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To highlight the important role of principals in implementing inclusive  
and effective special education services and offer policy recommendations  
to support additional training and ongoing professional learning for  
school leaders.

In 2018–19, 14% of all public school students (7.1 million) ages 3–21 received 
special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA). Of that number, 95% were enrolled in traditional public schools and 
more than 60% of those spent the majority of their day in general education 
classrooms. Education reform organization Achieve found that an estimated 
85–90% of students with disabilities can meet the same graduation standards 
as all other students when provided with the appropriate instruction, access, 
supports, and accommodations. Yet an average of only 70% of students with 
disabilities graduate with a regular high school diploma, and more than 15% 
drop out of high school.

NCES data indicates the highest participation in special education services 
for American Indian/Alaska Native students (18%), followed by Black students 
(16%), white students and students of two or more races (14% each), Hispanic 
students (13%), Pacific Islander students (11%), and Asian students (7%). 
Students of color are disproportionately identified for special education 
services and often face compounded bias and low expectations from 
educators, which gives them less access to a rigorous curriculum and fewer 
opportunities to successfully transition to postsecondary education. 
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While some progress has been made to include specific coursework, 
standards, or clinical experience on special education in teacher 
preparation, most school leaders have little or no direct experience with 
children with disabilities as part of their training programs. A survey of more 
than 3,500 principals administered through the RAND American Educator 
Panels found that only 12% felt “completely prepared” to support the 
needs of students with disabilities. The Collaboration for Effective Educator 
Development, Accountability, and Reform Center at the University of 
Florida found that only eight states required principals to receive training 
on special education as part of their preparation programs, and most of 
the coursework was focused on legal requirements rather than leading 
strong instructional programs for students with disabilities. Principals also 
report a lack of opportunities to improve their knowledge and support 
of special education, especially at the district level; lack of materials and 
other resources; and inadequate access to staff with specific expertise in 
the school or their district. They often must rely on school-based training 
to understand the intricacies of special education law and how to create 
inclusive learning environments for students with disabilities.

NASSP believes that principals have the power to cultivate and foster 
school environments where students feel safe, supported, and included, 
which will ensure all students can thrive.

The Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) state that 
effective leaders cultivate an inclusive, caring, and supportive school 
community and strive for equity of educational opportunity and culturally 
responsive practices that promote the academic success and well-being of 
each student.

Building Ranks™: A Comprehensive Framework for Effective School 
Leaders translates educational leadership standards into a standards-based 
framework that affirms the principals’ responsibility to guarantee that each 
person is known, valued, treated justly, and receives the individualized, 
high-quality education that is necessary to succeed in a global society.

NASSP has previously adopted position statements on culturally responsive 
schools, school discipline, promoting rigorous courses for all students, 
federal funding for formula and competitive grants, preparing all 
students for postsecondary success, and the achievement gap that offer 
recommendations for policymakers and school leaders to promote student 
equity and help each student achieve their greatest potential.

	Ü Fulfill Congress’s obligation of full funding for IDEA by appropriating 
40% of the excess cost of educating students with disabilities.

	Ü Fully fund Title II of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 
which can be used to strengthen school leader preparation programs 
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https://www.nassp.org/culturally-responsive-schools/?utm_medium=web&utm_source=position-statement&utm_campaign=NASSP21ADV-0172
https://www.nassp.org/culturally-responsive-schools/?utm_medium=web&utm_source=position-statement&utm_campaign=NASSP21ADV-0172
https://www.nassp.org/top-issues-in-education/position-statements/school-discipline/?utm_medium=web&utm_source=position-statement&utm_campaign=NASSP21ADV-0172
https://www.nassp.org/promoting-rigorous-courses-for-each-student/?utm_medium=web&utm_source=position-statement&utm_campaign=NASSP21ADV-0172
https://www.nassp.org/top-issues-in-education/position-statements/federal-funding-for-formula-and-competitive-grants/?utm_medium=web&utm_source=position-statement&utm_campaign=NASSP21ADV-0172
https://www.nassp.org/preparing-all-students-for-postsecondary-success/?utm_medium=web&utm_source=position-statement&utm_campaign=NASSP21ADV-0172
https://www.nassp.org/preparing-all-students-for-postsecondary-success/?utm_medium=web&utm_source=position-statement&utm_campaign=NASSP21ADV-0172
https://www.nassp.org/top-issues-in-education/position-statements/achievement-gap/?utm_medium=web&utm_source=position-statement&utm_campaign=NASSP21ADV-0172
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and provide professional learning opportunities on multitier systems 
of supports and positive behavioral interventions to better support 
students with disabilities.

