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ABSTRACT

The preparation of special education practitioners is a field that is ever-​evolving. 
To that end, this paper aims to demonstrate the utility and increased opportunity 
of embedding artificial intelligence (AI) tools within the preparation programs of 
special educators, particularly as it is contextualize within the community college 
space. Additionally, this paper attempts to establish an abbreviated research base 
for AI within education-​centered literature, particularly as this piece illustrates 
the impact of community college and specific coursework that is used to provide 
learning opportunities for students studying the fundamentals of special education. 
Last, this document illustrates how AI may be used as an engaging component 
to special education coursework to improve the ways in which special education 
teacher-​educators, i.e., research-​practitioners who train and provide academic and 
professional development for special educators, design and develop coursework 
within settings of teaching and learning.

DOI: 10.4018/979-8-3693-5538-1.ch012

Transforming Special Education Through Artificial Intelligence, edited by Annette G. Walters, IGI Global, 2024. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/mont/detail.action?docID=31743528.
Created from mont on 2024-11-15 14:56:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

4.
 IG

I G
lo

ba
l. 

A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



326

INTRODUCTION

Research on special education teacher education is limited, particularly on how 
community colleges fit into the work of developing novice or experienced special 
educators (Brownell et al., 2005). The clarity of the roles of what special educa-
tors must be most competent in and the training that must accompany the specific 
enactments that a special educator must be able to do within a classroom setting 
is imperative, yet research on the topic is seldom prioritized for within the field of 
educational research (Shepherd, 2016). While teacher preparation has gone through 
many variations throughout the years, especially since 2020 when the COVID-​19 
global pandemic rendered the work of teacher preparation impossible, particularly 
in face-​to-​face formats, there still is a need to codify practices, even the practice 
of field experiences within special education, that are being utilized for educators 
within the field of special education (Ali, 2023; O’Brien, 2024; Williams, 2023;).

Historically, educators have attempted to continue preparing teachers, especially 
special education practitioners; however, there has still been, for a myriad of reasons, 
an exodus, of sorts, of special educators from the K-​12 field, leaving the high-​quality, 
internal training opportunities for novice special educators in a state of disrepair in 
many local education agencies (Mason-​Williams et al., 2021; Hester, Bridges, & 
Rollins, 2020). The limited research of special education teacher preparation may 
be attributed to many different ideas, including the ways in which professors, whose 
role in studying phenomena, are, also, leaving higher education spaces because 
budget cuts, salary freezes, and program eliminations (Faris, 2024). With that stated, 
there is still a great need to recruit, train, and develop educators, especially special 
educators, because the need of ensuring that students with disabilities are provided 
specially designed instruction is still a legal mandate within the United States of 
America (IDEA, 2004).

With the revelatory need of teacher preparation noted, as well as the forthcom-
ing transparency of the human capitol crisis on both ends, i.e., educators who train 
special educators and special educators, themselves, it is salient to explore and 
evaluate new and emerging practices that honor the work of the past and ushers in 
the work of the future, especially as technological advances continue to advance 
and enhance the way we work with greater effectiveness and efficiency. While there 
have been some practical innovations in teacher preparation, this paper aims to add 
to the field of special education teacher preparation by suggesting an empowering 
way to embed artificial intelligence into the training process of special educators, 
both new and experienced (Cochran-​Smith, et al., 2020; Blömeke, S., Nilsen & 
Scherer, 2021; Ellis, V., Steadman, S., & Mao, 2020).
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Perhaps it is the hesitancy to work within a heuristic model of training teachers 
or simply an inability to approach preparation with a new, fresh, different approach, 
but the work of teacher preparation is still a vast landscape, filled with standards 
and opportunities for the newest generation of special educators and those still 
making remarkable gains for neurodivergent students. The field of special edu-
cation, particularly now with so many shortages and in the face of inflation, must 
begin to embrace new and emerging forms of teacher preparation to engage newer 
generations of teachers and inspire more experienced special educators to continue 
their ongoing growth within the field (Darling-​Hammond, DiNapoli Jr., Kini, 2023; 
Flores & Craig, 2023; Ingersoll & Tran, 2023).

While this paper has several foci, the primary focus of this paper is to demonstrate 
how an artificial intelligence may be used to create and engaging and responsive 
method to enrich current special education coursework practices. A secondary focus 
of this paper is to note that special education and its rich history must be honored 
by the work we do as reflective practitioners and researchers while, simultaneously, 
ensuring that remember the ways in which creativity and specialness brought us 
to the field of specialized instruction and how different special education and it’s 
preparation methods must be from general education, even though there must be, 
because of lack of research centered on special education, certain connections that 
must be made through the research conducted for general education contexts. A 
tertiary focus of this work is to advocate for more opportunities wherein community 
colleges might be utilized to enhance and advance the field of special education 
teacher preparation, Finally, this paper offers additional considerations to ensure 
that the work of educating special educators is done in partnership with research-
ers, practitioners, and all stakeholders, including students with disabilities, to the 
comprehensive betterment of training, recruiting, retaining, and graduating more 
special educational professionals.

