.” He characterized his special education 

co-teacher as a passionate educator who is not yet frequently sought out for advice. Carl’s 

worksite has strong systems for supporting collaborative relationships, and he expressed 

confidence that his new colleague would soon get to know the rest of the staff well enough that 

he could advocate in a way that is more agreeable to them.  

Workplace culture and interpersonal dynamics contribute to how special educator input 

is perceived by the general educator. They also play a part in forming the relationships between 

co-serving teachers relative to that perception. Differing philosophies and the directives of the 

IEP may serve as sources of tension between co-serving teachers. General education and 

special education respondents in this study described how relationships can be strained when 

the special educator tries to consult with general educators who are more set in their ways than 

others. Special education teachers at both UDL and non-UDL site types indicated that some of 

their general education colleagues seemed to want SWD to go to the special education 

classroom during work times.  

On the other hand, some general education teachers at UDL sites expressed a 

preference for keeping SWD in their classrooms, which is sometimes not in line with the 

services outlined in the IEP. Carl explained his experiences with case managers who are 

sticklers for following the IEP to the letter and others who are willing to consider changes 

aligned more closely to his philosophy of inclusion. Peggy UDL site told a story of a new 

general education teacher who was chastised by a special educator for inviting a student to 
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come to study lab at a time when it would conflict with provision of IEP service minutes. This 

story exemplifies how the connected tensions special educators experience related to 

competing interests, the function of advocacy, and differing philosophies can influence the 

development of collaborative professional relationships early on. 

Time Constraints. Most of the participants at both site types expressed a desire to 

collaborate both within and across disciplines; however, their professional interactions are 

bound by student and staff schedules. Special educators shared that the issue of limited time 

for collaboration is compounded by the fact that they work with multiple teachers, often across 

content areas and grades, and they need to communicate with individual teachers about specific 

students. As Fionna at a UDL site pointed out, even twice weekly common planning times with 

the grade level she works with are insufficient for this task. Additionally, she described feeling 

pressure to not take away from whole team time to discuss the needs of individual students. 

Consequently, much of the student specific communication between Fionna and her colleagues 

took place before or after school or even for brief moments during instruction. At another (non-

UDL) site, Linda stated that collaboration happens “whenever you can sneak it in.”  

Opportunities for co-planning are not the only aspect of special educator practice 

affected by time constraints. Special education teachers at both site types talked about the 

tension they experience trying to balance time for collaborating with colleagues, time for 

teaching and interacting with students, and time to complete required paperwork. Those at 

UDL sites expressed experiencing high levels of administrative support for dealing with these 

challenges as evidenced by comments about the availability of comp time and assistance with 

classroom coverage. Many teachers answered a question regarding what aspect of their job 

they liked the most with comments about how much they loved their students. For special 
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educators, this can connect to the attribute of selflessness as they prioritize time with students 

over other aspects of the role which then are completed outside of the contracted workday. 

Linda at a non-UDL site explained, 

Sometimes [connecting with student’s] it’s very hard because there’s so many things 

put on our plates. I always feel like, okay we need to do this and this and get through 

things, where depending on what’s happening … I need to put that stuff to the side and 

just connect with [students].”  

Staffing Challenges. The tension special educators experience around competing 

interests and time constraints is compounded by staffing challenges in schools across the state 

of Wisconsin. Study participants related these challenges in terms of short staffing, high rates 

of staff turnover, and emergency licensure. Staffing challenges clearly had an impact on the 

development of professional relationships for study participants. They described how short 

staffing leads to high caseloads, inadequate paraprofessional support for SWD, and limited 

opportunities for co-teaching based on special education staff to student ratios.  

Study participants expressed that staff turnover and emergency licensure interfere with 

consistency for students and staff as well as placing a greater burden on veteran special 

educators while new teachers learn on the job. Additionally, new special educators working in 

middle and high schools may not be as comfortable with content as veteran teachers, which 

can influence placement decisions for SWD. For example, Peggy, a middle school general 

education teacher at a UDL site, explained that pull-out math classes were not offered for 

students on one case manager’s caseload at her school because that special education teacher, 

who is on an emergency license, was not comfortable teaching math on her own. 
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Supports for Collaboration. Although several factors limit co-serving teachers 

opportunities to collaborate, study participants at both site types indicated factors that support 

high-quality, effective collaborative practice also exist. These supports for collaboration 

surfaced as teachers answered questions about the distribution of roles and responsibilities, 

inclusive practices, and professional relationships. Participant responses highlighting 

facilitative factors for collaboration appeared under the concept of team orientation, which was 

described in terms of shared goals and ownership, role clarity with mutual support, and long-

term relationships. As with the subtheme of challenges for collaboration, data from this study 

is insufficient to discern a causal relationship between UDL implementation and the level of 

support for collaboration that special educators experience, rather, it demonstrates that special 

educators experience professional relationships largely through collaboration regardless of site 

type. 

Shared Goals & Ownership. Special educators at both site types expressed 

appreciation for professional relationships in which they reflect on student growth and progress 

with general education colleagues. Linda, at a non- UDL site, articulated a philosophy 

including elements of shared ownership that was common among teachers in the study. When 

she was asked who is responsible for designing and delivering instruction for SWD, she 

replied, “Everybody — me, the gen ed teacher, the aides, parents.” Further, participant 

responses indicated that shared ownership is evidenced by co-serving teachers having shared 

goals and by a sense of inclusive classroom community as discussed below.  

Teachers’ experiences related to clarity of shared goals for SWD varied across the four 

sites, but several responses indicated an understanding of shared goals as central to 

collaborative relationships between co-serving educators. For example, in describing his 
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openness to special educator feedback, Ford at a non-UDL site stated, “It’s definitely for the 

better of the student, and both of us realize that.” Respondents at both site types commented 

on how special education and general education teachers work together to develop plans for 

SWD to be successful in general education classrooms, but special educators from UDL Site 

1 emphasized that clear goals affect how they experience their role. Fionna stated, “The fact 

that we all have the same mindset and goal ultimately in mind makes a huge difference in how 

I perceive and go about things.”  

This sense of common purpose connects to another aspect of shared ownership, 

inclusive classroom community. At both site types, several participants’ definitions of 

inclusion emphasized the physical presence of SWD in general education classrooms, but a 

few also expressed understanding of a sense of belonging as a central feature of inclusion that 

extends to both SWD and special educators. At a UDL site, Frank described how he facilitates 

special education teacher entry into the classroom community by explaining that he and the 

special educator have worked together for a number of years and that his colleague is there to 

help the entire class. Frank made a statement about how the sense of belonging, or lack thereof, 

for special educators and SWD can be connected. He reckons that his facilitation of special 

education teacher membership in the classroom community “probably makes the special ed 

teacher feel better too.” Similarly, he expressed a sentiment shared by other participants about 

the best part of working in an inclusive setting, “I feel like when kids come here everyone feels 

like they belong. [Name of SWD] is part of our room, is part of our class, is part of our culture.”  

Teachers in the study identified various practices as inclusive, but one approach was 

referred to across site type and role. Multiple participants mentioned social emotional learning 

(SEL) programming in answer to a question about inclusive educational practices in use at 
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their workplace. Respondents shared that universal SEL instruction and teaching develop skills 

that special education teachers often support, such as daily habits and self-management. Sheila, 

at a UDL site, reported that she got fewer calls for behavioral support from general education 

classrooms where universal self-regulation opportunities, such as reset corners and movement 

options, are available. 

Role Clarity with Mutual Support. The data also revealed a second aspect of team 

orientation closely linked to the concept of shared ownership, understanding of clear but 

mutually supportive roles between co-serving teachers. Responses indicated that role clarity 

and mutual support influenced the sense of team efficacy experienced by individuals in the 

study group. Several general education teachers expressed a willingness to adjust and adapt for 

SWD along with a sense of being underprepared to do so without consultation from special 

educators. As Monica put it, “We took one, maybe two, classes on special education, so my 

knowledge of most of that was very, very limited.” This serves as an example of general 

educators’ recognition that the special educator role supports their ability to fulfill their own 

roles. 

