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How Do Vocational Educators Fare in Working with Students

with Special Needs: Perceptions from the Field
By Michael W. Harvey, Ph.D., Penn State University

Abstract

This research replicates research
done by Custer & Panagos
(1996). This study was con-
ducted with 20 area vocational-
technical schools (AVTS) and 13
comprehensive high schools in
Central Pennsylvania. Educators
were surveyed concerning their
perceptions of vocational teach-
ers’ confidence and effectiveness
in working with students with
special learning needs. Training
needs and barriers to serving stu-
dents with special learning needs
in secondary vocational educa-
tion settings were assessed. Ad-
ministrators, guidance counse-
lors, and vocational instructors
were surveyed. The sample con-
sisted of 33 administrators, 52
guidance counselors, and 250 vo-
cational educators. This study
had 236 usable surveys returned
for a 68% response rate.

Respondents felt that voca-
tional teachers possessed ad-
equate levels of confidence and
that they did an adequate job in
working with students with spe-
cial learning needs. All educators
felt that some inservice training
would be useful for vocational
teachers in working with this
population. Meeting the needs of
all students in vocational classes
was identified as the greatest
need for future training. All bar-
riers to serving students with spe-
cial learning needs in vocational
classes identified in this study
were seen as somewhat to sig-
nificantly problematic. Negative
attitudes toward these students
were not seen as a major barrier
to students’ success in vocational
programs.

Introduction

The Carl D. Perkins Act (P.L.
105-332) definition of “special
populations” includes individu-
als with disabilities; individuals
from economically disadvan-
taged families, including foster
children; individuals preparing
for nontraditional training and
employment; single parents, in-
cluding single pregnant women;
displaced homemakers; and in-
dividuals with other barriers to
educational achievement, in-
cluding individuals with limited
English proficiency (20 U.S.C.
2301, Sec. 3 (23)). As described
in the Perkins Act, state plans
must

describe how individuals who
are members of the special
populations—will be provided
with equal access to activities
assisted under this title; will
not be discriminated against
on the basis of their status
as members of the special
populations; and will be pro-
vided with programs designed
to enable the special popula-
tions to meet or exceed State
adjusted levels of perfor-
mance, and prepare special
populations for further learn-
ing and for high skill, high
wage careers (20 U.S.C. 2301,
Sec.122 (c)[8]).

Students served under IDEA
1997 (P.L. 105-17) have man-
dated transitional services.
Transition services are defined
as “a coordinated set of activi-
ties for a student with a disabil-
ity that—is designed within an
outcome-oriented process, that
promotes movement from school
to postschool activities” (34
C.F.R. Parts 300 and 303, Sec.
300.29 (a)[1]). Transitional plan-
ning is part of the individual
education program (IEP) start-
ing at age 14. The IEP must in-

clude “a statement of the tran-
sition service needs of the stu-
dent under the applicable com-
ponents of the student’s IEP that
focuses on the student’s course
of study (such as participation
in advanced-placement or a vo-
cational education program)” (34
C.F.R. Parts 300 and 303, Sec.
300.347 (7)[ii][B][b][1])-

Congressional intent is
clear. Students with special
learning needs are to be pro-
vided equal access and opportu-
nity to participate in secondary
vocational technical education
with a broad-range of coordi-
nated services to assist their
participation. Access and a full
range of vocational programs
and career guidance services
are provided to students with
special learning needs under
the legislated delivery service
(Cassidy, 1994). Few would ar-
gue the need for providing these
students appropriate high qual-
ity vocational education but
there are a variety of challenges
confronted by vocational educa-
tors desiring to do so.

Central Themes and Needs

Federal legislation has provided
increased vocational education
program access for students
with special learning needs and
broader transitional opportuni-
ties for those with disabilities.
The NAVE Final Report To Con-
gress reported that “In general,
special population students earn
more vocational credits than
their ‘non-special’ peers” (U.S.
Government Printing Office,
1994b, p. 17). The National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics re-
ported that students with dis-
abilities earned more high
school credits in vocational edu-
cation compared to their nondis-
abled peers. Students who
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Table 1

Percentage of Students with Disabilities, LEP, or Economically Disadvantaged

ScHooL Type
Comprehensive High School

Vocational High School

Area Vocational School

by School Type*

SpeciaL PopuLaTions CLASSIFICATION

DisABLED LEP
5.3 5.0
13.9 3.3
16.1 1.5

Source: U.S. Government Printing Office (1994b)

EconomicALLY DISADVANTAGED

23.5
35.6
25.2

earned 4.0 or more credits in
remedial coursework while in
high school took +2.4 more cred-
its in vocational education com-
pared to students who had no
remedial credits (U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1996, p.7).