BACKGROUND

Landmark Cases that Shaped our Understandings

Within the United States, special education teacher preparation and training mea-
sures have drastically been transformed over the last 70 plus years, right around the 
same time that the first artificial neural network was developed, leading the way for 
computer systems to be modeled after the human brain and capable of making deci-
sions based on data (Hill-​Jackson & Lewis, 2023; Kumar & Thakur, 2012; McCray, 
2023). Prior to inclusive classroom settings, children with disabilities were educated 
away from their typically aged peers. Because of the Civil Rights Movement, Brown 
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v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, and other special education landmark cases 
to ensure the rights of learners with disabilities, there have been major, positive shifts 
in teacher preparation, especially as teacher preparation programs have increase their 
use of current and emerging evidence-​based practices and technologies (Ford et al., 
2024; Ruppar, 2023; Skiba et al., 2008). Cases that brought together disability and 
disproportionality because of race and ethnicity became more and prevalent within 
the United States. For example, in Hobson v. Hansen (1967), it was determined 
that African American children were being placed in lower educational tracks in 
the Washington, DC, public schools (McNamara, 2023).

Additionally, cases ranging from Diana v. Board of Education (1970), a case that 
held assessments used to measure intelligence could not be linguistically biased, 
PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972), a case that created the foundation of 
least restrictive environment, Mills v. Board of Education of the District of Columbia 
(1972), a case that ruled that children with disabilities could no longer be suspended, 
transferred, expelled, and reassigned without due process, and finally Larry P. v. Riles 
(1979) cases where African American students took culturally biased tests, which 
strengthened the mechanism for compensatory education and fairer assessments, 
and, much later of course, response to intervention (RTI), and multi-​tiered systems 
of supports (MTSS). While all students were placed in public schools, the problem 
was that students from lower socioeconomic status or from minority groups were 
being discriminated against. Most of the tests used were normed on white, middle-​
class children, which discriminated against other racial groups (Birnbaum, 2006). 
To understand special education means that one understands, of course, evidence-​
based practices, intervention implementation, progress monitoring and some of the 
most critical components to teaching and learning within specialized instruction; 
while, at the same time, understanding culture and culturally respectful practices to 
ensure that some of our most vulnerable students are given the free and appropriate 
public educations that they all have a right to access.

Case after case, there are rulings that have attempted to address the issue of 
inappropriate special education placement because of race in specialized education 
settings. Arguably, it is difficult task to solely focus on the futuristic opportunities 
that technology, particularly artificial intelligence, can bring to teacher prepara-
tion, without mentioning how the litigious happenings of the past have impacted 
the field of special education as a whole, insisting that we teach both the historical 
challenges and the present opportunities of equipping special educators with the 
robust, comprehensive knowledge to do great work for students with disabilities. 
There is, now, an opportunity to meaningfully combine various cultures, disability/
ability, technology, etc., together to vastly improve the ways in which we support 
students with disabilities across our nation’s classroom settings through technology 
in a new and creative way.
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Teacher Preparation within Special Education

One of the first teacher preparation programs in special education in the United 
States was situated in a residential facility and were erected by incredible founda-
tional members of the special education community, including Laurent Clerc and 
Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet (Connor, 1976). This and other training programs like 
them were located at either special training schools within a clinical setting and 
served only a few types of disabilities, e.g. speech, hearing, and visual impairments, 
as well as mental retardation (noted as intellectual disability in current laws and 
literature) (Brownell et al., 2005). Teacher preparation programs shifted around 
the 1970s, and the rise of competency-​based teacher education (CBTE) become 
more and more apparent within schools of education across the country, lessening 
the intimate knowledge that was once required to support students with specific 
disabilities to framing teacher preparation through generalities of understanding 
different skills, knowledge, and abilities within the practice to achieve and acquire 
specific competencies (Ghosh & Sankar, 2024; Rajesh & Joseph, 2023; Roth, 1977; 
Semmel & Semmel,1976).

Findings from Shortes, Cegelka, and Nelson (1973) illustrated an indication that, 
“[Teacher] competencies tended to be derived from ‘expert’ opinion rather than the 
direct observation of teacher behavior, that they often are not behaviorally stated or 
evaluated as to whether or not they have a positive impact on children performance, 
and that few teacher educators or researchers were, at the time, attempting to validate 
competencies empirical before including them in teacher education programs” (p. 
192). CBTE has had its issues, particularly as some researchers have noted its often 
too mechanical reception, creating the environment for pre-​service teachers being 
instructed in a broader, more generalizable method, creating overlaps that minimize 
and reduce the specialness from special education (Brownell et al., 2010; Hallahan 
& Kauffman, 1977).

Because of the lack of specificity in addressing specially designed instruction, 
the conflation of teacher education of special education and general education 
occurs, inopportunely creating teacher preparation programs for special educators 
that look too analogous to any typical preparation program of any content-​area or 
student-​centered approach (Goe, 2006). Additionally, even some alternative teacher 
certification programs, attempting to do the work that higher education institutions 
seemingly struggle with, are currently certifying teachers in a specific content area 
and, as an essential add-​on, offering dual teaching certificates by simply taking a 
handful of classes on the topic of specialized instruction (CityTeachingAlliance). 
The case is clear: without a deepened and deliberate understanding of how-​to best 
support students with disabilities and their teachers, there will be little-​to-​no sig-
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nificant gain in successful outcomes for students with disabilities (Blasey, Wang, 
and Blasely, 2023).

