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The following report directed to the West Virginia Advisory Council for the Education of Exceptional Children (WVACEEC) reflects action and planning developed by the West Virginia Department of Education (WVDE), Office of Special Education (OSE) in response to its SY2024-2025 annual report. The WVACEEC meets throughout the state during each school year and collects information related to the delivery of special education services.  Based on council takeaways obtained through local educational agency (LEA) presentations, public comments, special guests, and written (JotForm) submissions, the WVACEEC, as specified in its bylaws, identifies unmet needs in the special education domain and makes recommendations to the WVDE and the West Virginia State Board of Education for action that may provide solutions and remedies to the complex challenges encountered in providing a free appropriate public education for students with disabilities throughout the state. 
_________________________________________________________________
WVACEEC Recommendation Topic 1: GROW YOUR OWN (GYO) 
Despite the growing success of West Virginia's Grow Your Own (GYO) teacher program, there remains a critical gap in the number of high school students selecting special education as their intended certification area. This trend is concerning given the persistent statewide shortage of qualified special educators and the high turnover in special education classrooms. While Grow Your Own programs have increased interest in teaching careers overall, general education pathways (such as elementary or secondary content areas) continue to attract the majority of participants. Special education, despite being one of the highest-need fields, remains under selected due to perceived workload, lack of exposure to the field, and limited financial or academic incentives. 
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Special Education Signing Incentives for Grow Your Own Students – Offer targeted financial incentives (e.g., $1,000-$2,000 scholarships, stipends, or tuition waivers) for GYO participants who commit to a special education certification track by the end of their junior year of high school.

WVDE Response
While the WVDE provides a level of statewide leadership in GYO initiatives through the Office of Educator Development, most GYO projects are primarily administered at the LEA level. As a result, projects and incentives vary widely from one LEA to another, especially as the program relates to high school students. While LEAs are able to offer scholarships, stipends, or tuition waivers as incentives, the statewide shortage of revenue to fund the rising costs related to the implementation of special education services make this a challenge for LEAs. Recently county superintendents have communicated with the West Virginia legislature requesting additional financial support and referencing severe shortfalls in many LEAs in the ability to financially meet the needs of educating students with disabilities, as required through federal special education law and regulations.  This makes focusing on proactive, optional projects such as GYO for high school students extremely challenging. 
At the state level, the WVDE OSE has been able to set aside funding to expand GYO in partnership with Moreland University and the WVDE Office of Educator Development. This project is underway, training a cohort of individuals who already have bachelor’s degrees and are employed in WV LEAs as substitute teachers, aides, etc. to complete a fast-tracked teacher education program that relies heavily on work with experienced educators and on the job training.  These teacher candidates are individuals who the WVDE believes can be hired and retained long-term as fully certified special educators as they are already engrained in our communities.
Fairmont State University (FSU) is working toward a similar GYO cohort through a WVDE pathway to alternate certification. The WVDE OSE is currently working with other WVDE offices to submit a grant to the U.S. Department of Education in July 2026 to specifically address recruitment and certification of new special teachers that will, if funded, enable a partnership with FSU to implement this cohort. FSU has developed the coursework for this initiative and is working in partnership with local county school systems on recruitment parameters and identifying candidates who may be interested in a career in special education. 
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Early Exposure Through Peer Mentorship and Classroom Internships – Partner GYO students with experienced special educators and provide structured internship or observation hours in inclusive and self-contained classrooms. Early positive exposure can shift perceptions and build confidence in the field. 

WVDE Response
Several West Virginia LEAs implement special education mentoring programs for high school students. This gives students who may be interested in a career in special education some exposure in the school environment working with experienced teachers and students with disabilities. 
The WVDE OSE and Office of Educator Development program with Moreland University discussed in the previous section embeds an on-the-job training model within the special education domain and enables learning alongside experienced teachers. This program allows candidates to remain employed in their LEAs and simultaneously work toward fast-tracked teacher certification, reducing the financial barrier of loss of income while completing a teacher education program.
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Create a "Special Education Scholars" Track – Establish a formal recognition program within GYO that honors students who choose special education, offering exclusive leadership opportunities, specialized training, and mentorship from both higher education faculty and district-level special education coordinators.