Survey data reported in the
NAVE Final Report to Congress
indicated that vocational high
schools and area vocational
technical schools (AVTS) have a
higher concentration of students
classified as special population
students under the Perkins Act
than comprehensive high
schools (U.S. Government Print-
ing Office, 1994a). These data
also indicated that students with
disabilities have shown a signifi-
cant increase in enrollment in
vocational programs compared
to other students with special
learning needs.

Data concerning secondary
vocational education enrollment
in Pennsylvania indicated that
in school year 1996-1997 voca-
tional enrollments consisted of
18.25% students with a disabil-
ity, 1.44% LEP, 23.43% aca-
demically disadvantaged, and
7.23% economically disadvan-
taged (Pennsylvania Department
of Education: Vocational Educa-
tion Management Information
System (VEMIS), 1996-97).

There is clear evidence that
students enrolled in vocational
classes are becoming more di-
verse. This presents challenges
to vocational educators (Clark &
Kolstoe, 1995 and Rojewski,

1991). Kraska (1997) asserted
that vocational education is both
a viable and a desirable educa-
tional option for students with
special learning needs. Mas-
ters, Mori, & Mori (1993), stated
that “vocational education,
training, and transitional pro-
gramming are important and
viable components that should
be included in all secondary spe-
cial education programs”
(p-267). Wagner (1991) con-
cluded that vocational educa-
tion provides positive school
progress, lower probability of
student dropout, and success in
postschool outcomes for stu-
dents with disabilities. The high
percentage of students with spe-
cial learning needs enrolled in
vocational education points to
the need for teacher preparation
in order to provide high quality
vocational education for them.
Much has been written con-
cerning the need for vocational
teacher preparation in meeting
the needs of students with spe-
cial learning needs in vocational
education (Greene, Albright,
Kokaska, & Beacham-Greene,
1991; Rojewski & Greenan,,
1992; Rojewski, Pollard, &
Meers, 1990; Rojewski & Retish,
1994; Stodden & Leake, 1994,
Thielbar, Alper, & Schloss,
1994). Meers and Towne (1997)
indicated that “special popula-
tion students must have the
support services and career
planning opportunities neces-
sary to facilitate life-span devel-

opment” (p.98). Vocational edu-
cation can provide the opportu-
nities and supports to meet this
goal. The challenge for voca-
tional educators is to creatively
restructure curricula to meet the
needs of students with special
learning needs enrolled in voca-
tional classes (Kraska, 1996;
Meers & Towne, 1997; Sarkees-
Wircenski & Scott, 1995).

The NAVE Interim Report to
Congress stated “the most prom-
ising and valuable means of im-
proving special population stu-
dents’ access to quality voca-
tional education is not primarily
through increased supplemen-
tal services, but through cur-
ricular reform and improved in-
structional quality” (U.S. Gov-
ernment Printing Office, 1994c,
p-37). The National Association
of Industrial and Technical
Teacher Educators (NAITTE) has
proposed The Special Popula-
tions of Students Standard which
states that

T & I teachers should be able
to adapt instructional strate-
gies and assessment proce-
dures to accommodate stu-
dents with special needs, in-
cluding persons with disabili-
ties, students with academic or
economic disadvantages, lim-
ited English proficient and
other ethnic minority persons,
displaced homemakers, incar-
cerated persons, and other
nontraditional students, in-
cluding gifted and talented in-
dividuals (Frantz, Gregson,
Friedenberg, Walter, & Miller,
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1996 p. 36).

Vocational educators are of-
ten ill prepared to meet the
needs and challenges of serving
students with special learning
needs in vocational education
settings (Custer & Panagos,
1996). Frequently teachers in
vocational education come from
the trades or industry as op-
posed to a traditional four-year
bachelors degree in education
where they would have been ex-
posed to coursework in method-
ology, instructional strategies
and, in most cases, classes in
special education. Training is
essential for vocational educa-
tors to adequately meet the
needs of students with special
learning needs currently en-
rolled in vocational education.
Skills in teaching a diverse range
of students in today’s vocational
programs are critical in meeting
vocational education’s mission
of workforce development. Sev-
eral authors (Custer & Panagos,
1996; Kraska, 1996; Kraska,
1997, and Sarkees-Wircenski &
Scott, 1995) have suggested the
need for more teacher training
in the area of serving students
with special learning needs in
order to meet this goal.