Now, more than ever, especially because of the many dismal outcomes for so 
many students with disabilities, there is more of a need to ensure that teacher edu-
cators specify and situate special education teacher preparation with students with 
disabilities at the center of learning the field in a more deeply focused way (Cole et 
al., 2023; Cooc, 2023; Kloos, Nacik, & Ward, 2023). Now, with the varying ways by 
which formal and informal teacher preparation is conducted, i.e., in-​person, virtual, 
etc., the opportunity to ensure techniques and technologies are crafted with, first, 
students with disabilities in mind, is more imperative than ever before. Even informal 
methods whereby there is an underpinning of learners with disabilities have started to 
emerge like never before. For example, viral video models and speech and language 
supports can be widely accessed by educators of students with disabilities, even 
by Rachel Griffin Accurso, more widely known as Miss Rachel, an educator with 
two master’s degrees in education and a passion to support her son, Thomas, who 
was diagnosed with speech delay (Calloway-​Appleton, 2023). Ultimately, special 
education teacher educators must rethink what makes a quality special education 
teacher, and that process should be informed by the field’s history and by the trends in 
policy, service delivery, and research that have shaped special education and teacher 
education practices (Brownell et al., 2010). Moreover, understanding the history of 
our work is salient, while, concurrently, ensuring that we are looking ahead at tools 
and strategies to ensure that researchers and practitioners are aware of emerging and 
new ideas to promote the work of specially designed instruction without conflating 
it with the supports that other students need and deserve.

Sindelar and colleagues (2010) found studies could be categorized into the 
following areas that aligned with research gaps within special education teacher 
preparation: (a) pedagogical strategies (i.e., specific approaches, such as coaching 
and action research that are used in initial preparation and PD opportunities to 
improve teacher knowledge, beliefs, and instruction); (b) technologies that could 
be used to deliver practice-​based approaches; (c) fieldwork experiences offered in 
schools, communities, clinics, or tutoring programs; (d) program experiences (i.e., 
a set of courses and fieldwork experiences that are structured around a particular 
topic, such as inclusion); and (e) measurement of teacher knowledge, instructional 
practice, or beliefs. No studies, as shared by Sindelar et al. (2010), were identified 
that provided information about variables that might moderate or mediate the ef-
fectiveness of teacher education innovations or how to promote the collaborative 
learning of special and general education teachers in ways that would improve their 
ability to co-​teach or work within multi-​tiered systems of support (MTSS) (p. 29).
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That study of nearly fifteen years ago, today, had a noticeable absence, of 
course, of one of today’s leading opportunities to help create solutions to some of 
the research gaps noted—that solution being artificial intelligence within the work 
of special education teacher preparation. This observation leads readers to realize 
that there was an omission of how emerging technologies, beyond computer-​aided 
instruction, of course, could help to provide stronger and richer outcomes for students 
with disabilities. Now, special educators and teacher preparers, can envision how 
artificial intelligence, another field of special education preparation that requires 
research and consideration, could be used to deliver practice-​based approaches 
within specialized education, as well as the pedagogical strategies that can now be 
realized by AI tools.

In addition to the apparent gaps of research within special education, it must also 
be noted that there are significant redesigns happening in special education teacher 
preparation all the time because of new and emerging practices within the space of 
program evaluation to ultimately strengthen the delivery methods and experienc-
es of special education teacher preparation. Goeke, Kossar, and Mitchem (2018) 
share that the Recognizing Effective Special Education Teachers (RESET), is one 
of many evaluative tools currently being implemented in the country, conceptually 
framing well-​defined observations that incorporate clearly explicated criteria linked 
to evidence-​based practices within special education, directing teacher’s attention 
to implement instructional practices that have been demonstrated to result in im-
proved outcomes for students with disabilities (SWD) (pgs. 155-​156). Readers must 
understand that there is a balance happening within special education teacher prepa-
ration. While there are gaps that exist, there is still meaning, rich work happening 
to ensure that special educators are getting what they need in order to be the best 
special educators, particularly in the areas of history and content, for the students 
and families that they serve.

Byrd and Alexander (2020), in an investigation of the demonstration of special 
educators’ content concluded:

That content area specialty does provide one type of expertise, there is much 
more to teaching than that knowledge. They share that, “We can all learn from each 
other the most effective methods of adapting the curriculum to meet the needs of 
all students. And finally, all of this can be done through effective communication 
that must be multi-​directional (among all stakeholders, including administration). 
These issues can act as a springboard starting from the day a teacher candidate 
entered their program and continued throughout their careers. It is not necessarily 
asking for others to think outside the box; it is realizing that the box is bigger than 
previously considered by those involved in this endeavor. (p. 80).
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This notion of the “box being bigger than previously considered helps readers to 
practitioners to understand that there is no myopic, one-​size fits all to the education 
matters for students with disabilities or the ways in which to prepare their teachers 
(Bryd & Alexander, 2020). In fact, the one-​size-​fits-​all method is contrary to spe-
cialized education and specially designed instruction. Allowing special educators 
and the professionals who teach them to continuously improve by incorporative 
effective methods to assist in the teaching and learning of students with disabilities 
is imperative for the success of field of special education.