WVDE Response
Through our WVDE OSE Specially Designed Instruction initiative, we have partnered with Institutions of Higher Education (IHEs) throughout the state to ensure that teacher education candidates receive the coursework and training that will lead to success in the classroom. This project focuses heavily on improving the quality of instruction for students with disabilities aligning evidence-based practices and needs in the schools to the information and coursework being delivered to prepare pre-service special education teachers sufficiently to develop and implement Specially Designed Instruction. Students will be encouraged and recognized within their IHE programs and invited to participate in LEA or SEA initiatives and training opportunities in efforts to keep our West Virginia pre-service teacher candidates working in our West Virginia schools.
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Guaranteed Job Placement and Priority Hiring – Collaborate with districts to offer GYO special education candidates guaranteed interviews and priority placement upon successful completion of their certification and degree, with an added retention bonus for remaining in a special education role for at least three years.
WVDE Response
In partnership with Marshall University, the WVDE OSE provides tuition waivers to students in master’s programs working toward becoming Deaf/Hard of Hearing Teachers and Teachers of the Visually Impaired. This provides a pipeline of candidates who are already employed in the LEAs and established in West Virginia communities. Students are expected to work within a WV school district for a period of time in exchange for their tuition being covered by the WVDE OSE.
Also, in conjunction with Marshall, the WVDE OSE provides partial tuition reimbursement for students in the Speech Language Pathology (SLP) Master’s program in exchange for a commitment to work in a WV school district for up to two years.
Similarly, in partnership with WVU, the WVDE OSE provides tuition waivers to students in SLP programs and facilitates partnerships with LEAs to hire the SLP candidates as speech/language assistants, while completing their master’s degrees. In exchange for partial tuition reimbursement, the SLP candidates agree to work in the LEA for three years during their schooling and for one additional year as a fully certified SLP.  This provides LEAs with speech/language services for students for four years and benefits the students financially and through guaranteed employment. 
*Please note: Any state level initiative that may require changes to state code or hiring practices would require partnership with leadership of legal counsel and professional organizations within the state to ensure that the rights of all teachers are being considered.
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Emphasize the Impact and Career Pathways – Integrate recruitment materials that highlight the life-changing work of special educators and the diverse career advancement opportunities within the field (e.g., behavior specialist, IEP coordinator, special education director). 
WVDE Response
Often WVDE OSE coordinators participate in LEA, community, and statewide events. Currently the newest member of our OSE team is taking an active role at these events to not only build relationships with families, school staff and the community, but also to broaden knowledge and interest in careers in special education. The goal is to impact secondary students, parents and others in the community with this outreach at career fairs and other events.
During most summers, the WVDE/OSE hires a summer intern to assist with projects related to the implementation of special education and to provide valuable learning experience for a student interested in a special education field. This enables the student to supplement their finances during their education and to meet and interact with special education directors, LEA staff and WVDE staff who have careers in special education at various positions and levels. 
Finally, several LEAs offer coursework through high school electives and CTE programs to provide information and awareness of career options in education. These programs focus on those interested in careers in teaching or school service personnel.
WVACEEC Recommendation Topic 2: WEST VIRGINIA HOUSE BILL 3035 
Since the implementation of West Virginia House Bill 3035, which expands access to early literacy and foundational skills instruction, districts across the state have reported a noticeable increase in the shortage of classroom aides. This shortage poses a significant risk to the bill's intended impact, particularly in Pre-K through 3rd grade settings where small-group instruction and individualized support are critical to early learning success. Classroom aides play an essential role in supporting differentiated instruction, managing classroom behavior, and assisting with the implementation of intervention strategies, particularly in early grades. The increased instructional demands introduced by HB 3035, coupled with existing staffing challenges, have heightened the urgency to address this workforce gap. Without immediate and sustained action, schools may struggle to meet student needs, and the goals of HB 3035 could be undermined. 
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Increase Compensation and Benefits for Aides – Work with local and state policymakers to explore competitive wage increases, health benefits, and incentives such as signing bonuses or tuition assistance for aides pursuing teaching credentials.