Purpose of the Study

This study replicated research
done by Custer and Panagos
(1996). The purpose of this study
was to assess vocational educa-
tors’ perceptions of working with
students with special learning
needs and to compare their
views to those of their adminis-
trators and guidance counse-
lors. The Pennsylvania system of
preparation and development of
vocational education profession-
als includes three regional cen-
ters across the state. Each re-
gional personnel professional
development center is housed
within an institution of higher
education. Training is offered
through each designated insti-
tution and is coordinated with
the Pennsylvania Department

of Education, Bureau of Voca-
tional Technical Education.
Each center provides compre-
hensive regional educational
programs that are designed to
prepare, update, and upgrade vo-
cational-technical teachers, ad-
ministrators, and other voca-
tional-technical education sup-
port personnel. The Pennsylva-
nia State University provides
teacher training in vocational
education for the central region
of the state through the Work-
force Education and Develop-
ment Program’s Personnel Pro-
fessional Development Center.

This research was designed
to investigate issues and con-
cerns in serving students with
special learning needs in sec-
ondary vocational settings in the
central region of Pennsylvania.
Like Custer and Panagos (1996),
this study explored the perceived
confidence and effectiveness
with the specific classification of
students with special learning
needs, barriers to service deliv-
ery, and training needs. Respon-
dents’ perceptions of vocational
teachers’ confidence and effec-
tiveness levels, training needs,
and barriers to serving these
students are reported. This
study used the same survey in-
strument developed by Custer
and Panagos (1996).

Research Questions

1. Which group of students with
special learning needs do vo-
cational teachers feel they are
the most and least effective
teaching? How does self-per-
ceived effectiveness of voca-
tional teachers compare with
their administrators and
guidance counselors percep-
tions of their effectiveness?

2. What kind of additional train-
ing do vocational teachers,
administrators, and guidance
counselors think vocational
teachers need in order to
more successfully work with
students with special learn-
ing needs?

3. What kind of problems and
barriers do vocational teach-
ers, administrators, and guid-
ance counselors think exist in
serving students with special
learning needs?

Method

POPULATION AND SAMPLE

The population in this study in-
cluded all vocational teachers,
administrators, and guidance
counselors in secondary level
comprehensive high schools and
AVTSs in the central region of
Pennsylvania. The population
was identified with the assis-
tance of the Pennsylvania De-
partment of Education Voca-
tional Education Management
Information System (VEMIS).
There were 33 schools offering
vocational education in the cen-
tral region of Pennsylvania.
These schools consisted of 20
AVTSs and 13 comprehensive
high schools with a population
of 698 educators. There were 53
administrators (7.6%), 101 guid-
ance counselors (14.4%), and
544 vocational teachers (78.0%)
in the population. Area voca-
tional technical schools had 476
educators (68%) and 222 edu-
cators (32%) were from compre-
hensive high schools. Excluded
from the population and subse-
quent sample development were
three school districts where
there were questions concerning
delivery of vocational services.
Programming patterns sug-
gested that AVTSs were the pri-
mary vocational delivery ser-
vices. The AVTSs that served
these school districts were in-
cluded in the population. Two
AVTSs in this study employed a
special needs coordinator, both
served as guidance personnel for
the AVTS. These individuals
were included in this study un-
der the guidance counselor
classification. There were six
AVTSs that did not employ guid-
ance staff or a special needs co-
ordinator. These AVTSs had no
representation in the guidance
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counselor category in this study.
Additionally, 32 cooperative edu-
cation coordinators employed by
regular high schools served by
AVTSs were excluded due to the
single high school service con-
figuration of their positions.
These professionals did not work
with the regional AVTS.