Special Educational Technology and AI in the Literature

Technology has been noted as the great equalizer in education, and the benefit 
of technology has also been noted to allow students with disabilities being able to 
strategically solve many of the challenges faced by learners with disabilities (Schradie, 
2020). For example, “. ... [Technology] can provide a voice to those students who 
may not otherwise have one per their disability (i.e., AAC devices), read a text to 
a student who struggles with reading as a result of his/her disability (i.e., text-​to-​
speech devices, screen readers, and Reading Pens), grant access to a computer and 
other electronic tools (i.e., switches and speech recognition), and offer low-​tech 
devices such as pencil grips or lined paper to aid students in writing (Bouck, 2010). 
Although never actually mentioning artificial intelligence, Edyburn, one of the most 
notable researchers in special education technology, shares:

Educators are often so focused on their day-​to-​day work that there is little time 
for considering the emerging trends and issues happening around us. Trend analysis 
is a basic technique futurists use in order to develop scenarios that are helpful in 
planning for the future. For those willing to take great risks, there is the potential for 
great reward. The special educational needs of individuals with disabilities require 
considerable effort and technologies to assist them in maximizing their potential. 
However, there are many secondary benefits to society when some specialized 
technologies (i.e., screen magnification, text to speech, and word prediction) are 
implemented as inclusive technologies, providing benefits for everyone. As a result, 
it is important to think about the needs of diverse individuals when planning for the 
future of education. (p. 291)

While this comment takes on both a hardware and software conceptualization of 
special education. It is clear that the emerging trends and issues happening around us, 
particularly in education, cannot be ignored and must be embraced if we are going 
to ensure that our educational systems, specifically or special education system, 
have the most well-​prepared teachers for some of our most vulnerable populations.
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Western Governors University provides insight into the different technology that 
has appeared in special education over the years. The following table is represented 
of the information shared:

Table 1. Western Governors University’s Types, Definitions, and Examples of 
Technology

Type of 
Technology

Definition of Technology Example of Technology

Assistive 
listening 
devices

Students with difficulties hearing or 
concentrating can benefit from the use of 

an assistive listening device. These are 
designed to make it easier for students to 
listen during class by amplifying sound.

FM systems and sound field systems use 
wireless transmitters to broadcast and amplify 

the teacher’s voice. Whether an instructor 
must assist an individual student with special 
needs in an inclusive classroom or to amplify 
their voice in a classroom with poor acoustics, 

this technology can help dramatically.

Text-​to-​
speech tools

Students with disabilities that impact their 
ability to read, such as visual impairments 

or dyslexia, can struggle in general 
education classrooms without the help of 
text-​to-​speech tools. By using assistive 
technology for reading, educators can 

improve classroom performance for these 
individuals.

There are many text-​to-​speech tools for 
educators available for both desktops and 
mobile devices. Using free applications 

and browser plug-​ins, students with vision 
or reading impairments can save and hear 
educational content in an audio format.

Switch 
devices

Mobility impairments can make it hard for 
students with disabilities to engage with 
lessons in the same way as their peers. 
Switch devices allow these learners to 

engage with content with alternative input 
devices. There are switch devices designed 

to allow users to touch, blink, kick, or 
push and pull to interact with educational 

content and software.

Sip-​and-​puff (SNP) systems allow students 
with mobility impairments to interact with 

computers and mobile devices by sipping or 
puffing on a controller, effectively replacing a 

mouse or keyboard.

Proofreading 
technology

Students with disabilities that may impact 
their mobility, language comprehension, 

or ability to type can benefit from assistive 
proofreading technology. This is designed 
to either automatically fix common errors 

or to make grammatical suggestions.

Basic proofreading software can help 
learners write more efficiently, while 

more sophisticated solutions can identify 
student problem areas, then make advanced 
recommendations. This data can also help 
teachers determine where a student may 

require further instruction.
continued on following page
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Type of 
Technology

Definition of Technology Example of Technology

Assistive 
technology 
for math

There are a wide range of devices and 
software options to help students with 

conditions that impact their ability 
to complete calculations. From basic 

arithmetic to calculus and beyond, there 
are assistive technologies for most subjects 

in math.

Calculators can help students solve simple 
and complex math problems. Some are 

designed with large buttons, which can help 
students with mobility or visual impairments. 
More advanced tools, like equation-​solving 

software, can make suggestions to help 
students without directly giving them answers. 

Some even offer games that make teaching 
math easy and fun.

Augmented 
and virtual 
reality

Learners with disabilities who experience 
struggles focusing on projects or “tuning 

out” distractions can be aided through 
augmented or virtual reality software. The 

former can highlight key elements of a 
project and provide additional information 
or guidance, while the latter can provide 
a virtual environment in which external 

distractions can be reduced.

Examples of augmented and virtual reality 
applications for assistive learning include 

AR flashcards, AR-​enabled worksheets, VR 
educational simulations, and VR collaboration 
software. Each of these can improve student 
engagement by drawing student interest and 

eliminating distractions.

Again, readers will notice that artificial intelligence is not actually named within 
the technology listed; however, it is clear that artificial intelligence absolutely has 
convergence in this work, as represented by AI tools that perform specific tasks 
presented. For example, Grammarly, one of the more widely known AI tools in 
this space, is used to perform the task of proofreading, along with other tools like 
Ginger Software, QuillBot, Slick Write, PaperRater, and countless other artificial 
intelligence tools.