	Ü Prioritize funding under the Higher Education Act for Transition and 
Postsecondary Programs for Students with Intellectual Disabilities 
and for partnership grants that prepare school leaders and teachers 
to create a culturally responsive and inclusive climate for diverse 
populations, including children with disabilities, English-language 
learners, children from low-income families, and LGBTQ+ students.

	Ü Conduct research on the supports needed by school leaders to 
create inclusive schools; help them balance targeting academic, social, 
emotional, and physical supports for students; and connect with feeder 
schools and district offices to provide continuity of student care and 
vertical alignment of instructional practices. 

	Ü Provide technical assistance and resources to states and districts to help 
them incorporate best practices into their education systems.

	Ü Offer incentives for special education teachers or other school-based 
professionals with expertise in educating students with disabilities to 
pursue a career in school leadership.

	Ü Adopt the PSEL to ensure that principal certification and licensure 
requirements include a focus on equity and cultural responsiveness; 
cultivation of inclusive, caring, and supportive school communities; and 
the knowledge necessary to meet the needs of students  
with disabilities.

	Ü Ensure that principal preparation programs include coursework and 
aligned field experiences that educate candidates about IDEA and 
state laws and regulations on special education, including IEPs, what 
constitutes a free and appropriate public education, creating inclusive 
schools, monitoring student performance and special education 
identification and referrals, due process and mediation, least restrictive 
environment, the use of non-school-based services, discipline 
strategies and behavior management strategies, and providing 
professional learning for general education teachers and other  
school staff.

	Ü Encourage collaboration between principal preparation programs 
and school districts to offer school-based learning experiences on 
special education such as observation of IEP meetings; focus groups 
and observations of special education teachers, school psychologists, 
and other specialized instructional support personnel; interviews 
with district attorneys; attendance at due process hearings; and 
engagement with students with disabilities and their families.

	Ü Develop a system of principal evaluation and ongoing professional 
learning that focuses on successful leadership of students with 
disabilities and helps principals build culture and lead learning to foster 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STATE POLICYMAKERS

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FEDERAL POLICYMAKERS—CONTINUED



POSITION 
STATEMENT: 

SUPPORTING 
PRINCIPALS 
AS LEADERS 
OF SPECIAL 
EDUCATION

nassp.org/advocacy

JULY 2021
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lifelong success for each member of the learning community—students, 
educators, staff, and the broader constituencies they represent.

	Ü Provide technical assistance and support for districts and schools on 
effective, inclusive school leadership.

	Ü Ensure that principals and teachers receive training on disability 
identification that will help them assess their own biases, set high 
expectations for all students, acknowledge diverse learning styles, use 
linguistic and culturally responsive pedagogy, and effectively engage 
families of special education students.

	Ü Provide professional learning opportunities for school leaders and 
other staff on the current trends in special education such as the need 
for school practices to align with current legal standards, creating a 
school climate of academic excellence through the use of schoolwide 
positive behavior interventions and supports, multitiered systems of 
support, and universal design for learning.

	Ü Hire education professionals with expertise in special education and 
ensure district-level administrators provide direct support and technical 
assistance to school leaders on special education law and compliance 
requirements and leading strong instructional programs for students 
with disabilities. 

	Ü Integrate mental health, community, school, and family partnerships 
through a single system of support using an interconnected  
systems framework.

	Ü Seek out professional learning opportunities and collaborate with 
special education teachers and other support staff to become familiar 
with different types of disabilities and effective instructional practices 
that will help ensure student success and build understanding that 
each student’s unique needs, regardless of their disability category, 
must be addressed.

	Ü Develop a mission, vision, and core values for the school that 
emphasize child-centered education; high expectations and support 
for students with disabilities; equity, inclusiveness, and social justice; 
and continuous improvement.

	Ü Implement with fidelity the universal design for learning framework 
along with multitiered systems of support that encompass 1) 
schoolwide positive behavior interventions and supports and 2) 
response to instruction and intervention.

	Ü Be purposeful in hiring staff who understand and support an inclusive 
vision for the school, have high expectations for students with 
disabilities, and can work collaboratively to ensure student success.

	Ü Ensure that all staff, students, family, and community members are 
educated about inequities and foster a belief that all students with 
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disabilities can achieve when provided access to a high-quality 
education and appropriate accommodations and support.

	Ü Offer opportunities for student teachers to work directly with students 
with disabilities and participate in IEP meetings and other family 
engagement opportunities.

	Ü Develop relationships with families of students with disabilities, 
observe students in the classroom and other school settings, become 
familiar with their individual needs and abilities and be their school-
based champion.

	Ü Encourage students with disabilities to participate in student leadership 
opportunities and cocurricular activities.

	Ü Advocate for full funding for IDEA; district-level leadership on special 
education; and access to staff with expertise on supporting students 
with disabilities, materials, and ongoing professional  
learning opportunities.
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