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Review of the Ed.D. in Special Education 

13.1001 
 

Introduction.  The Ed.D. in Special Education prepares individuals in teacher education, program design and 

management, and research and evaluation for careers in higher education as well as for leadership roles in human 

service programs targeted to children and adults with disabilities.  The review process for this self-study involved 

gathering feedback from key stakeholders, analyzing the feedback, and implementing changes based on that 

feedback.   

 

Overview of academic unit.  One of three departments in the College of Education, the Department of Special 

Education (SED) enjoys national and international recognition in the fields of teacher education and special 

education.  There are four levels of programs in the department: undergraduate (B.S, B.S.Ed.) master’s (M.S.Ed.), 

post-master’s certificate (Director of Special Education), and doctoral (Ed.D.).   

 

Overview of degree program.  The program is highly individualized based on educational and professional 

experience and career plans. Each student’s program includes formal course work, independent study, professional 

practice, and a dissertation. The program is unique in that it requires students to take as many research courses as do 

Ph.D. programs. Other distinctive features include a) faculty expertise in all areas of the field of special education, 

b) a collaborative model of curriculum development and delivery, c) the opportunity for multiple professional 

practice experiences, and d) the opportunity for students to pursue the Director of Special Education Post-Master’s 

Certificate. The program is currently offered on campus and to an off-campus cohort.  The program can be 

completed by both part-time and full-time students. 

 

Curriculum of the Ed.D. in Special Education.  The 75 credit-hour curriculum includes an integrated core of 

courses based on advanced content standards identified by the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC).  Upon 

completion of the required core coursework, doctoral students pursue individualized courses of professional practice 

in applied research and teacher preparation, complete written and oral comprehensive examinations, and complete a 

dissertation. Courses taken to fulfill requirements for the Director of Special Education Post-Master’s Certificate 

may also be counted toward this doctoral degree.  

 

Faculty of the degree program.  The 23 tenured and tenure track faculty members and 29 non-tenure track 

instructors and clinical supervisors in the program collectively have experience and expertise in all areas of 

disability and have demonstrated leadership in the profession.  Graduate faculty members have records of 

scholarship activity appropriate to establishing the program as respected and competitive in the preparation of 

advanced teacher leaders, administrators, and higher education faculty. 

 

Program goals and quality measures.  The SED department adopted a five-year strategic plan in 2008.  Goals 

include a) graduating more world-class professional special educators; b) seeking and challenging solutions to 

educational inequity; c) engaging in unique, creative, and productive partnerships; d) supporting cutting-edge 

scholarly endeavors; e) developing a dynamic, comprehensive technological environment; and f) increasing 

endowments and alternative resources.   

 

Changes in level of student demand.  Demand for the doctoral degree remains high even in difficult economic 

times.  In 2010 the admission rate was 79 percent, and the enrollment rate was 68 percent.  Thirty-four students are 

currently enrolled and active in the program.  Since the last program review in 2003, the department has extended 

opportunities for earning the degree to three off-campus cohorts in response to student demand.  

 

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

teacher leader and administrator accountability have influenced changes in the program curriculum.  Based on 

retirement rates among higher education faculty, demand for leaders with terminal special education degrees is 

projected to remain high.  The Illinois State University program furthers the university strategic plan, Educating 

Illinois, and conforms to the framework for all teacher education and advanced professional development at Illinois 

State, “Realizing the Democratic Ideal.”   
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Summary of the program’s student learning assessment plan.  The assessment plan for the program consists of 

measures in three major areas:  a) systematic assessment of learner outcome goals based on six CEC advanced 

content standards, b) feedback from key stakeholders, and c) analysis of and response to assessment results and 

feedback.  Assessment data are utilized regularly to inform program revision.   

 

Accreditation from affiliated agency.  All Illinois State University teacher education programs, including 

advanced programs, seek National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) accreditation, a 

voluntary peer-review process that involves comprehensive evaluation of the professional education unit.  

Accreditation review is based on NCATE unit standards, a set of national research-based standards developed by all 

sectors of the teaching profession.  Accreditation requires an on-site review of the unit and reviews of individual 

programs within the unit. The Ed.D. in Special Education will be reviewed as part of the next on-site NCATE 

evaluation scheduled for April 2012.   