Artificial intelligence has been used and referenced in several areas within gen-
eral education. For example, Salas-​Pilco, Xiao, and Hu (2022) share that artificial 
intelligence (AI) and learning analytics (LA) have been introduced in the field of 
education; they find: (a) there is a focus on studying the behaviors, perceptions, 
and digital competence of pre-​ and in-​service teachers regarding the use of AI and 
LA in their teaching practices; (b) the main data sources are behavioral data, dis-
course data, and statistical data; (c) machine learning algorithms are employed in 
most of the studies; and (d) the ethical clearance is mentioned by few studies. The 
implications will be valuable for teachers and educational authorities, informing 
their decisions regarding the effective use of AI and LA technologies to support 
teacher education (p. 569).

These types of findings are salient to the field of education and, although they 
do not reference special education teacher preparation, readers may be able to 
approximate how the findings from the work of Salas-​Pilco, Xiao, and Hu (2022) 
help to shape a clear vision by which teacher-​educators might be able to shape the 
ways in which AI can be yielded.

Table 1. Continued
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Additionally, Sperling et al. (2024) illustrate how, although AI literacy is a globally 
emerging research field, specifically in business and computer science; however, 
there is an absence of AI literacy, as initially defined by Long and Magerko (2020), 
particularly as a professional knowledge base, within teacher education. This bla-
tant omission of artificial intelligence within specialized instructional settings may 
widen the knowledge gap between what is known by emerging technologies within 
the field of human endeavor, e.g., AI, and how it might add a beneficial layer to the 
work of special education teacher preparation for years to come.

Globally, educational partners from the United Arab Emirates have addressed the 
role of artificial intelligence in teacher professional development, yet, unfortunately, 
the study is not centered on special education preparation. While the findings by 
Hashem Mahmoud Muslim al-​Zyoud (2020) are helpful in understanding some intel-
ligent applications that can be utilized within professionals development of teachers, 
the study does not provide a practical implication for special educators to see how 
AI might be able to complement the work of special educators within coursework, 
as well as an ability to provide the increased competencies to work within a dual 
capacity approach, engaging special educators with increased awareness and utility 
of emerging technologies, as well as providing special educators with practical tools 
to help increase productivity and support the challenging work of special education, 
as an entire specialized field. Additionally, Lameras and Arnab (2021) explore the 
role of teachers to be the subject matter experts to design, visualize, and orchestrate 
AI-​enabled teaching and learning, which is an undoubted direction that education 
is moving towards, but not quite making its way to embedding AI within special 
education-​teacher preparation (Ng et al., 2023).

Currently, most of the literature centers on learning about AI, not using it to en-
hance a specific capacity of knowledge within the content area of preparing special 
educators. In the following sections of this paper, readers will learn about the general 
composition of the community college space as an environment to provide training 
to educators through special education coursework, as well as a formal addressing of 
how artificial intelligence has been used within teacher preparation to enhance the 
practice and access of emerging technologies that may lead to increase engagement 
within student-​candidates attempting to learn more about the pedagogical practices 
of specialized instruction. Waterfield, Watson, and Day (2024), share, “special edu-
cation teachers can leverage AI platforms, tools, and other technologies to support 
general tasks in their day to day practice, lesson planning, content creation, and 
more” (p. 449). While some studies share the litany of tools that may be useful to 
special educators, there is no pedagogical framing by researchers, professors, or 
knowledgeable others within specialized education, supporting learners’ knowledge 
and application.
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Moreover, Morino et al. (2023) reveal, “[S]pecial education teacher preparation 
programs must reconsider how we prepare future teachers.” When provided the 
prompt, “Given the future use of AI, what are some considerations for preparing 
future educators and special educators?” ChatGPT gave the following answer. None 
of the words in these seven considerations have been edited:

1. 	 Equip educators and special educators with the knowledge and skills to un-
derstand and use AI in the classroom. This includes understanding the various 
types of AI, the ethical considerations, and the potential applications of AI.

2. 	 Provide educators and special educators with the opportunity to explore how 
AI can be used to support personalized instruction and how AI can be used to 
identify student learning needs.

3. 	 Educate educators and special educators on the implications of using AI in the 
classroom, such as potential privacy concerns, data security, and bias in AI 
systems.

4. 	 Provide educators and special educators with resources on AI-​based learning and 
assessment tools, and how to integrate them into their teaching and assessment 
practices.

5. 	 Develop guidelines and protocols for the use of AI in the classroom and for the 
ethical use of AI by educators and special educators.

6. 	 Educate educators and special educators on the potential risks of AI and the 
ways in which AI can be managed, monitored, and regulated.

7. 	 Encourage educators and special educators to collaborate with experts in AI to 
ensure that AI is used to its fullest potential in the classroom. (p. 411)

While artificial intelligence shares the what of special education teacher prepa-
ration, there is still a prevalent need to identify and create the how of special edu-
cation, essentially ensuring that reflective practitioners are given the opportunity to 
consider special education, first, when considering how to train teachers who will 
serve and support students with disabilities. One of the ways that can be done is 
through the possible flexibility that institutions of higher education, particularly at 
the community college level, can employ while educator future special educators. 
Because of the history of the comprehensive community as a nimble place that 
responds to the needs of its local community, there is an opportunity to ensure that 
community colleges take their place within the conversation of how to utilize AI to 
help support the production of special educators.
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The Comprehensive Community College

As researchers examine the spaces wherein artificial intelligence may have the 
most exploratory, effective, and efficient opportunities to provide added instruction 
and education to the field, it is important to review the composition of community 
colleges. Since their inceptions, community colleges have been expected to serve 
several roles in American society (Kisker Cohen, & Brawer, 2023). As the entry-
way to college for groups of people who would otherwise have been excluded from 
higher education, community colleges often provide the first step on the road toward 
a baccalaureate degree and safe spaces that address the educational and civic needs 
of a wide array of local citizens; no other segment of postsecondary education has 
been more responsive to its community’s workforce needs because at community 
colleges, students can learn at any point in their lives while taking advantage of low 
tuition, convenient campus locations, open admissions, and comprehensive course 
offerings (Kasper, 2003; Ives, 2006).

