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Abstract

There are limited numbers of special education doctoral students from traditionally
underrepresented populations. The impact of an urban doctoral preparation program with
features to ensure retention to graduation is described.
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Faculty in higher education do not represent the diversity that exists in the United States
nor do the doctoral students who will become future leaders at the university or district
levels (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005; Johnson, 2006). For example, full-time
minority faculty increased from 12.3% to 14.9% in the ten years between 1991 and 2001
(TIAA-CREF, 2005) while the minority population in the US increased at a higher rate.
Programs to prepare doctoral students from under-represented populations can make
important contributions to preparing new members of the professoriate.

The under-representation of women and ethnically diverse faculty has been well
documented for teacher education faculty as well as special education faculty specifically
where there is an insufficient supply of special education doctoral candidates, including
those from traditionally under- represented populations, to meet current demands (Smith,
Pion, & Tyler, 2003; Smith, Pion, Tyler, & Gilmore, 2003; Tyler, Smith, & Pion, 2003).
Some researchers have identified reasons for such under-representation. Retention studies
of people from culturally and linguistically diverse populations as well as ethnically
different populations indicates that peer groups and mentoring must be established early
in the program. For example, Nettles (1990) reported that, among Black, Hispanic, and
White doctoral students in special education programs at four major universities, Blacks
received the fewest teaching or research assistantships which facilitate collaborative
activities with faculty and other full-time students. The success of cohort models appears
to be related to the extent to which cohort members support and mentor one another
(Teitel, 1997).

The purpose of this article is to report the results of a descriptive study of the impact of
the second year of implanting a specially designed doctoral program created to address
(1) the critical shortage of special education university faculty, particularly those who are
culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD); (2) the shortage of other special education
leadership personnel, particularly those who are CLD; and (3) the need for special
education leadership personnel knowledgeable in educational issues related to urban CLD
students with disabilities. In this paper, the authors trace the impact of the second year of
implementation of the program design features and report the results of a survey of cohort
members regarding their coursework, teaching, research, and service activities.

The doctoral program is located in a large urban multi-culturally diverse metropolitan
area in southeastern USA where the university had received a competitive federal grant
award (Barbetta, Cramer, & Nevin, 2004) to fund tuition and stipends. Recruitment
efforts as reported by (Barbetta, Cramer, & Nevin, 2006) resulted in a noticeable increase
in the number of qualified special education doctoral candidates from traditionally
underrepresented populations which seemed to be correlated with the expanded
recruitment efforts (e.g., orientation sessions, brochures, personal contact with project
personnel and faculty). Although it was not possible to state that the recruitment
procedures per se were solely responsible for the increase, the doctoral applicants viewed
the procedures as fair which match the results of other studies (e.g., Peterson & Gilmore,
2005; Prater & Wilder, 2006). Because over-representation of CLD students with
disabilities (particularly Blacks and Hispanics) continue to be a problem in urban schools
(e.g., Donovan & Cross, 2002), the mission of the program was to prepare urban
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leadership personnel who teach for social justice as per principles recommended by
Cochran-Smith (1999). Unique features built in to the program design include (a)
diversity content and experiences; (b) a cognate of courses directly related to the
education of students who are CLD; (c) community-based action research projects in the
local urban, multicultural educational settings; (d) affiliation with the eminent scholars in
the Center for Urban Education and Innovation; (e) field experiences with diverse K-12
students through community service-learning projects (Kinnevy & Boddie, 2001) that
include action research as recommended by Reardon (2000); (f) a cohort model to
promote and support group cohesiveness and motivate students to perform at an optimal
level; (g) ongoing doctoral student involvement and development through participation in
a variety of non-credit leadership activities (e.g., presenting at conferences, teaching
undergraduate courses, community leadership projects); and (g) presence of an existing
learning community of culturally and linguistically diverse individuals, including a CLD
faculty (approximately 33% of the university’s faculty, excluding administrators, are
minorities) and a CLD student body.