WVDE Response
While bills have been proposed to the West Virginia Legislature and the school funding formula continues to be researched and discussed at length, additional special education funding has not been secured as of the 2026 legislative session. The legislature and its stakeholders, including but not limited to the WVDE and teacher and service personnel associations, continue to discuss the need for more funding for public education. As discussed in recommendation topic #1, LEAs do have some flexibility to provide incentives such as supplements to salaries and tuition assistance, but financial constraints make this increasingly difficult.  Aides pursuing teaching credentials is an area that has been addressed above in recommendation topic #1 (see partnership with Moreland University discussion and plans in progress for FSU). It is important to note that all school employees received a statewide pay raise for the upcoming school year.
Several years ago, Aide V and Aide VI categories were added to state code. These specialized aides in the areas of special education and behavioral support are paid at a higher level than other aide categories. These position codes can be used by LEAs in job postings to hire staff who must meet a set of education criteria and take approved WVDE coursework to provide more qualified staff.  Presently, these categories are optional in job postings and financial constraints appear to be a barrier to their widespread use.
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Develop Grow-Your-Own Programs – Partner with community colleges and workforce development agencies to create pathways for high school graduates, paraprofessionals, and career changers to enter aide positions with clear pathways to teacher certification if desired.
WVDE Response
As discussed previously, the OSE has partnered with the Office of Educator Development and initiated a Paraprofessional Pathway cohort with Moreland University called TeachNOW to support instructional aides with bachelor's degrees obtaining the training necessary to become fully certified special education teachers. The OSE has provided financial support for up to 30 instructional aides to participate and the Office of Educator Development has been working with the LEAs who employ the candidates to ensure they can fulfill all student teaching requirements while remaining employees of the school district. This allows candidates to continue to earn a salary while obtaining their Special Education teaching credential through the Option 3 Alternate pathway. The goal of this program is to help districts Grow their Own Special Educators from their existing dedicated workforce. Additionally, Fairmont State University (FSU) has been working with the WVDE to obtain approval for two, Option 4 - WVDE approved coursework pathways for individuals with bachelor's degrees aspiring to become special educators. Once approved, FSU will offer coursework similar to the Moreland University - TeachNOW option. FSU is also currently exploring becoming a high school Grow Your Own partner, emphasizing special education. 

WVACEEC Recommendation
· Offer Flexible Scheduling and Part-Time Options – Modify job descriptions and schedules to attract a wider pool of applicants, including retirees, stay-at-home parents, and college students seeking part-time employment. 
WVDE Response
While LEAs have local decision-making autonomy to determine how positions are posted, the WVDE OSE and other WVDE offices provide technical assistance through monitoring processes, school improvement systems, and training initiatives to help LEAs identify innovative ways to recruit and retain personnel. For example, monitoring corrections focus on reposting vacant positions or those filled with non-certified staff creatively; and, working with the IHE teacher preparation programs closely through the SDI project the WVDE has been able to brainstorm challenges and solutions with teacher certification and work collaboratively to influence programming that may encourage job postings to include the appropriate disability areas to better recruit and retain qualified personnel. Finally, working with LEA staff through the school improvement process has enabled WVDE staff to provide feedback and suggestions in ways to incentivize staff retention.
The WVDE also continues to work with our Career Technical Education and 2- and 4-year teacher preparation programs to support the training and placement of instructional aides to meet the requirements of HB3035 and strengthen a high-school to teacher certification pathway. 
WVACEEC Recommendation Topic 3: UNDERPREPARED WORKFORCE  
West Virginia classrooms are increasingly diverse in terms of learning needs, particularly with growing populations of students with disabilities, autism, mental health challenges, and behavior disorders. Yet, many new educators enter the workforce underprepared to implement specially designed instruction (SDI), manage challenging behaviors, or tailor instruction to meet individualized student needs. To ensure that newly licensed educators are classroom-ready and equipped to meet the diverse needs of West Virginia students, the West Virginia Department of Education (WVDE) should promote and formalize deeper collaboration with Institutions of Higher Education (IHEs) offering teacher preparation programs. These partnerships must emphasize the educational priorities of the WVDE, including specially designed instruction, evidence-based accommodations, and behavior and mental health strategies. 
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Establish WVDE-IHE Curriculum Alignment Workgroups – Create formal workgroups involving WVDE representatives, district leaders, and IHE faculty to review and align teacher preparation course content with state priorities, particularly around SDI, accommodations, and behavioral supports.