Community colleges are diverse spaces that, since their beginnings, have sought 
to find their identities in an ever-​changing U.S. and address the changes that society 
and the world bring—both foreseen, such as changing demographics, and unforeseen, 
such as recessions and, of course, global pandemics, now, too (Bulman & Fairlie, 
2022; Carales, 2020). Schools, including institutions of higher education like com-
munity colleges, are nested in providing comprehensive support to a diverse body of 
students. Given community colleges’ open enrollment policies and their numerous 
instructional missions, students enter and re-​enter with various and often multiple 
objectives but not always with clear knowledge of how to clarify and accomplish 
them; this makes successful completion in community colleges that much more 
difficult than other educational spaces (Lee et al., 2021; Hatch & Garcia, 2017).

Typically during times of financial uncertainty, community colleges often bore 
witness to large leaps in enrollment and completion; however, in the wake of the 
financial and health uncertainties created by Covid-​19, that was not the case (Mount-
joy, 2022). Historically, with low cost and ready-​access, community colleges have 
been an opportunity for the marginalized to engage and enroll in higher education 
schools (Krebs, 1999; Soria Hargos, &Shenouda, 2023). Community colleges have, 
like any other educational constructs, not been without their problems, even with 
low-​cost incentives that make these institutions favorable to so many, particularly in 
the area of student completion rates (Acton, 2021). Even with that noted, because 
of the flexibility that community college spaces offer, it makes the inclusion of AI 
within teacher preparation at this level of higher education a fertile and promising 
space to creatively envision how teacher preparation, particularly special education 
teacher preparation, might look in the near future.
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Community Colleges as Places of Teacher Preparation

Over the years, community colleges have been a major source of providing cre-
dentials, through state education agency-​approved coursework, for decades, and the 
ability for community colleges to provide essential training and technical assistances 
is evermore present, especially in the post-​pandemic era (Garza-​Mitchell, Geier, 
& Singleton, 2019; Kisker, C. B., Cohen, A. M., & Brawer, F. B, 2023). Garza-​
Mitchell, Geier, & Singleton share:

However, despite being providers of teacher education preparation, the histo-
ry of serving students in urban and rural areas, both areas of high turnover, their 
commitment to serving underserved students, and their dedication to remediating 
students who may not initial qualify for teacher education programs at [traditional 
four year institutions], they are not considered valuable resources in their regard. 
In order for community colleges to successfully serve workforce needs, including 
teacher education, they must be included in national conversations about low-​cost, 
high-​quality options for preparing teachers. (p. 25)

Removing community colleges from the broader conversations of teacher prepa-
ration, which inevitably removes them, too, from conversations about methods of 
teacher preparation and innovative coursework compositions, has, historically, 
created an under-​utilization of resources for the work of teacher preparation. Now 
that artificial intelligence has become more and more apparent with the field of 
education and other fields of human endeavor, as shared earlier in this work, com-
munity colleges are positioned to take advantage of the many ways that are possible 
to ensure a technologically advanced and engaging way to capture more students 
who have an interest in becoming educators to possibly improve the teacher shortage 
in the United States (K-​12 Education). Admittedly, there is little information about 
special education teacher preparation within community college contexts, which 
underscores the salience of this chapter, especially as emerging technologies are 
being actualized and utilized.

For the sake of presenting a wide view of the possibility of wherein community 
colleges might strengthen their presence in the space of places of teacher prepara-
tion and the innovation that may exist within those spaces, this paper must present 
findings that demonstrate a strong understanding of this work. Park and colleagues 
(2018) researched community college teacher education baccalaureate programs, 
in innovative approach to ensure that the teacher shortage, billowing from the past 
20 years, is creatively addressed. Unfortunately, Park et al., (2018):

Faced with declining numbers of students in teacher education programs, pol-
icymakers in many states are considering new actions that might increase teacher 
supply. One approach that has gained increasing popularity is community colleges 
beginning to offer 4-​year degrees in teacher education. This study explores state 
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adoption of these programs and its effect on the number and diversity of students 
earning bachelor’s degrees in teacher education. Overall, we find no effect of these 
programs; however, in the limited case of a state with widespread use of commu-
nity college baccalaureate (CCB) teacher education programs we find that degree 
production increased, yet the diversity of the graduates declined. (p.1)

This critical study demonstrates the underpinning of ensuring that degree at-
tainment, particularly within teacher preparation, cannot be the sole focus of new 
and emerging work that happens within the space of education. A critical lens must 
be applied to recruitment and retention of community college students seeking to 
become teachers. Additionally, it must be noted that special education preparation 
was not mentioned in this article; however, readers might make inferences about 
the extension of the work to prepare general education teachers and how it dovetails 
with the work of preparing special educators, too. While the strategies mentioned, 
again, do not specify the work of preparing special educators but, rather, general 
educators, it must be noted that artificial intelligence was omitted, too, which leads 
to an additional mention about the relationship between retention and engagement, 
specifically noting how specific strategies may be employed to increase the ultimate 
output and outcomes of reinventing and reimaging what teacher preparation might 
look like for special educators in the future. Because this paper’s primary aim is 
to consider the ways in which artificial intelligence tools might be utilized in the 
preparation of special educators, conceptualizing the work of teacher preparation 
more deeply than simply offering a degree, there must be, albeit, brief conversation 
about how some student see AI as a way to stay current and engaged with coursework 
material and classroom experiences.