Vocational teachers were
selected by a systematic sam-
pling method using ratio distri-
butions by school type and
population. The sample included
all vocational certification areas
classified under: Agriculture
Education; Business Education;
Health Occupations Education;
Marketing and Distributive Edu-
cation; Occupational Home Eco-
nomics Education; Trades and
Industrial Education; and Other
Classified (Diversified Occupa-
tions and Basic Occupational
Skills). The guidance counselors,
also selected by a ratio distribu-
tion sampling method, included
all guidance counselors (and the
two AVTS special needs coordi-
nators) in comprehensive high
schools offering vocational pro-
grams and AVTSs in the central
region of Pennsylvania. The
population of administrators
consisted of directors and prin-
cipals working in AVTSs and
comprehensive high schools of-
fering vocational programs. The
sample included one adminis-
trator from each school in the
population. The inclusion of one
administrator from each school
in the population created a slight
over representation of adminis-
trators in the sampling.

The final sample in this
study consisted of 335 educators
including 33 administrators
(9.8%), 52 guidance counselors
(15.6%), and 250 vocational
educators (74.6%) with each
school setting having all catego-
ries of educator represented.
The exception was the six
AVTSs concerning the guidance
counselor category. Area voca-
tional technical schools had 221
educators (66 %) in the sample

and comprehensive high schools
had 114 educators (34 %).

DEMOGRAPHICS

Two hundred and thirty-six us-
able surveys were returned: 29
administrators (12% of the to-
tal), 39 guidance counselors
(17%), and 168 vocational teach-
ers (71%). This represented a
relative approximation of the
population, 8% of whom were
administrators, 14% were guid-
ance counselors, and 78% were
vocational teachers.

The majority of responding
administrators 26 (90%) and
vocational educators 119 (71%)
were male and 22 guidance
counselors (56%) were female.
Age distributions of respondents
included 13 counselors (33%)
and 60 teachers (36%) between
40-50 years old and 14 admin-
istrators (48%) age 50 years old
or older. Only 5 counselors
(13%) were 30 years old or
younger compared to 9 voca-
tional teachers (5%) and no ad-
ministrators. These findings
suggest that the educator group
in this study is a more senior
faculty. Forty-six percent (107)
indicated their school was in a
medium sized city. An additional
40% (95) reported a rural school
location. Less than 1% (2) of re-
spondents indicated their school
was located in an urban area.

Thirty-one counselors (54%)
had been in the field of educa-
tion between 5-10 years, 99 vo-
cational teachers (59%) had
been in education between 5-15
years, and 22 administrators
(76%) had served 21 years or
more. Seventeen administra-
tors (59%) and 20 guidance
counselors (51%) had been in
their current jobs between 1-5
years and 99 teachers (59%)
had been in their current posi-
tions between 1-10 years. This
indicated that both administra-
tors and guidance counselors
where relatively new to their
current positions, although
many had longevity in the field
of education. The education lev-

els indicated that 28 adminis-
trators (97%) held a masters or
higher degree. Thirty-eight
counselors (97%) held a masters
degree and 106 vocational
teachers (63%) held a bachelors
degree or higher. Twenty-two
vocational teachers (13%) in
this study held only a high
school diploma.

Respondents were asked
about their participation in
inservice and/or coursework
over the last five years related
to students with special learn-
ing needs. The college course-
work survey item had a limited
response (93, or 39% of respon-
dents). The majority of educa-
tors indicated taking at least
one college course relating to
students with special learning
needs in the past five years. Of
those responding, 6 counselors
(60%) and 40 vocational teach-
ers (51%) indicated taking one
college course, while 3 admin-
istrators (60%) indicated having
taken two courses in special
needs. These findings are not
significant given the high level
of nonresponse (61%).

The survey item concerning
inservice activities attended over
the past five years had a higher
response rate (170 respondents
72% response rate). Of those
responding, 23 guidance coun-
selors (64%) and 17 administra-
tors (65%) had participated in
one to four inservice activities
focused on students with spe-
cial learning needs over the last
five-years. Sixty-six vocational
teachers (61%) had participated
in 1 to 2 inservice activities and
a total of 88 (82%) indicated par-
ticipating in one to four
inservices in this area in the
last five years.

Instrumentation

This study used the same sur-
vey implemented in Custer and
Panagos (1996). This survey in-
strument had three forms to
collect data from administrators
(Form A), guidance counselors
(Form C), and vocational teach-
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ers (Form T). The survey forms
were, for practical purposes, the
same for each group. The sur-
veys contained four sections.
The demographic section con-
tained nine items, the confi-
dence and effectiveness section
had 20 items (10 categories
each), the training needs sec-
tion had nine items, and the bar-
rier section had 10 items. An
open response item was in-
cluded in the training needs and
barriers sections of all survey
forms to solicit additional infor-
mation not addressed in the sur-
vey instrument. A 5-point Lik-
ert-type scale was employed to
rate the perceptions of respon-
dents for each categorical ques-
tion on the survey. The instru-
ment Likert scale used “1” as
the low-end rating of the scale
and “5” was the high-end rating.

