Education Specialist Credential Programs 
Mild to Moderate, Moderate to Severe, and Early Childhood Special Education

Early Childhood Special Education Certificate
Program Design

The mission of the Department of Special Education is to develop the untapped potential of individuals with disabilities, talents, and diverse backgrounds and to make a significant positive impact on the learning and life environments of people with exceptionalities.  This department philosophy targets the attainment of enhanced academic, social, personal, and vocational outcomes, both during the school years and adult life, for individuals with exceptionalities.  In response to its mission, the Departmental has articulated three overriding academic purposes/goals for the Department.  These are:

· Offer graduate credential and degree programs that link research to practice;

· Conduct research on effective practices for diverse learners;

· Change societal structures to support new paradigms on disability and differences.

Department faculty are recruited from respected institutions, bringing their expertise and infusing their scholarly work into each of the emphasis areas of Early Childhood, Mild/Moderate disabilities and Moderate/Severe disabilities. The Department’s commitment to student diversity is also embodied in the faculty within the department, which includes a faculty member with a disability and other faculty of diverse genders, ethnicities, and cultures. 

The Department of Special Education is organized to ensure effective and efficient program management and responsiveness. The Department is also involved in several collaborative efforts with local districts and agencies, bringing best practices to the field in each of the emphasis areas. Such examples include: 1) Project Achieve, which prepares candidates with an interest in literacy to serve students with mild to moderate disabilities, 2) University/District and agency collaborations around Transition issues for students with moderate to severe disabilities, and 3) the So Cal Bridge Collaborative, which was a conference focused on early childhood/family-based interventions and included a presentation from a program graduate. The California Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CCTC) and Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) standards and candidate competency ratings data guide program development, key assignments and program modifications. In addition, recommendations from an Advisory Board comprised of district personnel, parents, and program graduates ensure program modifications meet identified needs within the field. 

Course of Study
Core Courses: Candidates in all credential areas meet common standards that are the focus of core courses. The standards that these courses address are considered essential to all special educators.  Before enrolling in core courses, all candidates first complete the prerequisite courses and one of the characteristics courses in an emphasis area (e.g. Early Childhood, Mild/Moderate Disabilities, Moderate/Severe Disabilities). Core courses prepare candidates to: (a) adapt instruction, (b) provide behavioral and academic interventions with intensity, (c) utilize assistive technology to support students with disabilities both with instruction and communication, and (d) implement Individualized Education Program (IEP) Plans. Candidates also complete core courses in reading and mathematics methods, which are taught by general education faculty, and learn about collaboration with general education teachers, service providers, parents, and agencies. Common themes infused throughout all programs are data-based decision-making, early intervention, research-based pedagogy, advocacy and collaboration. Faculty, candidate and program completer interview data supported this finding.

Technology is integrated into courses as candidates use a computer-based learning interface to varying degrees and participate in hybrid courses that blend distance/online and face-to-face learning. Several course assignments and projects require immediate application of research and best practices as candidates observe and reflect about classroom experiences, model strategies with students, and collaborate with families and agencies. Moreover, a certificate is embedded within coursework of the Level II credential program for Early Childhood. Beginning in Spring, 2009, SPED 530: Issues in Autism will be taken by all candidates ensuring all candidates are adequately prepared to teach individuals with autism.

Courses Specific to the Mild/Moderate Disabilities Credential: The major goal of the program in Mild/Moderate Disabilities is the preparation of effective entry-level special education professionals for teaching positions with students identified as having learning disabilities, mental retardation, emotional disturbance and/or behavior disorders. With this credential, candidates may be employed in a variety of settings, work in a full range of service delivery models, and teach students from kindergarten through age 22. Courses specific to their program of study include a course on assessment, advanced curricular adaptations and a practicum course. 

Courses Specific to the Moderate/Severe Disabilities Credential: The major goal of the credential program in Moderate/Severe Disabilities is the preparation of effective entry-level special education professionals for teaching positions with students identified as having moderate to severe disabilities. Candidates are authorized to teach in programs that serve students from kindergarten through age 22 and service delivery options may range from special day classes to full inclusion. Courses specific to the program of study in Moderate/Severe Disabilities include coursework in assessment, curricular adaptations and instructional strategies specific to the moderate/severe student population and inclusion. 