Harvard University’s Graduate School of Education conducted a study wherein 
they elicited student thinking in a survey, centering questions about artificial in-
telligence and its use within classroom settings. The Harvard Graduate School of 
Education shares:

Of the teens surveyed, many admitted to using AI to cheat on assignments, 
homework, or tests. But while academic integrity remains a concern for both adults 
and teens alike, many study participants highlighted positive academic experiences 
they’ve had with generative AI. AI was called “the modern approach to learning,” 
while other teens surveyed pointed out that “not all kids use it to cheat in school. 
Reflecting insights heard from teens and young adults about their excitement for 
the future of generative AI, teens also wanted adults to know they can be trusted 
to, as one participant wrote, “use it in a good way,” such as asking for help starting 
papers or to create an individualized learning plan. (p. 2)

Ladson-​Billings (2007) notes that university teacher education programs are 
antiquated and barely existing in their failing attempts to recruit and graduate diverse 
teacher candidates. By ensuring that AI tools start to become more embedded into 
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core course curricula, teacher educators might be able to reinvigorate the profession, 
especially the training that must occur within the work. Seemingly, many students 
want to stay on the cusp of what is current and we, as teacher preparers, must be 
willing to, at best, explore tools that may enhance our overall work of, in this case, 
preparing special educators in the most progressive and applicable ways possible, 
leveraging technologies, even if albeit heuristically imperfect. Regardless of the 
technology, of course, the knowledge and art of teaching students with disabilities 
is still paramount and must be done by an experienced practitioner who has the 
wherewithal to ensure that, technology is used as a tool to assist the learning process, 
not in sole replacement of deep, rich pedagogical methodologies.

Again, the primary focus of this paper is to demonstrate how AI tools and 
technologies might be used to train and develop students formally learning special 
education practices within coursework settings at a largely diverse community 
college in the Mid-​Atlantic region within the United States of America. Within an 
introductory course to special education, students are asked to perform several tasks, 
i.e., research historical legal cases that contributed to special education precedents 
within the American legal systems, create a lesson plan with clear evidence-​based 
practices to be utilized for students with disabilities, present findings about Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 categories, including 
possible student behavioral manifestations, and other major assignments (IDEA, 
2004). This type of historical and pedagogical opportunity allows students to witness 
the past, present, and potential future of special education, while simultaneously 
creating and ideating supports for students with disabilities. Recently, a new, major 
assignment was added to the curricula for the course, which is illustrated in Figure 
1 (see Appendix A).
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Figure 1. Artificial Intelligence (AI) Gadget and Website Scavenger Hunt and Cri-
tique Assignment Cycle

First, by allowing students to freely explore gives them a bound autonomy to 
increase their practices and skill set of being a research-​investigator, a skill that will 
undoubtedly be helpful when they begin their careers as teachers of record (Zigmond 
& Kloo, 2017). This sense of autonomy underscores what empowerment theorists 
would note as being evidence when instructors can rely on the results of this paper 
due to its facilitation of the learning process in the classroom and beyond the brick-​
and-​mortar system by leading students from behind. As mentioned by Joseph (2020), 
“If provided with ample opportunities for leadership on course assignments, students 
may become more empowered by learning their own way . . . [a] mastery of the 
empowerment theory would certainly prepare students for a better understanding 
of an avalanche of new . . . ideas in both clinical and non-​clinical settings. (Joseph, 
2020, p. 11-​12). This helps researchers to understand allow the types of assignments 
within coursework allows the practicability of technology to come to the forefront 
of teaching and learning, particularly as a chance for practitioners to experiment 
and take calculated risks with the content, while keeping students with disabilities 
at the center of the work.

Additionally, ensuring that they are able to record and present their findings is 
an opportunity for students to get comfortable being the knowledgeable other within 
the context of finding and reporting on an AI tool that will be useful to them and 
their practices. At the conclusion of the assignment, the videos are shared through 
a cloud folder so students have a crowd-​sourced, curated menu of AI tools that may 
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be learned and used well beyond the conclusion of the course. From this assign-
ment, students have been able to find AI tools that assist with text adaptation, social 
narratives, and a myriad of other evidence-​based practices found within the rich 
instructional history of special education; this is just one of many ways by which 
teachers-​educators might develop special educators abilities to utilize AI in their 
instructional practices, specifically to support students with disabilities and their 
families (Wallace & Abel, 2021).

Embedding meaningful assignments centered on discovering the utility of artifi-
cial intelligence within special education settings is imperative to the continuation 
of exposing students to what will inevitably be our future work–educators yoking 
the strength of technology, specifically artificial intelligences, so we might be able 
to facilitate deeper connections between the ways teachers are trained to work and 
support students with disabilities and their families, as well as connecting practical 
tools that students might be able to turnkey into the classroom setting, as they work 
with students with learning disabilities and difficulties. This type of AI assignment 
aligns well with the expected course outcomes, and, because of the intended outcomes 
of the assignment, aligns well with several standards found within the Practice-​Based 
Standards for the Preparation of Special Educators (2022).