Results

The impact of pedagogical and institutional support reported in this study show that
doctoral students from traditionally under-represented populations can be sustained
through the coursework and achievement demands of advanced graduate work. Analysis
of the results of the survey, in terms of doctoral program participants’ perceptions
(reported as means and ranges of the ratings), were triangulated with verbatim comments
written by the participants. Documenting and listening to their voices helped to show the
depth of their thinking and the range of their values for specific program design features.
Finally, participants’ richly varied leadership and non-credit generating activities showed
that they are attempting to actualize improvements in urban special education programs.
Their activities reflected the program design features: the cognate of urban education
courses related to education of students with disabilities who are CLD; the collaboration
with CLD faculty and interaction with members of the Urban SEALS Leadership
Advisory Board comprised of local, regional, and nationally recognized experts in urban
and special education; engagement in urban-related, non-credit generating learning
activities (e.g., service-learning activities, conference presentations, and university
teaching); and learning from the expertise of urban and special education scholars
through personal presentations and teleconferencing.

Discussion

The results from this study resonate with those reported by other researchers (e.g., Twale
& Cochran, 2000; Talbert-Johnson & Tillman, 1999). Overall it is clear that the current
cohort of doctoral students in the Urban SEALS program have established working
relationships with each other, the program faculty and other COE faculty. As a result,
they have been sustained and supported throughout the first two years and two summers
of the rigorous coursework. In addition, the qualitative and quantitative evidence gleaned
from the assessment of doctoral students’ perceptions of program design features help to
confirm the importance and usefulness of the features. We believe that this study is
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highly relevant to understanding how an exploration of quality impacts the presence of
culturally, ethnically, and linguistically diverse doctoral students in doctoral-level
leadership preparation programs, some of whom are sure to embark on careers in
academia.

Implications

The participants as well as the faculty are actively engaged in thinking about program
improvement through enhancing existing coursework and creating meaningful controls
that will allow for better program planning for future cohorts. Their ratings and
comments about program design features inform the faculty as to changes that may be
needed in the structure of future coursework and doctoral program activities. For
example, based on the survey ratings and comments about the first year implementation
(reported by Barbetta, Cramer, & Nevin, 2006), the faculty arranged for more specifically
focused experiences during the second year of program implementation (e.g., teaching at
University level, team building, integrating urban education and service learning, and
adding a writing-for-publication course).
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Urban SEALS (Special Education Academic Leaders) Survey *
(2007)

Please help us evaluate the Urban SEALS program design and procedures utilized by project
personnel. We’d appreciate your candid appraisal so that we can accurately assess and re-
design our procedures. Your responses will be treated anonymously, and no personally-
identifiable information will be reported.

Sincerely, P. Barbetta, E. Cramer, and A. Nevin, Co-Principal Investigators

Overall, how would you describe your doctoral program experiences during the Fall 2006,
Spring 2007, and Summer 2007 terms-- coursework, seminars, and non-credit bearing
leadership activities in which you’ve participated? [Please write 3 to 4 sentences
explaining your reactions.]

Demographics
Directions: Please fill in the blanks or check the items that apply to you.

Gender: Ethnicity Age:

_ Male

_ Female __American Indian or Native Alaskan _18-24
_ Asian or Pacific Islander _25-35

Experience teaching: | _ Black (non-Hispanic) _36-45
_ Hispanic _ 46-55

_ 0-5years _ White (non-Hispanic) _ 56 -

_ 6-10years _ Other (specify)

_ 11-20 years

_ 21 years +

Program Procedures: Please write comments below:

1. What supports were in place to help you be successful in your doctoral program during the
Fall 2006, Spring 2007, and Summer 2007 terms?

2. What barriers or challenges, if any, have you experienced during the Fall 2006, Spring 2007,
and Summer 2007 terms? (Please explain.)

3. Do you have any recommendations for modifying or improving the program?

* Note: This survey has been approved by FIU’s Institutional Review Board (Approval # 091806-00).
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Perceptions

Directions: Please use the following scale to rate your perception of each statement,
where 1 =not at all and 5 =to a great extent N/A=not applicable to you

1. To what extent do you believe the courses you’ve taken at FIU 12 3 45
during the Fall 2006, Spring 2007, and Summer 2007 terms were
taught by faculty who were fair and unbiased?