Reflecting on the year he shared a classroom with a general education teacher at the 

UDL site where he worked, Ian was clear about his purpose. “My main job is to help content 

area teachers breakdown barriers for … all students.” His colleague, Frank, elaborated on this 

understanding of their mutually supportive roles:  

I give [the special educator] … what our success criteria, our learning targets are, and 

they kind of dissect where they think the barriers are going to be, and then from there 

we … meet up and talk about how we overcome these barriers … How can we create 

resources and accessibility, so that [SWD] can be successful? So definitely, I would 
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almost call it the redesign. [Special educators] can understand that … some of the 

modalities you’re giving them are not going to work for [SWD]. How can we create a 

new resource or how can we make something more accessible? So … I would say the 

redesigning of my content. 

Long-term Relationships. Study respondents shared examples of how their long-term 

relationships with colleagues supported communication and belonging in co-taught 

classrooms. Veronica at a non-UDL site described how she and one of her colleagues whom 

she has worked with for years “feed off each other” in the classroom. She characterized their 

co-teaching style as conversational and involving “give and take,” a phrase also used by other 

participants. Additional words used to describe long-term collegial relationships included 

“mutual”, “trust”, and “flow.” 

Participants indicated that professional relationships serve as a source of support that 

influences the degree and quality of collaboration. These relationships include those with 

peers, mentors, and coaches. Relationships with peers connect to the ideas of teamwork 

outlined above. For example, Karen described her close relationships with the two case 

managers she had worked with for several years  at a UDL site. She perceived that they trust 

her and her professional judgement. She described the relationship as open and honest and said 

that their doors were always open, and she could ask anything she needed to ask and get the 

support she needed. She went on to describe the relationship as “reciprocal” stating:  

We’ll work all together. They come to me with things. I go to them with things, so they 

also know I’ll hold the students accountable … Sometimes they’re like I need to see 

the student at this time. Make sure they get there. I’m like, I got you. 
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At another UDL site, Fionna reflected on the importance of collegial relationships from 

her perspective as a special educator. She shared that professional relationships have, 

Been significant for me. Especially in those first couple of years that was huge … just 

… understanding behavior management and things like that, and … what I might be 

doing might not be as effective as somebody else, and vice versa. So I think, honestly, 

education is so much learning from each other and … I’ve really benefited from that.  

Additionally, Fionna stated that district UDL coaches “are available to any staff 

member to assist and do programming with, as you see fit” which enables her to “provide 

different scaffolding pieces to … make [the curriculum] more accessible to all students.” 

Difference Between Site Types. Some differences emerged between special educators 

at UDL and non-UDL sites regarding their experiences with facilitative factors for 

collaboration. Specifically, special education teachers at UDL sites expressed greater degrees 

of role clarity and role parity, as well as the positive influence of a systemic approach to UDL 

implementation with administrative support. Regarding role clarity, Fionna stated that teachers 

at her site have a “solid understanding of each other’s expectations.” Teachers from this district 

demonstrated similar understandings of the roles of general and special educator. They were 

able to describe how each role supported the other. Additionally, all respondents at UDL Site1 

described how all teachers were expected to engage in instructional rounding, which enables 

them to learn from one another by observing colleagues and analyzing the notes collected 

during those observations. Administration provided support for this by organizing classroom 

coverage. 
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Summary 

The findings of this study indicate the role of special educators is understood as 

substantial, complex, and stressful. The role itself can be described as a combination of duties, 

functions, and expected practitioner attributes. Within that conceptualization, differences were 

apparent between responses from teachers at UDL and non-UDL sites with regard to 

perceptions about how special educators fit into general-education classrooms, the focus of the 

role, and the relative importance of content area expertise. The topic of collaboration emerged 

as a central element of the way that special educators experience and enact their role relative 

to professional relationships within the context of their worksites. Chapter 5 will discuss the 

interplay of role, professional relationship, and context at study sites that do and do not 

systematically implement the UDL framework. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion, Conclusions, Evaluation, & Recommendations 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to gain insight into how special 

educators experience their role relative to professional relationships within the systemic 

context of K-12 schools as workplaces. Chapter 4 systematically presented data collected from 

interviews with 16 teachers in four Wisconsin public school districts. Evaluation of the data 

through thematic analysis resulted in four themes as depicted in Figure 1. The emergent themes 

informed findings that can be used to discern differences in how the role of special educators 

is understood and experienced relative to one inclusive educational practice, applying the 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework.  

Figure 1. Themes 

 

In this chapter I discuss the findings in relation to the literature presented in Chapter 2, 

with particular attention to critical constructivism as a lens through which to evaluate the 
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study’s conclusions, outlines criteria for evaluation of the study, and makes recommendations 

for practice and further research. 

Discussion 

In this section I examine how the data presented in Chapter 4 relates to the literature 

and context set forth in Chapter 2. First, this section discusses how the findings for each 

research question correspond to the information about Wisconsin K-12 public education and 

inclusive school reform previously presented. Then the discussion moves to alignment of those 

findings with selected tenets of critical constructivism. After discussion of congruent findings, 

the section presents negative cases, examples of participant responses that do not fit the general 

trends and patterns of understanding or experience that emerged from data analysis. 

In this study I investigated how the role of special educator is understood and how 

special educators experience professional relationships within differing work contexts. There 

are static descriptors of the role of special educators that exist across settings, such as IEP case 

management duties and the expectation of flexibility. Context influences which aspects of the 

role are emphasized. Professional relationships make up part of the context in which the role 

of special educators is enacted even as those same relationships are influenced by other 

elements of the systems in which educators work. The following discussion examines how the 

responses of study participants relate to each research question with attention to the 

interconnected influences of roles, relationships, and context. 

Research Question 1: How does understanding of the role of special educator differ 

between teachers at schools that systematically implement UDL and those that do 

not?  
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This question was answered by the development of a general role description further 

explained by the following three themes about differing understandings between site types:  

1. Role Fit; 

2. Role Focus; and  

3. Use of Content Expertise.  

Consistent with the contextual description of Wisconsin public education, the results 

of this study indicate that the role of special educator is enacted relative to licensure 

requirements, availability of spaces for delivery of special education services, and compliance 

and documentation procedures.  

Schooling systems limit the degree to which special educators can bring their identities 

as “teacher” to bear on their work. Liam’s comment about his desire to utilize his dual licensure 

to do more “teaching” underscores the inflexibility of the systems that influence special 

educator role enactment. Paradoxically, having special educators working under emergency 

licenses undermines part of the intent of strict licensure requirements, which is to ensure highly 

qualified teachers in each subject or specialty area. The adverse impact of these interrelated 

factors was evident in participant descriptions of the toll that staffing issues takes on teachers 

and collaborative context. Part of the solution may be greater flexibility for dually certified 

special educators (like Phillip, Liam, Sheila, Fionna, and Tami) to work with all students.  

 The study findings also connected public education contextual factors to inclusive 

school reform and UDL. Based on participant responses, these connections are particularly 

relevant to two special educator role functions: supporting student success and advocacy for 

students with disabilities (SWD). The capacity for special educators to serve all students, not 

only through their physical presence in general education classrooms but also through their 
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influence on instructional design, is increasingly important as responsiveness to learner 

variability becomes the norm in general education classrooms.  

General education teachers at UDL sites talked about not being able to assume skill or 

abilities of students in their classes. They expressed appreciation for the opportunity to work 

with special educators who could serve as experts in identifying potential barriers in learning 

design that could lead to more flexible approaches for all students. On a related note, teachers 

at non-UDL sites realized the potential for special educators to be a part of improving 

instruction and teaching practice for all students, but systemic barriers, such as lack of co-

planning time, and special educators working on emergency licenses, did not allow that at their 

schools.  

Additionally, the study findings highlighted connections between themes in the 

literature on inclusion and the gatekeeping and advocacy functions of the special educator role. 