CONCLUSION

There is still quite a considerable amount of work to do to purposefully and 
meaningfully embed AI as tools within the work of preparing special educators 
to be practical and well prepared to meet the needs of the students they serve. By 
allowing AI to appear within the work of special education-​teacher preparation, the 
professor, acting as the expert, can provide meaningful feedback, leading to addi-
tional discoveries for students based upon the work they have ultimately submitted 
(see Appendix B) to explore even more research and resources that may lead to even 
deeper connections (see Appendix C).

Moreover, teachers able to use emerging technologies coincides with the teacher 
empower model and teacher empowerment theory, ensuring that teachers are given 
agency and a voice in the decision-​making processes that affect their work and their 
students with disabilities (Mokhlis & Abdullah, 2024; Short & Rinehart, 1992; Wu, 
2024). For example, teachers are able to explore more tools that will inevitably sup-
port their students’ learning, removing the barriers that some curricula may bring in 
the space of specialized instruction. This opportunity for teachers to, in an efficient 
and timely manner, create and implement artificial intelligence tools to enhance 
their students’ utility of technology as a leveraging support is critical, and addresses 
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several domains, i.e., self-​efficacy, autonomy, decision-​making, and impact, within 
the theoretical framework of empowerment (Yang et al., 2024).

Of course, more research and development are necessary for the ethical implica-
tions of allowing AI to support novice special educators, as well as the review and 
codification of useful tools done by experienced practitioners within and throughout 
special education. Additionally, it is necessary to begin ensuring that there is official 
guidance from an accrediting body within special education teacher preparation, as 
there may be some teacher preparation programs, specifically for special education 
teacher preparation, that may give additional accessibility and allowance to ensure 
that special education teacher preparation work occurs without potential barriers 
from internal controls found within some institutions of higher education, as well 
as teacher preparation programs that are incepted within and for local education 
agencies.

We know that it takes much more than a degree or coursework to become and 
effective special educator. We know that there is a functional relationship between 
the intervention and mentor knowledge as well as the ability to identify compo-
nents of specialized instruction, and, most importantly, novice special educators 
improve their instructional practices after being mentored by those who received 
the professional development and specialized coaching (Cornelius, Rosenberg, & 
Sandmel, 2019). Beyond the work of institutions of higher education, High-​quality, 
meaningful PD opportunities for teachers working in inclusive settings is critical to 
the continued success of children with disabilities (Francois, 2020). The future of 
curating meaningful experiences for those training to become special educators is 
dependent on the field to be able to coexist with artificial intelligence and so many 
other emerging technologies.

Finally, any effective shift within education systems or contexts requires real 
and thoughtful leadership—leaders who are willing subscribe to a critical and 
comprehensive theory of change (Fullan, 2007). Theory of change, a particular 
approach for making underlying assumptions in a change project explicit and using 
the desired outcomes of the project as a mechanism to guide project planning, im-
plementation, and evaluation, involves single change initiatives, and is marked by 
choosing the right sources, i.e., literature, experts, and other elements curated by a 
carefully selected project team (Reinholz & Andrews, 2020). If community colleges 
become bold enough to thoughtfully adopt AI tools as an emerging technology in 
teacher preparation, local education agencies and schoolhouses must be in a position 
to rightfully receive the innovative teaching practices. Local education agencies 
and schools must continue working closely with community college and see them 
as partners in the work of providing the most effective practices for students with 
disabilities, beyond dual enrollment or middle college practices (Giani, Krawietz, 
Whittaker, 2023; Johnson et al., 2024). There must be a willingness shared between 
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stakeholders, even parents of students with disabilities, to learn and understand how 
educational landscapes are increasingly shifting towards AI tools and technology. 
School administrators must have an expectation to see how coursework enhancements 
for the teachers who teach in their schools help and ultimately benefit learners with 
disabilities under their care. There must be a greater alignment and working rela-
tionship between those who teach special educators to enact innovative approaches 
in coursework at the collegiate level and those who supervise, observe, and review 
the performance of special educators within the classroom setting. With greater 
alignment between stakeholders
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APPENDIX

Assignment Details for the AI Gadget and Website Scavenger Hunt and Critique

AI Gadget and Website Scavenger Hunt and Critique

For this assignment, you need to select an AI tool from the following webpage: https://​
www​.futurepedia​.io/​

The AI tool you select must clearly demonstrate its usefulness for students with disabil-
ities, families, and/or school staff members whose sole focus is to support students with 
disabilities. This should be a resource that is user-​friendly and helpful—something you will 
be able to take into your school as a teacher and utilize, and preferably free or low-​cost.

You will present your findings to the class in a micro-​presentation (no more than 3-​5 
minutes). You can record yourself on whatever device is easiest for you to use, i.e., Zoom, 
etc. In the past, students have recorded a screen-​share and talked about the site; however, 
there is no one right way to do this assignment.

Note: Presentations should include a one-​pager. A one-​pager provides an overview of 
the topic, a summary of the most salient points, important facts, and other relevant infor-
mation related to the topic.
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