COMMENTS:

NA

2. To what extent are you satisfied that your experiences duringthe Fall | 1 2 3 4 5
2006, Spring 2007, and Summer 2007 terms have been facilitated by
project personnel (project co-Principal Investigators, Project
Coordinator, or faculty)?

COMMENTS:

NA

3. To what extent do you believe the coursework and experiences 123 45
during the Fall 2006, Spring 2007, and Summer 2007 terms were
designed for culturally and linguistically diverse individuals to be
successful?

COMMENTS:

NA

4. | believe the teaching strategies during the Fall 2006, Spring 2007, 12 3 45
and Summer 2007 terms were fair and unbiased.

COMMENTS:

NA

5. | was treated respectfully by faculty during the Fall 2006, Spring 123 45
2007, and Summer 2007 terms.

COMMENTS:

NA

6. During the Fall 2006, Spring 2007, and Summer 2007 terms, | felt 12 3 45
supported throughout the coursework.

COMMENTS:

NA
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Program Design

Directions: Please indicate to what extent the features of the Urban SEALS doctoral
program were reflected in the coursework and experiences you faced during the Fall 2006,
Spring 2007, and Summer 2007 terms. Please use the following scale to rate each feature,
where 1 = no influence and 5 = a great influence.

1. diversity content and experiences 123 45

2. cognate of courses directly related to the education of students who 123 45
are CLD, (e.g., urban education and TESOL programs)

3. community-based action research projects in the local urban, 123 45
multicultural educational settings facilitated through the COE Center
for Urban Education and Innovation, research or presentation
collaborative activities with faculty and/or other doctoral students,
and so on.

4. field experiences with diverse students through service-learning 12345
projects or applied research projects supervised by faculty

5. cohort model to promote and support group cohesiveness and 12345
motivate students to perform at an optimal level

6. an existing learning community of culturally and linguistically diverse 123 45
individuals
7. ongoing student involvement and development through participation 123 45

in a variety of non-credit leadership activities that require ongoing
doctoral student development and involvement (e.g., presenting at
conferences, teaching undergraduate courses, participating in
community leadership projects)

8. Is there any other program design feature you'd like to evaluate?

Thank you for completing this survey.
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Goal of Project Urban SEALS

Unique Program Features

Urban SPED Competencies |




Urban SPED Competencies |l

SEALS Program Components

Professional Studies Core (6 hrs.)




Special Education Core: (21 hrs.)

Research Methods and Statistics: (12 hrs.)

Urban Special Education Cognate (15 hrs.)




Comprehensive Examination and
Dissertation Study (24 hrs.

Non-credit Leadership Activity
Examples

Urban SEALS National Board




Urban Special Education Teleconferences

SEALS Cohort Building Activities

Urban SEALS Recruitment




SEALS Recruitment Outcomes

SEALS Survey Administration: Year 1

Year 1 Survey: Program’s Fairness Perceptions* \




Year 1 Survey; Program Design Features

Year 1 Survey: Open Ended Responses

Year 1 Survey: What barriers or challenges, If any,
did you experience?




Year 1 Survey: Do you have any recommendations
for modifying or improving the program?

SEALS Year 2: Survey Administration

Year 2: Perceptions of Program Fairness *

*3. Courses & experiences
designed for CLD students to succeed
15 45

R R— A
35 46

“Cronbach alpha coefficient for internal consistency of responses =.78 , Gall, Gall, & Borg (2003) report that alpha.
coefficients of .52 and above are considered evidence of good reliability in exploratory research such as this
study.




Year 2: Program Design Features

Year 2: Responses to Open Ended Questions

Year 2 Survey: What barriers or challenges, if any,
did you experience?
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Year 2: Improve/Modify the Program

SEALS Professional Activities: To Date
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Overall Conclusions
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