WVDE Response
Through the Specially Designed Instruction (SDI): The Heart of Special Education initiative, the WVDE OSE, is actively engaging in collaboration and partnership with IHEs to strengthen teacher preparation and instructional practices across the state.
This work is grounded in SDI Theory of Action, which asserts that by partnering with IHEs to attract and prepare fully certified special education teachers and by building the knowledge and capacity of both pre-service and in-service educators, student access and outcomes will improve across West Virginia. As a result, the WVDE OSE has prioritized building structures that support alignment between educator preparation programs and state expectations, particularly in the areas of specially designed instruction, accommodations, and effective instructional practices.
As part of this initiative, WVDE OSE has established an SDI IHE Community of Practice, which serves as a foundational structure for advancing this work. This group includes:
· WVDE consultant supporting the SDI initiative
· Director of Special Education 
· OSE leadership (Manager and SDI Coordinator)
· Office of Educator Development leadership (Director and Coordinator)
· Faculty representatives from multiple West Virginia IHEs
During the 2025–2026 school year, the Community of Practice met quarterly, with strong participation from IHE partners. These meetings:
· Facilitated sharing of WVDE-developed SDI resources and tools
· Highlighted IHE course syllabi and curriculum approaches
· Provided opportunities for cross-institutional collaboration, networking, and relationship building
· Initiated alignment conversations around SDI, accommodations, and instructional practices
· Supported IHE access to WVEIS 2.0 through a virtual environment, allowing pre-service teachers to gain hands-on experience with the statewide platform used for student information management and IEP development
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Require Clinical Experience in High-Need Classrooms – Encourage or require IHEs to place preservice teachers in inclusive settings or classrooms that serve students with autism, emotional/behavioral disorders, or intensive support needs. Practical exposure to differentiated instruction and positive behavioral supports is essential for skill development.
WVDE Response
In addition to collaboration with IHEs, WVDE OSE is expanding access to clinical experience in high-need settings through alternative pathways such as the GYO WV Paraprofessional Academy. In partnership with the Office of Educator Development, this initiative supports current instructional service personnel in obtaining special education certification through programs such as TEACH-NOW at Moreland University, which includes a structured clinical experience component.
Participants in this program are currently employed in West Virginia schools, often in classrooms serving students with autism, emotional and behavioral needs, and other intensive support needs. This allows candidates to engage in authentic and ongoing clinical practice within high-need environments while completing their certification.
In addition, through the SDI IHE Community of Practice, the WVDE OSE has facilitated ongoing discussions with IHE partners regarding the importance of clinical placements in inclusive and high-need settings. These conversations have provided opportunities for IHEs to reflect on their current placement practices, share models across institutions, and consider how to increase access to clinical experiences that build skills in specially designed instruction, differentiation, and positive behavioral supports.
This combined approach strengthens the educator pipeline and ensures that newly certified teachers enter the profession with relevant, hands-on experience aligned to the diverse needs of students across West Virginia.
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Incorporate Mental Health and Trauma-Informed Training – Promote integration of modules focused on trauma-informed teaching, social-emotional learning, and mental health first aid into teacher education coursework. 


WVDE Response
The West Virginia Behavior/Mental Health Technical Assistance Center (BMHTAC) located at Marshall University is fully funded by the WVDE OSE and provides training and assistance to LEAs and schools in their development and implementation of evidence-based multi-tiered practices such as Positive Behavior Supports and Interventions programming, teacher coaching, and a strong focus on classroom practices. Making IHEs and LEAs aware of this valuable resource has been an ongoing priority to increase educator and paraprofessional effectiveness. Currently a new partnership has been developed with FTF Behavioral Consulting. Professional learning that embeds trauma informed training will be a key component rolled out to WV schools this summer training school personnel in Practical Functional Assessment (PFA) and Skill-Based Treatment (SBT)for students with the most significant behavioral needs. 
In addition, through the SDI IHE Community of Practice, WVDE OSE has initiated conversations with IHE partners on integrating mental health, social-emotional learning, and trauma-informed practices into educator preparation programs.