Custer and Panagos (1996)
stated that “the content and
structure of the instrument co-
incide directly with the research
questions” (p. 19). The questions
were developed from the litera-
ture review and concerns ex-
pressed to the researchers from
educators in the field. The sur-
vey instrument’s initial draft was
reviewed by selected experts and
revised as indicated. Content va-
lidity was examined with a pro-
cess utilizing a broad panel of
experts. Content and formatting
issues were the focus of the
instrument’s development and
validation processes (Custer &
Panagos, 1996).

The questionnaire’s first
section was designed to collect
demographic information about
the respondent. Section one in-
cluded questions concerning
age, gender, years in education,
years in current position, edu-
cation level, inservice and
course taking activities, and
size of community. The second
section surveyed levels of voca-
tional teachers’ confidence and
perceived effectiveness of work-
ing with several classifications
of students with special learn-

ing needs. These classifications
were categorized into groupings
of students with a disability and
disadvantaged students. Stu-
dents with a disability included
those with a learning disability,
mildly mentally retarded, atten-
tion deficit disorder, deaf or
hearing impaired, blind or visu-
ally impaired, emotional /behav-
ioral disorders, speech impaired,
and physical impairment. Dis-
advantaged students were iden-
tified as academically or eco-
nomically disadvantaged.
Vocational teachers were
asked to rate their self-confi-
dence in working with these
groups of students by indicating
arating of 1 = “I do not feel quali-
fied” to 5 = “I feel very qualified.”
Their effectiveness in working
with these student groups were
similarly rated using the as-
sessment of 1 = “I do not feel like
I am very effective” to 5 = “I feel
that I do an excellent job.” Ad-
ministrators and guidance
counselors also rated their vo-
cational teachers’ confidence
and effectiveness in working
with students with special
learning needs using a slight
alteration to the same questions.
Administrators and counselors
rated the confidence levels with
a rating scale of 1 = “my voca-
tional teachers do not feel quali-
fied” to 5 = “my vocational teach-
ers feel very qualified” and an
effectiveness rating scale of 1 =
“my vocational teachers are really
struggling” to 5 = “my vocational
teachers do an excellent job.”
Training needs were ad-
dressed in the third section.
The areas of training need iden-
tified in this section included:
adapting teaching methods; se-
lection of materials and equip-
ment; assisting in individual
educational program/individual
vocational education program
(IEP/IVEP) development; devel-
oping instructional materials/
equipment; modifying instruc-
tional materials/equipment;
developing alternative methods

of grading; meeting the needs
of all students; using good class-
room management techniques;
and knowledge about students
with special learning needs.
Ratings for the teachers survey
responses ranged from 1 = “Ido
not need additional training” to
5 = “I need extensive training.”
The wording of the ratings used
in the administrator’s and guid-
ance counselor’s surveys was
phrased to reflect the same
measures. Respondents were
given the opportunity to list ad-
ditional training needs not iden-
tified on the survey instrument.

The fourth section of the in-
strument was designed to rate
barriers to vocational services
for students with special learn-
ing needs. The barriers identi-
fied in the survey included: in-
adequate inservice quantity for
teachers; inadequate inservice
quality for teachers; lack of IEP/
IVEP meeting attendance; lack
of teacher involvement in the
IEP/IVEP; appropriate program
placements; difficulties in de-
termining employment readi-
ness; difficulties in locating
placement opportunities; lack of
useful information; negative at-
titudes toward special popula-
tions; and lack of support ser-
vices. Rating responses ranged
from 1 = “Not a barrier” to 5 =
“A major barrier.” Space was
provided for respondents to list
additional barriers not identified
on the survey form. (Custer &
Panagos, 1996).

