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Review of the Post Master’s Graduate Certificate 

Director of Special Education 

13.0402 

 
Introduction. The primary goal of the Post-Master’s Graduate Certificate - Director of Special Education program 

is to produce graduates prepared to serve as leaders or administrators in the field of special education.  The program 

is designed for students seeking the Director of Special Education certificate from the State of Illinois but not a 

degree.  Students must pass the State Content Test to graduate from the program and obtain the state certificate.   

The program is closely allied with the Ed.D. in Special Education program. Some students are candidates for both.   

  

Overview of academic unit.  The certificate program is housed in the Department of Special Education within the 

College of Education.  The department enjoys national and international recognition in the fields of teacher 

education and special education.  The department offers four levels of programs: undergraduate (B.S. and B.S.Ed.), 

master’s (M.S.Ed.), post-master’s (Graduate Certificate - Director of Special Education), and doctoral (Ed.D.). 

Department faculty includes 23 tenure track and 29 non-tenure track instructors and clinical supervisors with 

experience and expertise in all areas of disability. 

 

Overview of certificate program.  The certificate program offers post-master’s, non-degree certification upon 

completion of at least 24 credit hours, including professional practice experiences. The program is unique in Illinois 

in that it can be completed in conjunction with an Ed.D. in Special Education.  The program is currently offered on 

campus and off campus to students enrolled in a cohort that meets in Burbank (suburban Chicago). Practicing school 

professionals can complete the program part-time. The program contributes to the overall mission of the University 

as articulated in the university strategic plan, Educating Illinois, by participating in the university community and 

engaging in individualized course planning and instruction.  The program supports the Illinois Public Agenda, the 

state plan for higher education policies and resources, through provision of professional development for leaders, 

researchers, and administrators in an area of critical shortage.  

 

Curriculum of the program.  The 24-42 credit-hour curriculum includes foundational coursework that candidates 

may have already completed as part of their master’s degree; an integrated core of courses based on Advanced 

Content Standards of the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC), the specialized accrediting organization in the 

profession; and professional practice experiences in each of four areas: program planning or implementation, policy 

and practice, finance and management of special education services or programs, and collaboration and 

communication.  The curriculum allows candidates to complete some of the requirements for the Ed.D. degree 

offered by the department.  

 

Faculty of the certificate program.  Graduate faculty members collectively possess a breadth of experience and 

expertise representing all disability areas, from high-incidence to low-incidence, including low vision/blindness and 

deaf/hard of hearing. Highly effective teaching methods are valued and supported.  Faculty members spend quality 

time with candidates through individualized support, opportunities for collaborative research, and guidance with 

participation in professional organizations, research symposia, and conferences.  Faculty members have enhanced 

their national reputations as leaders in the profession over the last five years through presentations, keynote 

addresses, and an increased number of presentations and publications.  Faculty members also serve as officers in 

professional organizations at the state, national, and international levels.  

 

Program goals and quality measures.  In 2008 the department created a five-year strategic plan through a six-

month collaborative effort by its faculty members.  Strategic plan goals include the following: a) graduate an 

increased number of world-class professional special educators; b) seek and challenge solutions to educational 

inequity; c) engage in unique, creative, and productive partnerships; d) support cutting-edge scholarly endeavors;  

e) develop a dynamic, comprehensive technological environment; and f) increase endowments and alternative 

resources. Indicators of program quality include a) national accreditation and recognition by the CEC, b) effective 

implementation of a standards-based program through CEC guidance, c) opportunities for authentic professional 

development that builds on candidate knowledge and experience, and d) opportunities for candidates to tailor the 

program to meet their educational needs and career goals.   
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Changes in level of student demand.  Demand for the certificate program remains high even in difficult economic 

times.  In 2011 both admission and enrollment rates were 100 percent.  Since approval of the certificate program by 

the Illinois State Board of Higher Education in 2005, the department has offered the program to two Chicago-area 

cohorts in response to demand in that area for a high-quality advanced administrative leadership program.   

 

Major changes in the program’s discipline, student demand, societal need, institutional context. Demands for 

teacher leader and administrator accountability have influenced curricular decision making by program faculty.  