Although they do not necessarily lead to equally enabling opportunities, resource distribution 

and physical presence remain central to inclusion in many schools (Woodcock & Hardy, 2017; 

Young, 1990). One of the interview questions asked participants to define inclusion in their 

own words. The resultant definitions incorporated the following two components: being 

physically present and having that presence be meaningful. Unfortunately, rigid systems within 

K-12 education, such as expectations for curriculum pacing or pressure for achievement in 

state mandated testing, can interfere with achieving the second part for SWD. If a special 

educator does not view physical inclusion as truly inclusive of SWD, and feels it is impossible 

to make changes within the systems at their worksite, that teacher’s advocacy for students may 

take the form of recommending separate classes and writing IEPs that reflect that.  
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Interestingly, some participants from non-UDL sites said that their schools were 

attempting to implement UDL even as they described their duties as accommodating, 

modifying, tiering and ensuring completion of assignments, rather than as designing learning 

opportunities with learner variability in mind. This reflects the confusion surrounding UDL 

identified in the literature (Basham, et al., 2020; Crevecoeur et al., 2014; Edyburn, 2010; 

Hollingshead et al., 2020; Rao et al., 2020).  

Some participants at non-UDL sites understood parts of UDL but conflated it with other 

approaches to addressing learner variability. For example, Liam lumped UDL and 

differentiation together as approaches to representing information in different ways. Other 

participants touched on the misunderstanding of UDL as an approach for serving SWD, as was 

the case with Veronica who said that if no special education teacher is present in the general 

education classroom “there is no UDL.”  

Hierarchical social orders influence these misunderstandings of UDL and may weaken 

UDL’s potential for systemic change. Several respondents in the study revealed internalized 

hierarchies of students as evidenced by statements about “high kids” and “low kids.” Teacher 

roles may also be perceived on a hierarchical continuum based on assignment. For example, 

study participants indicated that math, reading, and English take priority over other content 

areas.  

These hierarchies are linked to conceptions of normalcy that shape the perception of 

SWD as well as their teachers (Annamma et al., 2013). They perpetuate the marginalization of 

SWD and, by proxy, special education teachers. Responses to questions about educators’ roles, 

duties, and inclusion indicated that students without disabilities and general education teachers 

were perceived as normal and as rightful occupants of the space in general education 
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classrooms. This perception seemed to be shifting at the site with the strongest systems for 

UDL implementation. Nevertheless, even understandings of inclusive education that 

incorporated elements of deep inclusion were informed by notions of normalcy that shape 

teachers’ understanding of what it means to learn or to “be successful.” There seems to be a 

relationship between UDL and school culture. Although UDL holds promise as an inclusive 

framework for educational design, a school’s culture may need to change for that promise to 

be fully realized. 

Research Question 2: How do special educators experience professional 

relationships in UDL and non-UDL implementing schools in Wisconsin?  

The second research question was answered by one theme, Collaborative 

Relationships, with three subthemes: Degree and Quality of Collaboration, Supports for 

Collaboration, and Challenges for Collaboration. I connected the theme of collaborative 

relationships to inclusive school reform and UDL within the context of public education in 

Wisconsin.  

As described in Chapter 2, the WI DPI encourages innovation in K-12 education 

including the use of digital technology to increase flexibility and improve access. However, 

depending on the site, the same tool or strategy could serve as a barrier or a facilitator for 

collaborative relationships. For example, the use of assistive technologies is perceived 

differently within different contexts. Teachers at non-UDL sites indicated that SWD do not 

like to use speech to text or screen readers in front of peers in the general education classroom.  

Conversely, Sheila, at a UDL site, described a general education teacher providing 

instruction about these technologies for the entire class so that any student may use them. She 

reported that students with and without disabilities choose to utilize text to speech and screen 
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readers within the general education classroom. This example demonstrates how ideas about 

normalcy can create barriers to inclusions as well as how teachers can redefine “normal” to 

cultivate more inclusive classroom communities.  

The WI DPI also supports the use of UDL, as evidenced by the UDL Forward initiative 

delineated in Chapter 2. The study results indicate that understanding and implementation of 

the framework varied by site, were connected to the systems in place at each site and influenced 

professional relationships therein. For example, responses from participants at UDL sites 

indicated a greater sense of parity between general and special educators. At the site with the 

most clearly defined UDL implementation systems, all participants shared similar 

understandings of the roles of general educator and special educator and were able to describe 

how those roles are mutually supportive. Additionally, general educators at UDL sites 

indicated that their interactions with special educators help them grow their own teaching 

practices. When discussing the distribution of duties and decision making in co-taught 

classrooms their responses indicated that the professional expertise of special educators was 

valued similarly to that of content area teachers.  

Furthermore, respondents at UDL Site 1 described how all teachers are expected to 

engage in instructional rounding to learn from one another. Administrators provide support for 

this by organizing classroom coverage. This type of administrative support connects to team 

orientation which can facilitate collaborative relationships. This strong team orientation was 

evident in my interview with Fionna in which she used the words “team” and “we” extensively 

to describe her role and relationships. Based on testimony from special educators working at 

non-UDL sites, the existence of a strong, system-wide team orientation was not evident at their 

workplaces.  



 

 88 

Critical Constructivism 

Critical constructivism maintains that individuals construct their reality based on prior 

knowledge and context, which includes the power dynamics within institutions and 

relationships. This framework combines constructivism’s goal of understanding constructed 

realities with critical social theory’s aspiration to transform social realities. By blending 

constructivism’s emphasis on interactions with critical theory’s emphasis on power dynamics, 

critical constructivism accounts for social, political, and cultural dynamics that influence how 

individuals understand reality. This theoretical combination aligns with the aims of this study: 

to understand how systemic implementation of the UDL framework in Wisconsin public 

schools might influence special educators’ experiences of their role and to begin to identify 

systemic elements that support that evolving understanding. The following section discusses 

the research findings through the lens of critical constructivism with attention to three tenets 

of the framework:  

1. Individuals come to understand the world by interpretation of direct, contextualized 

experiences (Lichtman, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). 

2. Dominant groups of people exert disproportionate influence on the social 

construction of reality (Freire, 2005; Kincheloe, 2005; Levers, 2013; Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). 

3. Knowledge is not universal or timeless. Various contextualized interactions 

produce diverse and changing worldviews (Kincheloe, 2005; Levers, 2013; Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013). 

According to the first tenet, teachers construct their understanding of roles based on 

their experiences within the contexts of their workplaces. As noted in Chapter 2, categories of 
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students define the parameters of educator practice (Annamma et al., 2013; Greenstein, 2014; 

Nusbaum, 2013; Tomlinson, 2004; Waitoller & Kozleski, 2013). Based on the results of the 

study these parameters affect how the role of special educators is understood as well as how 

special educators experience professional relationships. For example, teachers at non-UDL 

sites used terms like “secondary,” “assistants,” and “helpers” to describe the position of special 

educators in general education classrooms. Compare this to responses from UDL Site 1 where 

all participants articulated that the general education teacher is the content area specialist, and 

the special educator is the expert in identifying and working around potential barriers to 

learning. 

Critical constructivism emphasizes that perceptions of dominant groups exert 

disproportional influence on the co-creation of reality via systems. Existent power dynamics 

in public education settings were evident in responses to questions about role descriptions, 

duties, decision making, and professional relationships. Several factors that influence power 

dynamics in professional relationships emerged from the data, including duties within shared 

spaces, content area expertise, years of experience in the field or at the worksite, and 

administrative priorities. 

