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Special education teachers (SETs) are in short supply in most regions of the U.S., with over 

70% of schools reporting vacancies in special education positions in the 2023–2024 school 

year1. Enrollment and completion numbers have trended downward in many SET preparation 

programs over the last several years, demonstrating recruitment struggles. Additionally, 

retaining SETs once they enter the profession has been a challenge in many schools, as SETs 

often leave after a few years in the field. With too few recruits and high rates of attrition, 

addressing the SET shortage requires a modern, multi-pronged approach to recruiting, 

preparing, and retaining SETs. 

 

When considering the SET shortage, it is important to note that “special education teacher” is a 

broad term used collectively to describe teachers serving in a variety of roles and/or 

specialization areas to meet the needs of students with disabilities. However, states often 

require teachers to hold specific licensure endorsements related to their roles and/or areas of 

specialization (e.g., endorsements related to working with students with significant support 

needs or specific disabilities such as autism, emotional disturbance, visual impairment, or 

hearing impairment), often in addition to subject area endorsements, such as elementary 

education, reading, English, or mathematics. As some states have few preparation programs for 

SETs in specific areas of specialization, it comes as no surprise that many school districts 

struggle to hire teachers fully licensed and prepared to teach these subgroups of students with 

disabilities.  

 

A New Pathway into the Profession 

 

Many states have developed new pathways into the profession in an attempt to mitigate the 

teacher shortage, adapting recruitment, preparation, and retention strategies to meet the needs 

of today’s potential teachers. One such pathway, Registered Teacher Apprenticeship, has 

recently emerged as a promising strategy to reduce barriers into the profession, increase the 

supply of effective teachers, diversify the teaching workforce, and, arguably, retain teachers in 

local communities. Although relatively new to the education sector, Registered Apprenticeships 

have successfully been implemented for decades in a wide range of occupations, and this “earn 

while you learn” strategy applied to educator preparation has the potential to attract a broader 

teacher candidate pool by alleviating the financial barriers and other obstacles to pursuing 

licensure and/or a teaching degree. 

 

The Registered Apprenticeship model shows particular promise for recruiting, preparing, 

retaining, and sustaining SETs across the country. Registered Teacher Apprenticeship 

programs can be designed as pathways for paraprofessionals and other unlicensed education 



professionals to obtain teacher certification. Previous research has shown that 

paraprofessionals who become teachers are more likely to teach special education2; however, 

the barriers of time, work flexibility, and financial costs often prevent them from becoming 

classroom teachers of record3. By implementing an “earn while you learn” model that combines 

paid work, supplemental education, and on-the-job training, Registered Apprenticeship 

programs are poised to mitigate these barriers to entry for aspiring SETs. 

   

Addressing Shortages of Specialized SETs through Registered Apprenticeship in 

Minnesota: MSU-Mankato’s ITRAC Program 

 

To combat local shortages of SETs in specific areas of specialization, Minnesota State 

University (MSU)-Mankato partnered with four Intermediate School Districts (ISDs), the 

Minnesota Department of Labor and Industry, and union leaders and staff to develop and 

implement the Intermediate District Teacher Residency Apprenticeship Collaborative (ITRAC). 

ITRAC is a Registered Teacher Apprenticeship program preparing special education teachers to 

teach students with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) and emotional and behavioral disorders 

(EBD). Several schools in the partner ISDs serve students with low-incidence disabilities, 

students with multiple disability classifications and needs, and students who need innovative, 

specialized, and coordinated support at a Federal Setting IV level (i.e., public separate-day 

school facility greater than 50 percent of the school day). With the non-profit educational 

cooperative, BrightWorks, serving as the sponsor, the ITRAC program was designed to provide 

a no-cost pathway to teaching for paraprofessionals. These individuals serve as apprentices 

through two years of job-embedded learning in partnering ISDs and receive related technical 

instruction (i.e., supplemental education) from MSU-Mankato. 

 

ITRAC program partners are committed to ensuring all positions are filled by highly qualified 

staff, retaining and leveraging expertise of current staff, and diversifying the educator workforce. 

The ITRAC program operationalizes these endeavors, reducing or removing identified barriers 

into teaching, in general, and into high needs areas of special education, in particular.   

 

A superintendent in a participating ISD reflects that the program provides high quality training to 

a broader group of teacher candidates: 

 

“MSU-Mankato’s ITRAC program is an example of creating change, challenging 

historical systems, and charting a new pathway for licensure in special education. As a 

District leader, I am grateful for MSU-Mankato’s willingness to creatively partner and 

problem solve a licensure pathway, without reducing rigor, for the next generation of 

special education teachers. Our students deserve highly trained, dedicated teachers and 

ITRAC is making that happen.” - Marcy Doud, Superintendent, Intermediate School 

District 287 

 

Throughout the ITRAC program, apprentices are provided a variety of field experiences 

involving students from birth through high school, intended to engage them in authentic 

environments and providing high-quality, job-embedded training in the necessary skills to teach 



students with ASD & EBD successfully. Apprentices are mentored by journeyworkers—Tier 4 

educators licensed in ASD and/or EBD in Minnesota.  

 

A current apprentice describes how ITRAC supports her as a working professional:  

 

“The ITRAC program is a good fit for me because I am able to work and still make it to 

my children's games and be present with them. The barriers that were removed for me 

were the time and money. I will be able to obtain my license in 2 years while being a 

mom to my family. I would not have been able to attend a college with the loans I would 

have had to take out. ITRAC is helping me realize my dream to be a teacher is going to 

happen and I have many mentors/professors to help me along the way. I have had some 

very inspiring people to help me in this journey!” - current ITRAC apprentice 

 

To complete the ITRAC program, apprentices must meet the 2023 Minnesota Standards of 

Effective Practice, content standards for both ASD and EBD, and apprenticeship program 

requirements. Apprentices will earn a Bachelor of Science in Special Education: ASD/EBD from 

MSU-Mankato and licensure in both EBD and ASD. The first cohort of apprentices began the 

ITRAC program in June 2024. 

 

The ITRAC program is leading the way in utilizing Registered Teacher Apprenticeship programs 

to prepare high-quality SETs in specialized areas to meet local and state workforce needs. Jeff 

Horton, Superintendent of SouthWest Metro Intermediate District 288, succinctly affirms, "By 

addressing systemic barriers in education, ITRAC brings the strength of a community into the 

school system and creates a transformational experience for both prospective teachers and 

students."  

 

To learn more about Registered Apprenticeship programs for SETs, check out the CEEDAR 

Center’s Database of Registered Teacher Apprenticeship Programs Leading to Special 

Education Licensure. To explore designing or expanding your own Registered Teacher 

Apprenticeship program, contact the Educator Register Apprenticeship (ERA) Intermediary: 

ERA | Educator Registered Apprenticeship Intermediary. 
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