WVDE OSE will continue to expand this focus during the 2026–2027 school year by building on these discussions, sharing additional resources, and supporting IHEs in embedding these practices into pre-service instruction.
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Leverage Statewide Professional Development Resources – Provide IHEs with access to WVDE-developed resources, training frameworks, and statewide PD events so that preservice instructors can embed current best practices and WV specific policy expectations into their instruction.
WVDE Response
WVDE has prioritized ensuring that IHE partners have direct access to the same resources and systems that are used to support in-service educators across the state. As part of this effort, WVDE OSE has:
· Provided IHEs with access to WVDE-developed SDI resources, including tools, guidance documents, and instructional frameworks aligned to state priorities (accessible at: Specially Designed Instruction (SDI) | West Virginia Department of Education)
· Offered access to the SDI Canvas Course through the WVDE platform, allowing pre-service teachers to engage in structured learning and earn a certificate upon successful completion
· Granted access to the WVEIS 2.0 “sandbox” environment, enabling pre-service educators to gain hands-on experience with the statewide system used for student data management and IEP development
· Hosted an in-person convening in Fairmont, where IHE partners engaged in deeper review and application of SDI resources and participated in collaborative discussions 
In addition, the SDI IHE CoP serves as an ongoing structure for sharing these resources and supporting their use within educator preparation programs. Through this forum, WVDE OSE has introduced new materials, demonstrated their application, and facilitated dialogue with IHE faculty on how to embed these tools into coursework and instruction.
These efforts ensure that pre-service educators are exposed to consistent, high-quality professional learning aligned with statewide expectations, strengthening the connection between preparation programs and the realities of practice in West Virginia classrooms.
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Develop a Special Education Micro-Credential or Endorsement Option – In collaboration with IHEs, create a voluntary micro credential or endorsement pathway for general education preservice teachers that focuses on instructional strategies for students with disabilities and behavioral or mental health needs.
WVDE Response
Institutions must establish micro-credential policies before pursuing additional work in this area. During the 2025–2026 school year, the SDI IHE Community of Practice has focused on strengthening the six core hours required for all pre-service teachers in both general and special education pathways through the SDI initiative. This work continues to enhance existing requirements and improve the feasibility of special education endorsements for general education teachers.

WVACEEC Recommendation
· Monitor Impact and Share Promising Practices – Create mechanisms to assess the effectiveness of these collaborative efforts by tracking teacher preparedness surveys, principal feedback, and student performance outcomes. Promote replication of successful partnerships statewide.
WVDE Response
The WVDE OSE has engaged in ongoing discussions regarding mechanisms to share statewide professional development resources with IHEs and to better connect pre-service and early-career educators with current practices.
As part of this work, WVDE OSE hosted its 4th Annual Special Education Boot Camp this spring, designed to support educators who are uncertified or newly certified (within their first three years). This event provided targeted professional learning aligned to state priorities, including SDI and other key topics in special education. Participants were introduced to WVDE-developed tools, resources, and instructional practices to support effective service delivery.
To extend the impact of this work, WVDE OSE developed a centralized OneDrive repository where all Boot Camp materials and presentations are housed. This repository has been shared with IHE partners to promote access to current resources and to support the integration of these materials into educator preparation programs.
WVACEEC Recommendation Topic 4: STUDENT BEHAVIOR 
Student behavior concerns across all grade levels are increasing in frequency and intensity, placing added pressure on teachers, administrators, and support staff. Challenging behaviors, particularly among students with disabilities, trauma histories, or mental health diagnoses, are negatively impacting learning environments and contributing to teacher burnout and attrition. To address this urgent need, the WVDE should support the expanded utilization of Registered Behavior Technicians (RBTs) as a key component of a district-wide behavior support framework. 
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Pilot RBT Integration in High-Need Schools – Launch pilot programs that embed RBTs in schools with the highest rates of behavioral incidents, office referrals, or out-of-school suspensions.