Some respondents’ definitions of inclusion emphasized allowing SWD into general 

education classrooms. Additionally, as noted above, respondents at non-UDL sites expressed 

their understanding of the role of special educator in shared spaces as assistant to the general 

education teacher. In workplaces where these conceptualizations of the special educator role 

and inclusion persist special education teachers must be allowed to do their work in general 

education settings. This raises the question of who has the power to make the allowance and 

to define the parameters of the work.  
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Established teachers and those with content area expertise likely exert more dominance 

within their systems than newer staff or those with less expertise. Furthermore, veteran teachers 

and teachers who take the lead in co-taught spaces transmit the school’s cultural expectations 

to new staff. In workplaces where systems do not exist to support the sustained implementation 

of innovative initiatives, staff will revert to doing what they know. This can perpetuate the use 

of traditional modes and spaces for delivering special education services to SWD. High rates 

of special education teacher turnover came up in almost every interview, indicating that in any 

given year, a high proportion of special educators are likely to be new to the field or to their 

worksites. Under these circumstances, veteran staff have the power to establish expectations 

for the role, some of which may not align with what recent graduates have learned about 

inclusive education. 

New worldviews emerge as knowledge changes over time in relation to novel 

experiences in varied contexts. The emergence of new worldviews for K-12 education was 

evident in the difference between study sites based on varying levels of support for UDL 

implementation. Teachers at non-UDL implementing sites described the role of special 

educator largely in terms of accommodations, tiering of assignments and tests, reduction of 

workload for SWD, differentiation, and modification. Special educators at those sites served 

as retrofitter or final approver of lessons for SWD. When asked about the role that the special 

education teacher plays in instructional planning, Phillip said that he provides input “here and 

there.” Respondents at non-UDL sites talked about special educators as experts in working 

with SWD.  

 In contrast, participants at UDL Site 1 regarded special educators as experts on 

addressing barriers in learning design. Teachers at that site reported that special educators are 
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involved early in the lesson planning process. Responses from UDL sites did not feature many 

of the traditional approaches to learner variability such as tiering or leveling of assignments or 

differentiation. In fact, Ian did not use words related to accommodation or modification at all 

during his interview. He stated that compared to other district where he worked, he felt like the 

role of special education teacher at his current workplace is “more about serving all students.” 

At that site, special educators provide support and learning strategies that all students can 

access within a UDL approach (e.g., visual representations of content). This signifies a 

paradigmatic shift away from educator practices defined by categories of students. 

Negative Cases 

 The data collected in this study was largely consistent with the literature and elements 

of the theoretical framework outlined in Chapter 2. In line with the expectations of critical 

constructivism, power dynamics in relationships and context appeared to shape understanding 

of the role of special educators as well as their experiences of professional relationships. Issues 

related to increasing diversity in Wisconsin public school classrooms, educator credentialing, 

and educational innovation came forth in the data.  

Additionally, topics related to inclusive educational reform (such as social inclusion, 

equal opportunity, hierarchy, and norms) appeared throughout the interviews. In general, study 

participants seemed to accept the continued existence of separate spaces for the provision of 

some special education services. They also seemed to agree on physical presence as a 

foundational element of the concept of inclusion.  

However, the following two responses did not fit those patterns and function as 

negative cases.  
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1. When asked how she would reshape the role of special educator, Debby stated that 

if she were a special educator, she would not want a separate setting to be available 

for SWD. 

2. Tami, a special educator who worked with high school students labeled with 

emotional-behavioral disabilities, offered a different take on inclusion, one that 

centers building community by meeting the needs of individuals rather than on 

keeping all students in a specific physical space. From her perspective, it is 

sometimes justified to remove a student from the general education setting to 

support the relationships that may allow SWD to be included in other ways that are 

more acceptable to that individual.  

Conclusions 

 This section represents my original contributions to scholarship within this field. The 

present study contributes to leadership and policy in the field of K-12 education. This study 

resulted in the following three interconnected conclusions:  

1. Systems matter; 

2. Staffing issues and system development are related; and 

3. Collaborative relationships build capacity. 

Systems Matter 

The study sites represented different points along a continuum of systemic UDL 

implementation from places where little or no discussion and training are taking place to sites 

with robust systems for orientation, professional development, and ongoing coaching support 

for UDL implementation. The level of systemic support for use of the UDL framework makes 

a difference in how the role of special educator takes shape, which affects special educators’ 
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options for serving SWD. Special education teachers working in UDL implementing schools 

may have more opportunities to interact with SWD in general education classrooms because 

of the flexibility in learning design.  

Liam, a special education teacher at a non-UDL site described how it is easier for him 

to interact with SWD during lessons that emphasize group work than during those that 

emphasize lecture. Linda, another teacher at the same site, used the word “hoping” to describe 

her anticipated participation in general education classrooms this school year. Solid 

implementation systems can move schools from hoping to enact meaningful inclusion for 

SWD and special educators to planning to do so.  

Staffing Issues and System Development are Related 

The issue of staff shortages and emergency licensure came up in interview after 

interview. This issue has an impact throughout the system. Study participants described how 

factors such as educator experience and expertise affect decisions about placement for SWD. 

They bemoaned the additional load placed on veteran special educators when a high percentage 

of the department turns over. They described IEPs being written differently than they would 

be if a teacher were not working under emergency licenses or had more experience. Short 

staffing and emergency licensure impact teachers’ ability to forge and maintain the kind of 

collaborative professional relationships that see teachers through tough times. More than one 

special educator in the study revealed that they would not be able to stay in their jobs without 

their professional support networks.  

Due to emergency licensure and staff turnover, it is likely that many special educators 

are new to their positions in any given year. This issue was evident in the participant pool. 

Karen, a general education teacher shared that she had been asked to work in special education 



 

 94 

under an emergency license. Phillip was working under a special educator emergency license 

at the time of the interview. He described learning his job “through trial and error.” Some of 

his colleagues described the additional support that he has needed as he has been learning the 

position. Special education teachers who are in their positions for years, as other staff turn 

over, form the core of the department. They support colleagues who are learning on the job by 

assisting with paperwork and taking on challenging cases.  

Additionally, general education teachers might be working more closely with SWD 

due to limited placement options even as the novice special educators with whom they co-

serve have less capacity to provide consultation than veteran special educators. New special 

educators’ ability to build their consultative skill set may be further curtailed by a lack of 

qualified mentors in their buildings. Professional relationships with experienced teachers help 

new teachers develop their practice and learn new strategies. Having to continually establish 

new professional relationships and provide ongoing support for novice teachers places 

additional stress on veteran teachers, which may stifle innovation that can drive systems 

change.  

Collaborative Relationships Build Capacity 

 The relationships between co-serving educators are both shaped by and help to shape 

the context in which they work. One example of this is evident in the influence that professional 

relationships have upon student grouping. More than one special educator in the study 

described how they place students strategically based on what they know about the flexibility 

of their general education colleagues. Relatedly, some general education participants expressed 

that they get more students in their sections labeled as having emotional-behavioral disabilities 

than some of their colleagues because of the relationships that they have with both teachers 
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and students. This speaks to the level of trust that those teachers have within their relationships, 

but it also uncovers troubling patterns that may reinforce or reproduce inequitable systems. 

 One hundred percent of study participants mentioned managing challenging student 

behavior as either a primary role of special educators or as a barrier to inclusion. This is clearly 

a source of tension that can impact all kinds of relationships in schools, including those 

between co-serving teachers. Strong professional relationships allow teachers to collaborate 

on strategies for engagement that build inclusive community. This positions teachers and 

students to deal with potential behavioral or regulation challenges proactively rather than 

reactively, connecting UDL and SEL for increased equity. Additionally, high levels of student 

engagement in general education classrooms may make special education teachers’ jobs easier. 

Over time, this may also enhance general educators’ capacity to work with SWD.  

Collaborative professional relationships between general education and special 

education teachers can lead to improved learning design regardless of site type. Special 

education teachers influence and are influenced by general education classrooms and teachers 

as evidenced by Liam’s description of how his relationship with an English teacher helped 

shape the lesson design in the pull-out English section that he supervised. Another example 

came from Ian who stated that he thinks his professional relationships help implement more of 

the district’s philosophy of UDL. With the increasing diversity of today’s K-12 public 

education classroom, a multi-disciplinary team approach is crucial for equitable learning 

opportunities. 