Procedure
This research was proposed in
January 1997. Custer and
Panagos gave permission to use
the survey instrument. The
Penn State University Office for
Regulatory Compliance, Behav-
ioral and Social Sciences Com-
mittee granted permission to
conduct this study in March
1997. Sample development took
place with the assistance of
VEMIS data during April 1997.
All survey materials were
prepared for distribution by
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April 1997. These included
sealed envelopes with the se-
lected names of administrators,
guidance counselors, and voca-
tional teachers on each enve-
lope. The envelopes contained a
cover letter on Penn State’s
Workforce Education and Devel-
opment letterhead inviting the
selected educator to participate
in the survey, an assurance
that all materials would be con-
fidential, the appropriate survey
form coded for follow-up track-
ing, and a return envelope with
the individually coded identifi-
cation number. Phone calls
were made to each school ad-
ministrator prior to mailing sur-
vey packets explaining the pro-
cess and asking them to coor-
dinate the study at the local
level. Survey packets sent to ad-
ministrators included a letter of
introduction, directions con-
cerning the administering of
the survey, and a pre-stamped
return envelope.

Surveys were coded for
tracking purposes and were kept
strictly confidential. All respon-
dents returned surveys in sealed
envelopes and the researcher
was the only person working
with the data and codebook for
analysis. All survey materials
were destroyed after the study
was conducted. Survey partici-
pants were given assurances of
confidentiality in the initial cover
letter sent with the survey ma-
terials. Educators were invited
to participate and asked to com-
plete the enclosed survey and
return it sealed to their admin-
istrator by May 9th, 1997. Ad-
ministrators forwarded the re-
turned surveys to Penn State for
analysis by late May 1997. Fol-
low-up reminder cards were sent
to all who did not respond dur-
ing the initial three-week survey
phase. Phone calls were made
and follow-up letters were sent
to administrators as part of the
follow-up data collection process
that extended into late June

1997. New survey packets were
mailed to non-respondents who
requested them.

The initial returns from the
first wave of data collection in-
cluded 146 surveys from voca-
tional teachers, 32 surveys from
guidance counselors, and 29
surveys from administrators.
The second wave of data collec-
tion through follow-up efforts
yielded an additional 22 voca-
tional teacher surveys and 7
guidance counselor surveys.
Two hundred and thirty six us-
able surveys were returned for
a response return rate of 68%.
Twenty-nine administrators
(88% return rate), 39 guidance
counselors (74% return rate),
168 vocational educators (67%
return rate) responded to this
survey. These high return and
response rates may be due to
administrator involvement in
coordinating the distribution
and return mailings locally.

Data organization and
codebook development occurred
through the summer and fall of
1997. Data analysis was done
using SPSS, a statistical soft-
ware package for the social sci-
ences. Analysis for demographic,
confidence and effectiveness
measures, training needs and
barriers was done through de-
scriptive statistical procedures
using frequencies and percent
distributions. Descriptive statis-
tical procedures were used in
reporting these data. The 5-
point Likert-scale used in the
survey instrument were not ad-
equately benchmarked with
this survey group. The potential
bias in individual responses for
broad interpretation of ratings
like “feel fairly well qualified”
and other survey ratings led this
author to report the findings as
descriptive data rather than in-
ferential statistics. The usage
of descriptive statistical analy-
sis provides the reader with a
more accurate reporting of the
distribution of responses to spe-
cific survey items.

Findings

Perceived Confidence and
Effectiveness

Findings from this study indi-
cated that vocational teachers
perceived themselves to be both
more confident and more effec-
tive in working with disadvan-
taged students than students
with a disability. Overall, voca-
tional teachers’ perceived confi-
dence in working with disadvan-
taged students was higher (4 =
feeling fairly well qualified) than
working with students with dis-
abilities (3 = feeling qualifica-
tions are adequate). Vocational
teachers’ perceived confidence
levels were lower in working with
the mildly mentally retarded,
deaf or hearing impaired, and
blind or visually impaired. Vo-
cational teachers’ perceptions of
their effectiveness in working
with disadvantaged students
were also higher (4 = do a good
job) than working with students
with disabilities (3 = do an ad-
equate job). The exceptions were
higher effectiveness ratings in
working with students with a
learning disability and attention
deficit disorder.