WVDE Response
The WVDE/OSE led by our Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) has been working diligently to build capacity within LEAs in trainings designed to provide a deeper understanding behavior as well as how to conduct functional behavior assessments and develop and implement evidence-based behavior intervention plans.  Widespread use of Registered Behavior Technicians (RBTs) would be a great addition to our qualified staff in WV; however, the lack of BCBAs in the state who are required to supervise RBTs (as outlined by the Behavior Analyst Certification Board) and the shortage of funds and inability to add a significant number of staff within the current funding formula make it crucial to invest in our current staff and provide them with the tools necessary to be able to manage and provide intervention to their students on a daily basis. IHEs should consider incorporating additional coursework focused on behavioral science into teacher preparation programs and these conversations are happening within our IHE/WVDE Community of Practice.  In particular, expanding instruction on the principles of behavior would better equip future educators with the knowledge and practical tools needed to effectively support students with significant behavioral challenges. Pilot programs for RBTs may be possible in the future given the availability of BCBAs and funding to train and hire RBTs. 
Currently within state code an aide VI category exists; this Behavioral Support Assistant Teacher can be used by LEAs in job postings to hire staff who must meet a set of education criteria and take approved WVDE coursework, which now includes acceptance of RBT coursework and/or certification. LEAs can consider focusing on these positions for classrooms and/or students with significant behavioral needs. 
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Partner with BCBAs for Supervision and Oversight – Ensure all RBTs work under the guidance of a BCBA to develop and implement Behavior Intervention Plans (BIPs) and to ensure adherence to ethical and effective practices.
WVDE Response
See response on previous bullet
WVACEEC Recommendation
· Develop a Grow-Your-Own RBT Pipeline – Partner with local workforce agencies or community colleges to provide training and certification opportunities for existing aides or new hires to become RBTs, offering incentives like tuition reimbursement or stipends.
WVDE Response
While additional RBTs would provide a valuable service to our public education system, barriers discussed in the previous bullets indicate that a more effective practice might be to increase the number of BCBAs and Board Certified Assistant Behavior Analysts (BCaBAs) in our public school system.  Increasing the number of BCBAs and BCaBAS would give our teachers and aides the opportunity to be trained by these professionals. While valuable additions to any school team, RBTs do not have the credentials to provide training to school staff, and they cannot work independently of a BCBA or BCaBA.  There are currently programs in place such as the We Develop ABA Coalition that are making gains on workforce development for RBTs. The WVDE will continue to explore a possible collaboration between WVDE and We Develop or other similar routes to address preparedness of staff to address our Tier 3 needs and students with the most significant student behavior challenges.  The WVDE OSE is actively working to strengthen staff capacity to effectively address significant behavioral challenges in schools through a strategic partnership with FTF Behavioral Consulting.  FTF Behavioral Consulting provides both on-site and virtual training and technical assistance to schools, service organizations, and healthcare settings, with a focus on improving outcomes for children and adolescents with disabilities who engage in severe problem behavior.  Their team of consultants has contributed extensively to the research base, with multiple published studies on practical functional assessment (PFA) and skill-based treatment (SBT) methodologies and is committed to bridging the gap between research and practice by promoting safe, humane, and evidence-based approaches. 
As a part of this initiative, the WVDE, in collaboration with FTF, is offering two in-person, two-day professional learning opportunities for school staff who work with students demonstrating tier 3 behavioral needs, this summer.  These workshops are designed to build both knowledge and practical application of the PFA and SBT process within the functional behavior assessment-behavior intervention plan (FBA-BIP) framework.  Participants will engage in hands-on learning focused on conducting functional assessments, developing skill-based interventions, and creating responsive plans for managing severe behavioral incidents.  The training emphasizes not only understanding the overall approach but also taking initial steps toward designing and implementing individualized support for students. 
Following the workshops, WVDE will expand learning opportunities by offering LEAs the ability to apply for more intensive training through three cohort-based pilot programs in partnership with FTF Behavioral Consulting. These cohorts, scheduled to begin in the 2026-2027 school year, will provide selected LEAs with in-depth support in implementing PFA-SBT practices with specific students. Participation will be determined through a competitive application process, ensuring that districts that are most ready to implement and sustain these practices will receive targeted assistance.  Together, these efforts reflect WVDE’s commitment to equip school personnel with the tools and expertise necessary to effectively support students with the most significant behavioral needs. 
The WVDE OSE appreciates the opportunity to work with the WVACEEC to improve the delivery of special education services throughout the state. Any questions related to this report may be directed to sgpaitsel@k12.wv.us.



