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The Loneliness of the Special Education
Teacher
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hose who have studied teacher burn-
out have identified a number of rea-
sons for it, ranging from decreased re-
spect from pupils and parents to salaries
which are much lower than those in other
jobs demanding an equal level of educa-
tion. Usually, up around the top of the
reasons given for teachers either quitting
their jobs or staying on the job but doing
as little as possible, is the isolation in
which teachers must work. In most jobs
the employee works with intellectual
peers in his own age bracket. Sales clerks
meet many different types of people each
day, but they also have the opportunity of
comparing notes with fellow employees.
Most white collar workers do their jobs
in a comparatively relaxed atmosphere;
they have almost constant contact with
fellow workers, and it seems at least to a
teacher, that they have a lot of time for
planned or unplanned rest and conversa-
tion breaks. While most professionals
might practice their craft in solitude, they
have a flexible schedule, time to meet
others for lunch or golf, and the financial
ability to attend the frequent conventions
at which their fellow specialists gather.
Public school teachers, dedicated to
working well with students and keeping
current on materials and techniques, tend
to spend most of their time either con-
fined with young people or working alone
on papers. Spending time with young
people is just what most teachers want
when they enter the profession. But being
neophytes, they fantasize about some
ideal child who is anxious to learn, prob-
ably has a high IQ, and wants to model
his or her life after that of the all-wise
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mentor who has come into the classroom
to share wisdom, knowledge, and under-
standing. There are ideal pupils, but there
are also just as many who are not ideal;
some are just hard to deal with pupils.
The student teacher may get an inkling of
this reality, especially if he or she has a
master teacher who disappears the first
day the trainee arrives only to return
when it is time to grade his unpaid sub-
stitute. Student teachers, however, have
classes to attend and fellow students they
meet with regularly. They are usually
living in a dorm or an apartment with
others in the same situation and are work-
ing toward a goal of graduation or certifi-
cation.

In a lot of cases these student teachers
are being taught by professors who
haven’t been in a public school class-
room for a good many years, except to
observe for an hour or so per semester.
Some have never been public school
teachers. Most of the higher education
professionals have no idea what being a
classroom teacher is all about, and so they
are unable to prepare students for the sur-
prises which await them. A good point
that can be made in discussing a longer
training period for education students is
to extend the curricula to include more
fulltime work in real public school class-
rooms. Such an extended time (up to a
full year pulling a full elementary or
secondary teaching load) would probably
weed out all but the most determined
student teachers. It would also work a
change in schools of education for stu-
dents who, when they see what it is really
like in the classroom, could demand

classes which prepared them for that
reality.

Public school teachers do not work in
a total adultless vacuum. There are times
when they can go to the faculty room;
however, most faculty rooms resemble
cells, and the regular inhabitants of these
dives are more likely to be depressing
than supporting. A good administrator
will try to make teachers feel good about
themselves and their jobs, but a good
administrator today is sometimes too busy
to do this with all the public relations
now necessary to keep schools open.
There are teacher meetings and commit-
tee meetings, however, they are held after
school when everyone is very tired. These
meetings seem to be divided between the
usual boring ones that are more punish-
ment than reward, and those which are
successful only because they are so on
target that no social interaction is possi-
ble. While younger, usually single, teach-
ers see a good deal of each other after
working hours, older teachers, those who
are not holding a second job after they
leave class, seem to spend leisure time
with those individuals not in education.

It is that long haul, from early morn-
ing to four or five in the evening, which
is so deadly. There might be time for a
quick visit to the teacher’s room, or for
lunch with a fellow schoolteacher, how-
ever, the grade level in teaching is a
factor; elementary teachers have less time
away from students than do most second-
ary teachers. There might be a contact
with parents, but this is most often dur-
ing lunch when a teacher would rather be
correcting papers or trying to eat. Parents
often come after school when an attempt
is being made to grade papers, do lesson
plans, or run out the door after only nine
hours of work. Parent-teacher meetings
are all too often unrewarding for all par-
ties involved-—not unlike arms limitations
talks. The teacher’s day amounts to six
or more hours of isolation from other
adults, an attempt to do a good job with
few extrinsic rewards. Fortunately, there
are intrinsic rewards: the kindergartener
who learns to share; the first grader who
adds, “I love you teacher” to a hug at the
day’s end; the awkward eighth grader
who gains grace on the gym balance
beam. Best of all, is the ex-student who
comes back from college or a job to say
that the teacher really did make a differ-
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ence in life’s direction.

Few of the successful students seem to
come back to visit the special education
teacher. Those ex-students returning are
more likely to be dropping in, not notic-
ing that there is a class being taught.
Most return during their time off from
the state hospital, between convictions,
or they may just be trying to borrow
money, find a place to stay, or help in
finding another job. The special educa-
tion teacher might hear from an old stu-
dent’s grateful parent, but most often she
has to be content with not seeing familiar
names in the police records in the local
paper.