Evaluation 

 Evaluation of qualitative research is an area of controversy (Lichtman, 2013). 

Qualitative researchers disagree on the use of terms, such as “reliability” and “validity” 
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developed within quantitative frameworks. Additionally, readers have an extensive array of 

criteria to choose from when assessing qualitative research. The interpretive, emergent nature 

of qualitative research necessitates flexibility and variety in evaluative measures used to 

discern the trustworthiness of a given study’s findings. Webb (2016) recommends including 

an evaluation section to assist the reader in narrowing down the criteria for assessing a specific 

study. This section presents five evaluative methods endorsed by multiple scholars and 

explains how this study met each standard. 

Presentation of Negative Cases  

The presentation of negative cases helps qualitative researchers to attend to 

instrumental reliability (Burke, 2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In 

other words, because the researcher is the primary instrument in qualitative research, it is 

important that she demonstrates objectivity by presenting findings from the data that do not 

conform to those anticipated prior to data collection or represented by the majority of 

respondents. The discussion section of this chapter presents two negative cases that emerged 

from the data collected during interviews. 

Audit Trail  

Maintenance of an audit trail allows for confirmability of the process undertaken during 

qualitative research. An audit trail can include raw data, documentation of data analysis, 

process notes, and information about instrument development (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013). The audit trail for this study consists of five kinds of items:   

• Digital copies of interview videos and transcripts; 

• Hard copies of transcripts with annotations from two rounds of coding; 
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• Information about the development of the interview protocol (Appendix E), as 

described in Chapter 3;  

• A research journal containing process notes; and 

• Documentation of the data analysis process (Appendix F). 

In accordance with IRB requirements, all research records will remain in protected 

storage for seven years. 

Member Checking  

Member checking “involves checking with participants for feedback or verification of 

interpretation” resulting in more credible research (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 477). 

Interview transcripts generated by Zoom were checked by the researcher for accuracy. They 

were then emailed individually to study participants so that each one had the chance to review, 

clarify, and/ or add to their testimony. One interview participant, Yvon, added to her original 

contribution by sending additional responses via email. Member checking also provided 

participants with an additional opportunity to decide if there were portions of their interviews 

that they did not wish to have shared, thus strengthening the measures taken to ensure 

confidentiality. 

Peer Debriefing of The Interview Protocol  

Lincoln & Guba (1985) recommend peer debriefing as one approach to establishing 

credibility. The interview protocol used in this study was developed using the interview-

protocol-refinement framework (Castillo-Montoya, 2016) which includes steps for receiving 

feedback about the interview protocol and piloting the instrument. The protocol used in this 

study was developed with input from members of the researcher’s dissertation committee. 

After the interview items were constructed and aligned with the research questions the protocol 
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was piloted with two peers from the researcher’s professional network. Their feedback was 

utilized to further refine the protocol and to help the researcher consider her approach during 

interviews. 

Triangulation of Data from Sources Other Than Interviews  

 Triangulation provides another measure for establishing confirmability and reliability. 

It can include activities such as writing memos and reflexive journal entries (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Webb, 2016). Memo writing helps to ensure confirm-

ability. In this study, analytic memos provided ongoing documentation of the researcher’s 

meaning making process during data collection and assisted in determining that a saturation 

point had been met. Reflexive journaling assists with establishing reliability. During this study, 

reflexive journaling allowed me to engage in a cathartic processing activity as I critically 

assessed my own reactions to interviews and how those experiences confirmed or dis-

confirmed my own fore-structures.  

Recommendations 

This qualitative phenomenological study investigated participants’ understanding of 

the role of special educator as well as special educators’ experiences with professional 

relationships at UDL and non-UDL implementing schools. The individualized nature of the 

services provided through special education can make it difficult to enact change for greater 

inclusion within current educational systems, but policy and administrative support can 

alleviate that. Based on participant input, this section outlines my recommendations for policy 

makers, administrators, and educational researchers. 

In analysis of the data from a comparison of UDL and non-UDL sites, it is clear that 

wicked problems in special education demand a level of attention that often interferes with the 
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ability of school districts to consider where UDL might fit into their systems. With that in 

mind, the following recommendations focus on addressing issues in special education 

specifically so that the promise of UDL can be realized fully. 

For Policy Makers  

Staff turnover and emergency licensure have a negative influence on how special 

education teachers experience their roles. Policy makers can promote special education 

workforce retention by reducing the paperwork burden on special educators, allowing more 

flexibility for dually certified special education teachers, and reauthorizing current special 

education legislation to reduce stigma and promote UDL, positioning special educators as 

experts in identifying and proactively addressing barriers in learning design rather than as 

experts in work with SWD.  

 Insufficient teacher preparation and “survival mode” for getting through staff shortages 

undermine capacity for inclusive change. In my experience, administrators increasingly deal 

with a constant cycle of hiring, arranging coverage for unfilled positions, and onboarding new 

staff, some of whom have minimal training in the area they are assigned to teach. Systems 

improvement is extremely challenging under these conditions. Policy makers at the state level 

can help to alleviate this problem by working with institutions of higher education to prepare 

highly qualified teachers and by developing systems that assist school districts with attracting 

and retaining them. This includes maintaining high standards for programs that offer 

alternative licensure pathways and continuing to attend to the root causes of high rates of 

special educator attrition. The WI DPI published a document that includes suggestions aligned 

to this recommendation, entitled Leveraging IDEA funds to attract/prepare/retain special 
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educators & related services providers: Allowable costs (WI DPI Special Education Team, 

2022).  

For Administrators 

The relationship between teachers and administrators shapes how teaching roles are 

enacted, in some cases even more than relationships between teachers, as indicated by 

participant comments to that effect. If administrators and special education teachers have a 

common understanding of what the role of special educator is, then their understanding of what 

is best for students might align more closely. To address some of the tension related to 

competing interest, administrators should work with their staff to clearly define the role of 

special educator and ensure that it is understood by all members of the team. These definitions 

should be foregrounded when evaluating and deciding to retain teachers. Role clarity and fair 

process can help facilitate healthy relationships between special educators and administrators.  

Mentorship is important. Participant responses indicated that when formal mentoring 

programs do not exist teachers find their own advisors. A lack of formal mentoring programs 

creates additional challenges for novice teachers whose identities do not match those of most 

of their colleagues because people tend to connect to others they think are similar to them. This 

creates a disadvantage for individuals who identify as members of marginalized groups, such 

as Black educators and teachers who are members of the LGBTQIA community. To ensure 

that all new teachers receive the same information about systems, processes, and workplace 

cultural expectations, administrators should develop or enhance staff mentoring programs with 

clear expectations and support for implementation. Offer stipends to mentors and other veteran 

staff who take on additional duties as new teachers grow into their roles. Help new special 
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educators adjust to their positions by supporting healthy professional relationships based on 

role clarity, role parity, and inclusive community.  

Shared goals and expectations are important. Karen mentioned that UDL is her 

district’s “theory of education.” Administrative teams should work to develop an educational 

philosophy to guide the work of the district. They should also create solid plans for new-staff 

orientation and ongoing professional learning related to that philosophy so that all faculty 

understand the common goals and expectations. Ongoing professional learning can include 

activities, such as instructional rounding, that build professional relationships and strengthen 

teaching practices across disciplines.  

 Administrators can also foster collaborative relationships among teachers by attending 

to time constraints that impact how special educators enact their role. This could involve 

rethinking schedules for special education teachers to allow more flexibility in their day. It 

could also include establishing common prep times or dedicated meeting times without 

students so that teachers have guaranteed time to communicate and collaborate. Clarifying 

expectations for special educator attendance during such times, and providing support for them 

to meet those expectations, further strengthens the collaborative context within the workplace. 

For Future Research 

 Although this study was not designed to explore causality in relationships between 

UDL implementation and school culture, participants responses indicate that such relationships 

exist and can differ based on the level of systemic support for implementations. It is possible 

that UDL changes school culture. It is also possible that some schools’ cultures must change 

in order to implement UDL. To investigate this and other related questions more deeply, I 
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recommend further research on the topic. Below are three suggestions for how educational 

researchers can carry this work forward. 