Particularly noteworthy are revisions to professional practice requirements intended to hone skills graduates need to 

respond to demands of the field and of students with disabilities. Based on retirement rates among special education 

administrators and higher education faculty, the demand for special education leaders is expected to remain high.   

 

Summary of the program’s student learning assessment plan.  The current assessment plan consists of measures 

in three major areas: a) systematic assessment of learning outcome goals based on CEC Advanced Content 

Standards, b) feedback from key stakeholders, and c) analysis of and response to assessment results and feedback.  

Advanced Content Standards relate to leadership and policy, program development and organization, research and 

inquiry, student and program evaluation, professional development and ethical practice, and collaboration. 

Assessment data are utilized regularly by program faculty to inform ongoing program revision.  

 

Accreditation from affiliated agency.  The Director of Special Education program was nationally recognized by its 

specialized professional association (the CEC) in January 2012. The program will be evaluated on-site in April 2012 

by the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) in connection with evaluation of the 

entire teacher education unit at the University.   

 

Since inception of the program in 2006, it has been offered to off-campus cohorts in Oak Forest/Tinley Park and 

Burbank. In 2010 the Higher Learning Commission (HLC) reviewed all Illinois State University off-campus 

programs including the Director of Special Education Certificate. The programs met all HLC quality indicators.  

 

Description of actions taken since the last review including instructional resources and practices and 

curricular changes.  This is the first program review since initiation of the certificate program in 2006. Since that 

time, development of a well-defined assessment system has assured that the program is appropriately rigorous and 

positioned to obtain data needed for continuous program improvement. Program faculty continues to monitor 

enrollment and faculty credit hours to determine optimal enrollment, evaluate the role of the program in alleviating 

the shortage of special education directors, and track and strengthen ties with program alumni. 

 

The program’s major findings and recommendations and actions taken as a result of this review.  As a result 

of this self-study and program review, the program will address the following goals and initiatives in the coming 

years: a) re-focus efforts to attract students and faculty from ethnically diverse backgrounds and underrepresented 

populations, b) further implementation of the revised learning assessment system and consistent response to 

candidate performance data, c) seek means to recruit highly qualified practicing special and general education 

teachers and administrators, and d) closely monitor credit hours generated and costs associated with providing a 

high-quality program.   

 

Review outcome.  The Academic Planning Committee, as a result of this review process, finds the Post-Master’s 

Graduate Certificate, Director of Special Education, to be in Good Standing.  The committee commends the program 

for a quality self-study and review report.  The committee acknowledges the perfect pass rate on the state content 

test for special education directorship and commends the program for its successful efforts to foster faculty/student 

research collaboration.  Also noted is the personalized research support provided to students, including those 

enrolled in off-campus cohorts, by the Milner Library subject specialist through in-person visits and online tutorials.  
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Recommendations.  The Academic Planning Committee makes the following recommendations to be addressed 

within the next regularly scheduled review cycle.  

 

 Identify national peer and benchmark programs to which the certificate program can aspire, then compare these 

aspirational programs to the certificate program and draw connections to measures of program quality. 

 Continue to monitor data regarding shortages of special education directors and utilize this data to formulate 

enrollment goals that are manageable based on resource availability. 

 Continue efforts to recruit students from ethnically diverse backgrounds and underrepresented populations.  

 Continue to strengthen alumni tracking to determine program completion rates, document use of the certificate 

by program graduates, and enhance alumni support for the program. 

 

 

 

 

 

Comparative Data, Post-Master's Graduate Certificate Director of Special Education 

          Enrollment, Fall Census Day 

          University 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Illinois State University 

   

3 7 24 17 10 15 

          Degrees by Fiscal Year 

          University 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Illinois State University 

   

1 0 16 1 9 2 

          Discipline Costs per Credit Hour by Fiscal Year 

          University 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Illinois State University 

   

404 398 503 551 570 

 

          Credit Hours per Staff Year by Fiscal Year 

          University 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Illinois State University 

   

337 357 313 310 276 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