 

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

curricular changes.  Since the last Illinois Board of Higher Education review of the program in 2003, curricular 

revisions and development of a well-defined assessment system have assured that the program is appropriately 

rigorous and positioned to obtain data needed for continuous improvement. The previous review targeted five areas 

for improvement:  a) continuing the program’s efforts at identifying national benchmarks, b) monitoring enrollment 

and faculty credit hours to determine optimal enrollment for the program, c) determining the program role in 

alleviating the shortage of special education directors, d) continuing efforts to shorten the time-to-degree,  

e) continuing the process for tracking alumni, and f) implementing a cohort model for on- and off-campus students.   

 

Program faculty has studied peer institutions offering doctoral degrees in special education, in the process 

examining Graduate Record Examination requirements, comprehensive examination procedures and expectations, 

dissertation requirements, and advisement systems.  Enrollment in the program has generally remained stable since 

the last program review.  At 35 students, enrollment is at a desired level that can be supported with allocated 

resources.  Current enrollment rates are expected to meet needs of the field.  In 2006 the department initiated the 

first State of Illinois-approved Director of Special Education Post-Master’s Certificate Program.  The certificate 

program, which has supplied the state with 29 highly-qualified directors of special education, is offered both on and 

off campus.  The department has made positive strides in communicating with doctoral alumni and tracking their 

careers and accomplishments, but a stronger alumni-based resource support program should be developed.  The 

department has effectively implemented the cohort model for three groups of off-campus doctoral students since the 

last program review.  In addition, for the past three years the department has enrolled on-campus students with fall 

start dates to keep each class together as much as possible throughout the program.  

 

Major findings and recommendations and actions taken as a result of this review.  As a result of this review, 

the Ed.D. in Special Education program will re-focus its efforts to attract graduate students and faculty from 

ethnically diverse backgrounds and underrepresented populations.  Other goals include a) further implementation of 

the revised doctoral student learning assessment system and consistent response to student performance data,  

b) continued recruitment of highly-qualified practicing teachers and administrators to pursue doctoral degrees, and 

c) close monitoring of credit hours generated and costs associated with providing a high-quality doctoral program. 

 

Review outcome.  The Academic Planning Committee, as a result of this review process, finds  

the Ed.D. in Special Education to be in Good Standing.  Committee members commend the program for its initiative 

in building the cohort program in Chicago that increases opportunities to provide educational leadership in the field. 

The review report provides evidence of meaningful interaction and curricular integration with Milner Library 

resources.   

 

Recommendations.  The Academic Planning Committee makes the following recommendations to be addressed 

within the next regularly scheduled review cycle.   

 

 Continue efforts to recruit students and faculty from underrepresented groups. 

 Continue to monitor demand for on-campus and cohort programs. 

 Continue to monitor time-to-degree. 
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Comparative Data, Ed.D. in Special Education 

          Enrollment, Fall Census Day 

          University 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Illinois State University 20 20 17 14 19 18 16 15 23 

S I U - Carbondale 2 1 1 0 1 

    U of I - Chicago 22 18 14 17 22 22 36 40 34 

U of I - Urbana/Champaign 44 39 32 31 32 29 22 25 26 

          Degrees by Fiscal Year 

          University 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Illinois State University 4 4 4 1 0 2 2 2 3 

S I U - Carbondale 0 0 0 1 0 1 

   U of I - Chicago 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 3 

U of I - Urbana/Champaign 4 3 3 4 6 8 3 7 5 

          Discipline Costs per Credit Hour by Fiscal Year 

          University 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Illinois State University 565 478 660 522 621 552 991 1010 

 S I U - Carbondale 472 382 400 539 706 700 

   U of I - Chicago 

      

1211 886 

 U of I - Urbana/Champaign 1061 1127 641 690 817 596 793 761 

 

          Credit Hours per Staff Year by Fiscal Year 

          University 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Illinois State University 116 296 200 287 243 299 169 163 

 S I U - Carbondale 256 335 308 286 203 194 

   U of I - Chicago 

      

140 164 

 U of I - Urbana/Champaign 104 112 188 216 202 215 169 207 

  

  