Additional Phenomenological Research. Based on participant responses, the role of 

professional relationships in shaping special educator practices varies between elementary and 

high schools. Different aspects of the role of special educator are emphasized at these two 

developmental stages. Research similar to this study should be conducted with separation by 

grade band to allow for a more nuanced understanding of how the role of special educator is 

enacted differently at elementary and high schools. Additionally, this research should attend 

to school size and location (e.g., rural, urban, suburban) to account for variables related to 

availability and distribution of resources. 

A Quantitative Approach. Based on the data from this study, both systemic and 

personal factors that facilitate or impeded collaborative professional relationships between 

teachers influence teacher retention. One question that could be generated from these findings 

concerns whether there is a quantifiably measurable difference in special education teacher 

retention relative to systematic implementation of UDL. A quantitative research approach, that 

controls for other variables, could be used to measure differences in special educator retention 

rates relative to UDL implementation across a large sample size of schools. 

A Grounded Theory Approach. Grounded theory utilizes inductive approaches to 

develop new theories from emergent data in a recursive process of data collection and analysis 

(Charmaz, 2006). The data collected during this study indicates that there is a relationship 

between the cultural language of a given school and the implementation of inclusive 

educational practices such as UDL. For example, at UDL Site 1, special educators are called 

“learning strategists.” A grounded theory approach could be utilized to develop new theories 
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about the relationship between semiotics and school culture. Such a study could compare 

language used to talk about special education and SWD at UDL and non-UDL sites.  

Summary 

 This phenomenological study has shown a relationship between systemic UDL 

implementation and ways that the role of special educator is understood and enacted. The role 

of special educator, which is highly regulated by rigid systems of documentation and 

accountability, continues to exist as a separate specialty area even as educational approaches 

become more flexible and inclusive. Therefore, the field of education should reevaluate the 

purpose and enactment of this role to determine how it must continue to evolve along with the 

systems within which it exists. 

Healthy professional relationships develop over time and include high levels of trust 

with an emphasis on working together for the benefit of students. Long-term relationships 

based on a foundation of role clarity, role parity, and mutual support are important for co-

serving educators because they can facilitate collaboration and reflective practice that impact 

the quality of learning design. Systematically implemented universal inclusive practices like 

SEL programming and the use of the UDL framework may help create a school culture that 

promotes positive professional relationships. These relationships provide the network of 

support that sees teachers through challenges. Therefore, systems that support positive 

professional relationships can facilitate special educator retention, allowing for greater 

sustainability. 

In closing, the way teachers talk about their experiences provides insights into 

facilitative factors and systemic constraints that shape how they enact their roles. Educational 

leaders, policy makers, and practitioners who want to reconceptualize the role of special 
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educator relative to UDL implementation need to begin to understand what helps and hinders 

that work. To develop strong systems that increase equitable opportunity for all students, the 

field of education must recognize and design around potential barriers to leverage the assets of 

each member of the learning community regardless of role or title. 
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Appendix A. Operational Definitions 

• Co-Construction: The term co-construction will be used to refer to the development 

of shared understandings and expectations related to educator roles and practices. 

Psychology is concerned with the cognitive and creative processes of humans, 

including how those processes apply to the construction of reality (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). From the constructivist viewpoint, reality is negotiated within social contexts 

(Kincheloe, 2005; Levers, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Wertsch et al. (1996) 

wrote, “the boundary between individual...and group...mental processes is often much 

more difficult to maintain than we tend to assume in the discourse of Western 

psychology” (p. 341).  

• Constructivist: Constructivist views of teaching and learning position individual 

meaning making as the primary source of knowledge production. Each individual’s 

unique experiences and interpretations come to bear on the co-construction of larger 

shared realities negotiated within social contexts. 

• Co-Teaching: In the 1960s and 70s co-teaching emerged as a strategy for reorganizing 

schools (Cook & Friend, 1995). The term co-teaching describes a pedagogical approach 

in which two teachers work together to plan, organize, and deliver instruction and 

assessment for the same group of students. This approach has been used in both special 

education and general education classrooms. As the practice of mainstreaming special 

education students gained popularity in the 1980s, co-teaching began to be viewed as 

a way for special educators to meet the needs of SWD within general education 

classrooms (Cook & Friend, 1995). Cook & Friend (1995) distinguish collaboration 
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from co-teaching by defining co-teaching in terms of the provision of “substantive 

instruction” by both educators within a shared space (para. 9).  

• Cross-Categorical Licensure: This term refers to one of the teaching areas recognized 

under Wisconsin law. “A license issued under this section authorizes an individual to 

teach in a program that provides services to pupils in kindergarten through grade 12 

with intellectual, emotional-behavioral, specific learning, or other disabilities” 

(Educator Licenses. Wis. Stat. § PI34., 2021). 

• Emergency License: Wisconsin offers one- and three-year licenses (a.k.a. License 

with Stipulations) for educators who are “employed in an assignment prior to being 

eligible for full licensure in that grade, subject or position” (WI DPI, 2021). 

• Inclusive Education, Physical Inclusion, & Deep Inclusion: The term inclusive 

education is often associated with the practice of serving SWD in general education 

settings. For the purposes of this dissertation, inclusion in body alone will be referred 

to as “physical inclusion.” Conversely, “deep inclusion” describes an educational 

practice in which diversity is expected, accepted, understood, and leveraged as a 

strength of the classroom community. 

• Inclusive Educational Settings: This term (a.k.a. inclusive settings, inclusive 

classrooms).describes general education settings where SWD are present. As with the 

above definition of inclusive education, this term can include settings where either 

shallow or deep forms of social inclusion are practiced. 

• Inclusive Pedagogical Practices: These are educator and school practices that foster 

deeply inclusive educational communities. Examples include restorative practices, 

culturally sustaining pedagogy, and UDL.  
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• Least Restrictive Environment (LRE): This phrase refers to a concept in special 

education law that requires SWD receive education with typically-developing peers in 

general education settings to the maximum extent appropriate considering their 

individual circumstances. 

• Phenomenology: Phenomenology is a philosophy and research paradigm concerned 

with the development of human consciousness and self-awareness. Phenomenologists 

study participants' perceptions related to a given phenomenon (Lichtman, 2013; Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013; van Manen, 2017; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). In this form of 

descriptive research, phenomena are studied in context with the aim of describing the 

essence of the experience (Burke, 2009; Sloan & Bowe, 2014; van Manen, 2017; 

Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). 

• Qualitative Research: This research approach, which involves the collection and 

analysis of non-numerical data, has been used increasingly over the past several 

decades, especially in the social sciences and education (Burke, 2009; Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Krathwohl & Smith, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Savin-Baden & 

Major, 2013). In this approach, data collection takes place in natural settings and a 

researcher acts as the primary data collection instrument (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). 

• Social Emotional Learning (SEL): Social emotional learning is a concept that has 

recently been popularized in the field of K-12 education. The Collaborative for 

Academic Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) defines SEL as a process that 

enables individuals to “acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to 

develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, 
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feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and 

make responsible and caring decisions” (CASEL, 2022). 

• Specially Designed Instruction (SDI): Under the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (2004), SDI is instruction that is adapted in content, method, or delivery 

for the purpose of addressing the disability related needs of a specific student.  

• Students with Disabilities (SWD): For the purposes of this dissertation, the term SWD 

refers to pupils in public schools who meet IDEA (2004) criteria for receiving special 

education services, meaning that they have a disability and a need for specially 

designed instruction to access, participate in, or make progress in the general education 

curriculum. 

• Universal Design for Learning (UDL): A framework to improve and optimize 

teaching and learning for all people based on scientific insights into how humans learn” 

(CAST, 2021, n.p.) The framework incorporates multiple means for engagement, 

representation, and action/express with the goal of developing all students into expert 

learners (CAST, 2017; CAST, 2021). 