The special education teacher’s lot is
more lonely than that of the regular class-
room teacher, but it is filled with more
contact with parents and other teachers.
Many special education teachers have an
aide, or at least share an aide with other
special programs; some share rooms with
other specialists. It is possible to build a
mutual support ‘system if there are kin-
dred souls about. Most often, however,
the special teacher is alone with her
specialty.

There is a constant need to talk to
regular classroom teachers to find out
how “mainstreamed” students are doing.
There is a need to visit principals, vice-
principals, counselors, or child develop-
ment specialists to find out how those
students are behaving. Parents need to be
called, some almost daily; evaluation
team meetings and [EP sessions need to
be attended. In addition to the teacher
meetings, building and district commit-
tee meetings, and extra duties of the
regular class teacher the special educa-
tion teacher often has a concurrent set of
meetings to attend within the district
and/or county special education depart-
ments. Add all this to the special educa-
tion teacher’s paperwork, an avalanche of
paperwork which the regular class teacher
would go on strike before doing, and the
product is a work load which is never
finished until school ends in June.

With all of the daily contacts—other
teachers, counselors, administrators, and
parents—unless the special education
teacher is in a very large school building,
she is often the only person who has
much empathy for the special child. Even
with the move toward adding some in-
formation about special students into the
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school of education curriculum, most
regular class teachers come to their jobs
with little understanding of the hand-
icapped child. It can become very wear-
ing to have to explain about learning
disabled students to teachers, over and
over again, often to the same teachers
(who might not believe you in the first
place). It can also be exhausting to meet
the ignorant or hostile reactions of the
regular class teachers who say, “Yes, but
he just isn’t answering the questions on
the test,” or, “he has to flunk,” or, “she
does come to class everyday and tries
hard, but I can’t give her a passing grade
if she can’t remember how to spell.”
Perhaps some of the special teacher burn-
out is attributable to constantly trying to
sell a product which few want to buy.

Something which has been said in this
column before, but which certainly bears
repeating, is that naive or just plain stu-
pid professors in college level training
courses for teachers of the handicapped
“set up” special class teachers for burn-
out by insisting that all children can be
taught successfully in the present public
school system. Those same professors
probably ruin a great many careers and
blight a good many lives by telling pro-
spective teachers that if a child fails, it is
the special teacher’s fault. There are
combinations of circumstances militating
against the success of special students in
today’s schools. Many of these circum-
stances cannot possibly be met and mas-
tered by the one special class teacher, or
even by an entire district’s special educa-
tion department. It would be charitable,
to say the least, and it would help the
special teacher meet her professional eth-
ical standards, at best, if some higher
education level teachers would return to
the public schools for a quarter or more,
fulltime, to see how the special class-
room teacher spends the day.

Much of the special teacher’s time is
spent in meetings with teachers, adminis-
trators, school board members, and, most
of all, parents, trying to explain what is
being done to help the special student
and why that student is different. Thank
God for the successes; the student who
learns to sound short A, or read a CVCE
word, or regroup through zeros in sub-
traction, or (for reasons known only to
social studies teachers) memorize all of
the Presidents in order, or find a job, or
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go to college. But for each of these
successes there are fellow professionals
who should know better than to ask,
“So? What’s the big deal about all that?”,
or parents wanting the teacher to deliver
even more, or administrators and school
boards expecting good results on low
budgets. How sweet it is to have an LD
student leave the special class and slip
back into the mainstream without a rip-
ple; conversely, how it adds to the special
teacher’s load of guilt to look at the other
students in her class and know how hard
she has tried, even though unsuccessful-
ly, to help them to be equally successful.

It is not unusual to find special class
teachers requesting transfers into the regu-
lar classroom, nor is it unusual for them
to leave teaching altogether. As budgets
shrink, as aides and other specialists who
support special class teachers are elimi-
nated, it will become increasingly diffi-
cult to keep good teachers in classrooms
designed for “different” kids. Regular
class teachers are suffering a morale
problem. They are being told in print, on
the air, and to their faces that they are
useless bureaucrats battening off the pub-
lic purse. These regular class teachers,
however, usually have been trained in a
school or philosophy which considers
failure the fault of the child. The special
class teacher is as much a target of public
criticism as is her regular class col-
leagues. Moreover, she 1s often a target
of criticism by her regular class col-
leagues. The training of the special class
teacher has not prepared her to lay the
blame for failing to make a handicapped
child average at the door of society, par-
ents, the school, or political system.
Since school boards and higher level ad-
ministrators often attempt to mollify irate
taxpayers by blaming the problems of the
public school on the teachers, it is un-
likely that anyone in authority will at-
tempt to build in a teacher’s support
group. The special class teacher will need
to turn for support and counsel to other
specialists; she also will need to let pro-
fessional organizations know that teach-
ers, as well as students, need advocates

on their side.
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