After comparing vocational
teachers’ perceptions of confi-
dence and effectiveness levels in
working with students with spe-
cial learning needs with the ad-
ministrators’ and guidance
counselors’ ratings, it was clear
that vocational teachers felt
less confident and less effective
than their administrators and
guidance counselors perceived
them. The vocational teachers
had lower ratings in 6 of 10 cat-
egories in each of these sec-
tions. Like vocational teachers,
administrators and guidance
counselors agreed that voca-
tional teachers were more con-
fident and effective in working
with disadvantaged students
than students with disabilities.
The majority of confidence rat-
ings given by all educator groups
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were ratings of 3 (feel qualifica-
tions are adequate) or higher.
Lower ratings were noted in vo-
cational teachers’ ratings for
working with the mildly men-
tally retarded, administrators’
and vocational teachers’ ratings
for working with the deaf or
hearing impaired, administra-
tors’ and guidance counselors’
ratings for working with stu-
dents with emotional/behavior
disorders, and administrators’,
guidance counselors’, and voca-
tional teachers’ ratings for
working with the blind or visu-
ally impaired. There were noted
differences in confidence rat-
ings between educator groups
for emotional/behavior disor-
der, speech impaired, and eco-
nomically disadvantaged stu-
dent classifications. It should be
noted that some items had a
high percentage of nonresponse
from the vocational teacher
group in these comparisons.
The majority of effectiveness
ratings given by all educator
groups were ratings of 3 (do an
adequate job) or higher. Lower
ratings were noted in adminis-
trators’ ratings for vocational
teachers in working with the
blind or visually impaired. Guid-
ance counselors felt vocational
teachers did an excellent job in
working with economically dis-
advantaged students. Noted dif-
ferences in effectiveness ratings
by educator groups were identi-
fied for the mildly mentally re-
tarded, blind or visually im-
paired, speech impaired, and
physically impaired. It should be
noted that some items had a
high percentage of nonresponse
from the vocational teacher
group in these comparisons.

Perceived Training Needs

Respondents in this study saw
training as a real need. Train-
ing needs were rated as 3 (some
inservice would be useful) and
4 (could use some additional
help). Administrators’ rating of
training in adapting teaching

methods was more significant
(4 = could use some additional
help and 5 = need extensive
training). Vocational teachers
generally had lower ratings of
training needs than those of
their administrators and guid-
ance counselors.The greatest
needs for vocational teacher
training, as reported in this
study, were how to meet the
needs of all students, modify
instructional materials/equip-
ment, use good classroom man-
agement techniques, adopt
teaching methods, and knowl-
edge about students with spe-
cial learning needs.

Results indicated that all
educator groups felt that some
inservice would be useful. There
were noted differences between
educator group ratings in all
categories. Administrators and
guidance counselors felt that
training needs were more urgent
than vocational educators per-
ceived their own need for train-
ing. The educators identified an
additional need for training in
behavior and discipline issues,
legislative issues, concern over
students on medication, lack of
support through aids and assis-
tants, and need to know where
to locate resources materials.
These training needs were
viewed as important additional
areas for future training.

Implementation Barriers

The final area of investigation
focused on barriers that inhib-
ited serving students with spe-
cial learning needs in voca-
tional classes. Barriers identi-
fied in this study were rated as
3 (somewhat of a barrier) or 4 (a
significant barrier). Guidance
counselors’ had higher ratings
for lack of IEP/IVEP meeting at-
tendance and lack of teacher
involvement in IEP/IVEP meet-
ings and lower ratings for appro-
priate program placements, dif-
ficulties in locating placement
opportunities upon program
completion, lack of support ser-

vices, and difficulties in deter-
mining employment readiness.
Administrators and guidance
counselors felt that negative at-
titudes toward students with
special learning needs were
only occasional barriers (rating
= 2). Significant differences
were noted between educator
ratings for appropriate place-
ments and difficulties in deter-
mining employment readiness.
Overall, administrators in-
dicated more significant barri-
ers than did guidance counse-
lors and vocational teachers in
providing services for students
with special learning needs in
vocational classes. Concerns
raised by educators as addi-
tional barriers were lack of fund-
ing, large class sizes with too
many students with special
learning needs enrolled, unre-
alistic expectations for students
with special learning needs,
and lack of information from
sending schools. The need for
better cooperation and collabo-
ration among schools and pro-
fessionals was expressed by re-
spondents in this study.

Discussion

This study was conducted to
determine the confidence and
effectiveness levels of vocational
teachers in working with stu-
dents with special learning
needs in vocational education
settings in central Pennsylva-
nia as perceived by vocational
educators, their administrators
and guidance counselors.
Training needs and barriers to
implementing effective delivery
of services for students with
special learning needs were as-
sessed. The intent was to con-
duct needs analysis concerning
the critical issues in serving
students with special learning
needs in vocational education
settings in central Pennsylva-
nia. Findings will assist Penn
State University’s Workforce
Education and Development
Program’s Center for Personnel