• Wicked Problems: Normal science was designed to address “tame” problems, those 

with clear definitions and straight forward solutions. In the second half of the twentieth 

century social scientists began to use the term “wicked problems” to acknowledge that 

issues involving social policy and equity are made up of multiple deeply entangled 

strands. The complexity of wicked problems makes them difficult to define and 

prohibits the identification of objective, universal solutions (Rittel & Webber, 1973). 
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Appendix B. Indicators 

B1. Special Education Compliance Indicators 

Indicator # & title  Description  

4: Suspension/ Expulsion  4B measures the percent of districts that have: (a) a 

significant discrepancy, by race or ethnicity, in the rate of 

suspensions and expulsions of greater than 10 days in a 

school year for children with IEPs; and (b) policies, 

procedures or practices that contribute to the significant 

discrepancy and do not comply with requirements relating to 

the development and implementation of IEPs, the use of 

positive behavioral interventions and supports, and procedural 

safeguards.  

9. Disproportionate Representation  Measures percent of districts with disproportionate 

representation of racial and ethnic groups in special education 

and related services that is the result of inappropriate 

identification.  

10. Disproportionate Representation in Specific 

Disability Categories  

Measures percent of districts with disproportionate 

representation of racial and ethnic groups in specific disability 

categories that is the result of inappropriate identification.  

11. Child Find  

  

Measures percent of children who were evaluated within 60 

days of receiving parental consent for initial evaluation or, if 

the State establishes a timeframe within which the evaluation 

must be conducted, within that timeframe.  

12. Early Childhood Transition  Measures percent of children referred by Part C prior to age 3, 

who are found eligible for Part B, and who have an IEP 

developed and implemented by their third birthdays.  

13. Secondary Transition  

  

Measures percent of youth with IEPs aged 16 and above with 

an IEP that includes appropriate measurable postsecondary 

goals that are annually updated and based upon an age-

appropriate transition assessment, transition services, 

including courses of study, that will reasonably enable the 

student to meet those postsecondary goals, and annual IEP 

goals related to the student’s needs for transition services. 

There also must be evidence that the student was invited to 

the IEP Team meeting where transition services are to be 
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Indicator # & title  Description  

discussed and evidence that, if appropriate, a representative of 

any participating agency was invited to the IEP Team meeting 

with the prior consent of the parent or student who has 

reached the age of majority.  

15. Resolution Session  Measures percent of hearing requests that went to resolution 

sessions that were resolved through resolution session 

settlement agreements.  

16. Mediation  Measures percent of mediations held that resulted in 

mediation agreements.  

17. State Systemic Improvement Plan  A report submitted to the department of education that 

describes continuing effort to improve the Statewide 

Identified Measurable Result of the State Systemic 

Improvement Plan.  

 

Note. Adapted from U.S. Department of Education (2021).  
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B2. Special Education Results Indicators 

Indicator # & title  Description  

1: Graduation  Measures the percent of youth with Individualized 

Education Programs (IEPs) graduating from high 

school with a regular high school diploma.  

2: Dropout  Measures the percent of youth with IEPs dropping 

out of high school.  

3: Participation for Students with IEPs  Measures participation and performance of children 

with IEPs on statewide assessments in grades 3-8 

and 11.  

4: Suspension/ Expulsion  4A measures the percent of districts that have a 

significant discrepancy in the rate of suspensions and 

expulsions of greater than 10 days in a school year 

for children with IEPs.  

5: Educational Environments for Children ages 6-21  Measures the percent of children with IEPs aged 6 

through 21 served: (a) Inside the regular class 80% 

or more of the day; (b) Inside the regular class less 

than 40% of the day; and (c) In separate schools, 

residential facilities, or homebound/hospital 

placements.  

6: Preschool Environments  Measures Percent of children aged 3 through 5 with 

IEPs attending a: (a) Regular early childhood 

program and receiving the majority of special 

education and related services in the regular early 

childhood program; and (b) Separate special 

education class, separate school or residential 

facility.  

7: Preschool Outcomes  Measures the percent of preschool children aged 3 

through 5 with IEPs who demonstrate improved: (a) 

Positive social-emotional skills (including social 

relationships); (b) Acquisition and use of knowledge 

and skills (including early language/ communication 

and early literacy); and (c) Use of appropriate 

behaviors to meet their needs.  

8: Parent Involvement  

  

Measures percent of parents with a child receiving 

special education services who report that schools 

facilitated parent involvement as a means of 
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Indicator # & title  Description  

improving services and results for children with 

disabilities.  

14: Post- School Outcomes  

  

Measures percent of youth who are no longer in 

secondary school, had IEPs in effect at the time they 

left school, and were: (a) Enrolled in higher 

education within one year of leaving high school. (b) 

Enrolled in higher education or competitively 

employed within one year of leaving high school. (c) 

Enrolled in higher education or in some other 

postsecondary education or training program; or 

competitively employed or in some other 

employment within one year of leaving high school.  

 

Note. Adapted from U.S. Department of Education (2021).  
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Appendix C. Approval 

 
 

Institutional Review Board Exempt Protocol Approval 

 

Date 6/1/2022 

Principal Investigator: Marcus Lewis 

Co-Principal Investigator: Rose Kilmurray 

Protocol Number: 2022-22 

Protocol Title: Co-construction of the role of special education in the age of UDL 

Protocol Approval Date: 6/1/2022 

Protocol Expiration Date: 5/31/2027 

Review Category: 2 

UWSP FWA: 00017591 

Dear Marcus,  

The above-referenced human-subjects research project has been approved by the University of Wisconsin-

Stevens Point Institutional Review Board. This approval is limited to the activities described in the approved 

protocol, and extends to the performance of these activities at each applicable sited identified in the application 

for IRB review. In accordance with this approval, the specific conditions for the conduct of this research are listed 

below, and informed consent from subjects must be obtained as indicated. Additional conditions for the general 

conduct of human-subjects research may be detailed below.  

Additional Conditions:  

All individuals engaged in human-subjects research are responsible for compliance with all applicable UWSP 

Research Policies. The Principal Investigator is responsible for assuring all protocol personnel review and adhere 

to applicable policies for the conduct of human-subjects research.  

The IRB maintains an official protocol file for each study to meet the University’s regulatory obligations for 

record keeping. Principal Investigators are responsible for maintaining all records related to the protocol, and are 

required to share with the IRB. The IRB is not responsible for maintaining study documents for researchers. 

Your project approval expiration date is listed above. Exempt protocols have an automatic 5-year approval period. 

As a courtesy to you, and to reduce administrative burden, the IRB will request an annual update from the 

Principal Investigator on the status of this study. It is your responsibility to inform the IRB if the project is 

complete or still in operation. If the study needs to remain open after year 5, you must submit a new protocol. 

Lapses in approval should be avoided to protect the safety and welfare of enrolled subjects. When you plan to 

close your study, submit a Protocol Closure Form to irb@uwsp.edu.  

mailto:irb@uwsp.edu
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No changes are to be made to the approved protocol or study documents (i.e., consent forms, surveys, etc.) without 

prior review and approval of the IRB. To modify an existing protocol, complete the Protocol Modification Form 

and submit to irb@uwsp.edu.  

If there are any injuries, problems, or complaints from participants, you must notify the IRB at irb@uwsp.edu 

within 24 hours.  

If you have any questions, please contact me. Good luck with your project.  

 

Sincerely, 

 
David Barry, Ph.D. 

IRB Chair 

dbarry@uwsp.edu 

  

mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
mailto:irb@uwsp.edu
mailto:dbarry@uwsp.edu
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Appendix D. Consent 

You have been invited to participate in a research study entitled, “Construction of the Role of Special 

Educator Relative to Universal Design for Learning Implementation”, conducted by Felicity Rose Kilmurray, a 

doctoral student in Educational Sustainability at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point. This study explores 

the influence of UDL implementation on construction and understanding of the role of special educator in 

Wisconsin schools. You are asked to complete one interview that should last between 45-60 minutes. The benefit 

of this study is that it will provide insight into how teachers navigate and negotiate systemically constrained roles 

while engaging in inclusive teaching practices.  