Courses Specific to Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) Credential: The primary goal of the ECSE program is to prepare effective, entry-level early interventionists and early childhood special educators to work with young children and their families. Candidates are authorized to serve children with disabilities from birth through pre-kindergarten. Services may be provided in natural environments such as the child’s home, the home of a family child care provider, or a community-based preschool program. A primary emphasis of this credential area is the ability to work with the child in the context of the family. Because this is not considered to be a “teaching credential,” the general education curriculum (reading, writing, mathematics) is not a part of the course of studies. Because of the differences in legislation and implementation of infant/toddler programs versus preschool programs, candidates must demonstrate skills in both areas. 

Courses comprising the ECSE credential address service collaboration and coordination of services with multiple agencies, assessment practices, and program planning for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. A central requirement of the ECSE coursework is to learn about and complete an Individualized Family Services Plan (IFSP). 

The credential program provides a sequence of three field experiences. These build on the 30 hours of observation in a variety of general and special education classrooms that are required for all undergraduate pre-education students, as a part of the Liberal Studies major. Students who do not complete the Liberal Studies major but choose to enter special education teacher preparation from other fields are required to complete comparable observations prior to acceptance into the special education program of teacher preparation. 

The department-specific field experience sequence begins with the prerequisite undergraduate concentration in special education and continues through both semesters of the Level I course of study.  It is designed to provide candidates opportunities to observe and participate in educational settings that model effective practice and serve a diversity of students. All practica occur in school sites where at least 25% of the students are from ethnolinguistically diverse backgrounds. 

Various instructional delivery models (e.g. co-teaching and small group) are also explored through field experience. The culminating practicum extends this opportunity, intensifies the involvement and responsibility of the candidate, and requires demonstration of the competencies required for recommendation for the Education Specialist Credential. 
All candidates and program completers interviewed remarked on feeling adequately prepared, supported and mentored throughout the program. Mentor teachers attend a two-day training, must hold the same credential the candidate holds, and must obtain a formal recommendation from their principal. Field supervisors meet specific criteria as set forth and agreed upon by the university faculty. Nearly all field supervisors interviewed (including one who was also a mentor teacher) were graduates of one of the programs, indicating a strong sense of community and continued partnership between SDSU and program completers. Moreover, candidates and completers commented on both feeling “ready to work” upon program completion and enjoying their program experiences. Interview responses by both candidates and completers also echoed themes of the department goals.

Assessment of Candidate Competence

All credential program candidates must be formally recommended by the SDSU College of Education Credentials Office. Before recommendation, however, the candidate for certification has passed several checkpoints monitored by faculty and advisors to assure competencies and performance criteria have been met, as outlined below. 

First, satisfactory completion of coursework (i.e. maintain a GPA of 3.0 or greater) assures that the standards associated with each course have been met. Second, performance criteria in practica provide a means of ascertaining that candidates have demonstrated competence in applying the knowledge and skills associated with each of the standards to actual instructional situations. Another layer of assessment is data obtained from employer surveys regarding completer performance within the classroom. Finally, candidates seeking a Level II Education Specialist Credential complete a Professional Credential Induction Plan, which is used to set candidate goals and monitor candidate progress toward satisfactory completion of the Level II credential requirements. 

At the point of program completion, the Practica Coordinator reviews candidate performance with the university supervisors. SDSU Credentials Office reviews the student's approved program plan against transcripts of completed coursework. If the student has satisfactorily met all Department requirements, the Credentials Office forwards a formal recommendation for the appropriate credential.

Additional formative assessment of candidate competencies occurs through faculty and field supervisor observations and feedback and self-assessments via video-taped lesson reflection and analysis with faculty. Current plans exist to add evaluations of videotaped lessons to an electronic data system (TASKSTREAM). Summative assessment occurs through signature assignments and a portfolio for all three credential programs. Portfolio requirements are clearly delineated by an evaluation rubric. The portfolio assessment is an ongoing process which begins in the first semester and continues through student teaching. Evidence and artifacts are collected, included and reviewed at specific checkpoints.

Candidates struggling to meet competencies are given multiple chances to succeed. They are provided with advisement and coaching by faculty, field supervisors and mentor teachers or district support providers. Candidate and program completer interviews corroborated this safeguard. Dispositions data of candidates is also assessed and monitored throughout Level I and Level II programs to ensure candidates are suitable matches for the field of special education. 

Findings on standards:

After review of the institutional report and supporting documentation and after conducting interviews of candidates, graduates, faculty, employers, and supervising practitioners, the team determined that all program standards are met.
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