The researcher anticipates no risk to you because of your participation in this study. However, you could 

experience some frustration or mental discomfort if you discuss aspects of your professional life and experiences 

that elicit those emotions. The researcher does not anticipate that those emotions would be felt at a greater intensity 

than they would in other circumstances where teaching philosophy and practice are discussed. Your participation 

in this study may not yield immediate benefit to you; however, we hope that insights gained from the study will 

affect discourse about best practices for inclusive education. 

The information gathered during the interviews will be audio and video recorded via Zoom, which will 

automatically generate transcripts. The researcher will check the transcripts for accuracy. The researcher and 

university will not release information that could identify you. Personal information will not be included when 

reporting the results of the research for publication. Participant names will be replaced with pseudonyms. All 

completed interview information will be stored on a password protected thumb drive, and paper records will be 

stored in a locked storage cabinet for 7 years. Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you want to withdraw 

from the study, at any time, you may do so without penalty. Once the study is completed, you may receive the 

results of the study. If you would like these results, or if you have any questions, please contact: Felicity Rose 

Kilmurray 3637 S. Anita Dr. Eau Claire, WI 54701, (715) 497-4232, rosekilmurray@gmail.com 

If you have any complaints about your treatment as a participant in this study or believe that you have 

been harmed in some way by your participation, contact:  

David Barry, PhD | IRB Chair, Associate Professor of Sociology. 2100 Main St., Stevens Point, WI 54481  

715.346.3799 irb@uwsp.edu  

Dr. Barry will ask your name, but all complaints are kept confidential.  

mailto:irb@uwsp.edu
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“I have read and understand the information provided to me. My participation is voluntary, and I may withdraw 

at any time.”  

__________________________________________ _______________________  

Signature of Participant      Date 
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Appendix E. Interview Protocol 

  

Project: Co-constructing the Role of Special Educator in the Age of UDL 

  
Time of interview: _____________ Date of interview: _____________   

Location of interview:   

Interviewer:   

Interviewee:   

Introduction    

Hi. I am Rose Kilmurray. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. As I mentioned in a previous 

email/ conversation, I am a doctoral candidate for the UW Stevens Point Ed.D. in Educational Sustainability. My 

dissertation research centers on inclusive education. I appreciate the opportunity to hear about your experiences 

as a K-12 teacher.   

Interview Procedure    

This interview is being conducted as part of a qualitative research study investigating educator roles in Wisconsin 

public schools. The questions will be about your experiences in inclusive educational settings. During the 

interview you will be asked to respond to open-ended questions. You may choose not to answer one or more 

questions. Our conversation will be video recorded, and an automatic transcript will be generated. You will have 

an opportunity to review the transcript for accuracy. The video and transcript will only be used for the purposes 

of data collection and analysis. Your identifying information will not be associated with your answers in any 

published reports; a pseudonym will be used. Participation is voluntary, and you may end the interview and 

withdraw your consent to participate in the study at any time.   

Informed Consent to Participate in Human Subjects Research    

Before we begin, if you have not yet completed the electronic informed consent form that was sent to you via 

email please do so now. By clicking “submit” on that form you indicate that you understand the terms, and you 

are willing to participate in this research study. Do you have any questions about the study at this time? [Answer 

questions posed by interviewee.]   

If you have any further questions during or after the interview, please feel free to ask me at any time. Also, let me 

know if you need to take a break during the interview for any reason. Now that you have the background on my 

project, we will begin the interview if you are ready.   

ITEMS 

Part 1 – Getting to Know You   

1. Let's begin by discussing your experience as an educator. How many years have you worked in education?   

 

2. What is your teaching assignment this year?   
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3. What teaching licenses do you hold?    

4. If applicable, please tell me about any other grades or subjects you have taught during your career?  

  

Question #4 prompts (if needed):   

Tell me more about your work at your previous district(s).   

How long have you worked in your current district?   

Transition: Thank you for telling me about your teaching career thus far. Before moving into administration, I 

was a special education teacher for 15 years. I also hold a reading teacher license, so I have had a few different 

roles and experiences as an educator. The next part of the interview is on educator roles at your school.   

Part 2 – Educator Roles   

1. Describe your role within your school. For example, what is your title and in which settings do you serve 

students?   

Question #1 prompt (if needed):   

Is there anything else you want to add to what you’ve shared that further describes your role?   

2. What are some of the primary duties for people who serve in your role at your school?   

 

3. Tell me about how you have experienced the division of duties and decision making between general education 

and special education teachers in the classroom(s) where you work.   

 

4. In your opinion, how do you feel your colleagues perceive your role as an educator?   

Question #4 prompts (if needed):   

What makes you think that?   

Tell me more about that experience. Can you provide any examples?   

 

5. How do you think your professional relationships influence or shape your role at your school?   

 

6. Based on your work experience, if you could reshape the role of special educator what would you change? 

Why?   

 

Transition: It has been interesting to hear about educator roles at your school. I have worked at a residential 

treatment center and at two public school districts in Wisconsin. In my experience, teaching roles and the 

approach to co-teaching vary depending on the school and the teachers involved. I appreciate the opportunity to 

think about how our experiences compare. The final set of questions is about inclusion.   

Part 3 – Inclusion    

1. Based upon your work experience, please define inclusion in your own words.   

 

2. What inclusive practices have you noticed or used at your school?   
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Question #2 follow up (if needed):   

If UDL is not mentioned ask; does your school implement UDL?   

If so   

Please tell me about the training and implementation support that is currently in place.   

If not   

Please tell me what you know about the concept.   

3. Based on your work experience, what is the best thing about teaching in an inclusive school or classroom?   

4. What are some challenges or barriers you have encountered related to inclusion and how have you addressed 

them?   

5. How has your understanding of inclusion changed over the course of your career and what influenced those 

changes?   

Question #5 follow up (if needed):   

Please tell me more about the educational and work experiences that shaped your understanding of inclusion.   

6. How does your understanding of inclusion shape your current teaching practice?   

 

Question #6 follow up (if needed):   

For general education teachers- How do the special educators you work with fit into what you have just 

described?  

 

7. Talk to me more about what inclusion is like in the classroom(s) where you work.   

 

Question #7 prompts (if needed):   

Where do SWD receive instruction at your school?   

Who is responsible for designing and delivering instruction for SWD?   

Tell me more about who makes those decisions.   

What aspects of your daily educator practice facilitate what you are describing?   

What aspects of the classroom environment promote or facilitate what you are describing?   

8. What changes to classroom set up or daily practices would make the classroom(s) where you work (a) more 

intentionally inclusive learning environment(s)?   

Question #8 follow up (if needed):   

Ask for clarification, if needed. OR, Would you be able to provide another example?   

Closing Questions   

1. Before we close, I have one last question about the work you do. What do you like most about your role at your 

school?   
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2. Those are all the questions I have for you today. Is there anything that you would like to add to what you have 

already said?   

 

Closing Remarks   

Thank you for participating in this interview. I appreciate you taking the time to help me earn my doctorate. 

Again, let me assure you that your responses will be kept confidential. If you have any questions, please feel free 

to contact me via email.    
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Appendix F. Codebook 

1. AMOD- accommodations and modifications 

2. AS- administrative Support 

3. C- collaboration 

4. CI- competing interests 

5. COM-communication 

6. D- duties 

7. DI- deep inclusion 

8. F- flexibility 

9. GK- gate keeping 

10. IC- inclusive change 

11. N- normalcy 

12. O- ownership 

13. PR- professional relationships 

14. RD- role description (sped teacher) 

15. S- support for others 

16. SC- systemic constraints 

17. SF- systemic facilitation 

18. SG- student grouping 

19. SI- shallow inclusion 

20. SP- student progress 

21. TC- time constraints 
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Appendix G. Audit Trail Example 

 Data Reduction and Analysis 

 

 




