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ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF ITINERANT

SPECIALIST TEACHERS OF DEAF AND

HARD OF HEARING STUDENTS

The landscape of K–12 education has
changed dramatically over the past 30
years, and teacher preparation and in-
service training programs have often
struggled to keep pace with many of
the prevailing trends. One such trend
is the mainstreaming1 of students with
disabilities and the concurrent goal of
educational inclusion. Thirty years ago,
most deaf and hard of hearing students
were educated in separate schools or
programs. More recently, due in large
part to federal legislation such as Sec-
tion 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973 and the Individuals With Disabili-
ties Education Act of 1975 (IDEA),
most attend “mainstream,” or regular,

schools. Initially this often meant
placement in a separate class in a reg-
ular school, but today it more often
means education within regular classes.
Data on students ages 6 to 21 years
with hearing impairments served un-
der IDEA compared school place-
ment from 1990–1991 with that for
1999–2000 (see Twenty-Fourth An-

nual Report to Congress on the Imple-

mentation of the Individuals With

Disabilities Education Act, U.S. De-
partment of Education, 2002). In the
1990–1991 school year approximately
79% of deaf and hard of hearing stu-
dents received their education in main-
stream schools; by 1999–2000 this had
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increased to 84%. Of these students,
those in regular classes2 increased
from 34% to 48%, while the propor-
tion in separate classes declined cor-
respondingly, from 41% to 29%. The
Twenty-Sixth Annual Report to Con-

gress on the Implementation of the

Individuals With Disabilities Educa-

tion Act (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2004) showed continuation of
this trend through 2002, with in-
creases to 86% in mainstream schools
and 50% in regular classes.

This shift in educational placement
has required specialist teachers of deaf
and hard of hearing students to rede-
fine the nature of their work. In partic-
ular, these teachers must focus less on
direct instruction and more on consul-
tation and collaboration with general
education teachers and other main-
stream school personnel. These spe-
cialists have been called “itinerant
teachers” because their student case-
loads usually span several schools
within one or more districts. Using the
car as an office, they travel from school
to school to meet with students, regu-
lar class teachers, and access service
providers for 1 or more hours a week.
Their roles vary depending on the
needs of the student and the resources
of the school. New medical interven-
tions such as cochlear implants, and
the broad array of support services
(e.g., interpreters, speech-to-text pro-
grams, and sign coaches), require
these teachers to constantly expand
their knowledge and skills. In short,
itinerant teachers wear many different
hats, and must enter the classroom
with a very deep “toolbox.” They must
also be able to adjust their roles and
add to this toolbox on a regular basis.

The objective of the present study
was to describe the roles and respon-
sibilities of practicing itinerant special-
ist teachers of deaf and hard of
hearing students (itinerant teachers)
and determine where and how they

learned the skills they use in their
daily work. We have used the results
of the study to develop recommen-
dations for preparation and continu-
ing education programs for itinerant
teachers.

The remainder of the present arti-
cle is organized into five sections: (a) a
review of the literature, (b) research
design and methods, (c) survey results,
(d) interview and observation results,
and (e) discussion, including sugges-
tions for further research.

Review of the Literature
In spite of the growth of mainstream-
ing and the related increase in the
number of itinerant teachers of deaf
and hard of hearing students, there is
still relatively little research regarding
this specialty area. In this section of
the present article we review core
studies of itinerant teaching, with the
goal of describing what is known
about this specialty, including tasks
performed by itinerant teachers and
challenges they experience in doing
their jobs.

Hyde and Power (2004) describe
three models of itinerant teacher
work with students: team teaching
(also known as coteaching), consulta-
tive support to the regular education
teacher, and “pullout.” These three
models can be viewed as a continuum
from most to least inclusive. Team
teaching, in which the itinerant and
regular class teachers share the in-
structional role within the regular
class, is the most inclusive. The least
inclusive is pullout, which involves
the itinerant teacher taking the deaf
or hard of hearing student out of the
regular classroom for short periods to
provide direct instruction in support
of classroom work. The consultative
model, in which the itinerant teacher
visits the class and offers suggestions
to the regular class teacher regarding
inclusion of the deaf or hard of hear-

ing student, falls somewhere in the
middle.

Even though research has docu-
mented the benefits of coteaching
(Kluwin, 1999; Luckner, 1999) and con-
sultation (Luckner & Howell, 2002),
pullout is still used most frequently
(Luckner & Miller, 1994; Power & Hyde,
2003). One explanation is that pullout
work most closely builds on itinerants’
preservice training, which still tends to
focus on separate instruction (Luckner,
1991; Luckner & Howell, 2002; Luckner
& Miller, 1994; Hyde & Power, 2004).
Other reasons include limited con-
tinuing education opportunities in
coteaching and consultation, lack of
knowledge of the general education
curriculum and teaching practice, and
time constraints on both itinerants and
regular class teachers (Antia, 1999;
Hyde & Power, 2004; Luckner & How-
ell, 2002; Yarger & Luckner, 1999).

Tasks performed by itinerant teach-
ers include adapting instructional
methods and materials, troubleshoot-
ing problems with hearing aids and
FM systems, coordinating team meet-
ings, giving workshops to mainstream
teachers, communicating with par-
ents, traveling among schools, devel-
oping educational plans, conducting
assessments, and providing academic
support to students (Hyde & Power,
2004; Luckner & Howell, 2002; Luck-
ner & Miller, 1994; Yarger & Luckner,
1999). Essential skills identified by
itinerants include organizational, me-
diation, advocacy, and collaborative
skills; expertise in a range of subject
areas; and the ability to negotiate their
roles in the regular classroom (Konza
& Paterson, 1996).

Interviews with 25 experienced
itinerant teachers yielded topics that
should be taught in preservice pro-
grams (Luckner & Howell, 2002). Ex-
amples include interpersonal skills,
teaching deaf and hard of hearing
students with multiple disabilities,

VOLUME 153, NO. 5, 2008/2009 AMERICAN ANNALS OF THE DEAF

436

ITINERANT SPECIALIST TEACHERS OF DEAF AND HARD OF HEARING STUDENTS

17264-AAD153.5  2/9/09  11:57 AM  Page 436



cochlear implants, consultation mod-
els and methods, organizational skills,
the individualized education program
(IEP) process, reading and language
instruction, and strategies to help stu-
dents understand their hearing loss
and develop self-advocacy skills.

While direct work with students is
still the main focus of itinerant work,
advising and consulting with regular
education teachers is receiving more
attention (Hyde & Power, 2004; Luck-
ner & Howell, 2002; Yarger & Luckner,
1999).

Luckner (1991) reports that suc-
cessful consultation with regular class
teachers requires an ability to sched-
ule informal meetings with teachers
to discuss student progress, establish
mutual trust with other professionals,
adapt instructional materials, suggest
modifications to the class environ-
ment, and help general education
teachers work with interpreters or
note takers; he lists effective commu-
nication as the top-ranked compe-
tency for carrying out these tasks. In
her study of the roles of special educa-
tors and classroom teachers, Antia
(1999) concludes that special educa-
tors may find a balance between pro-
viding service to the deaf child and
supporting the classroom teacher.
She proposes that knowledge of the
general class curriculum and teaching
methods is essential, since without it
specialists may have unrealistic expec-
tations of general education teachers
or make suggestions that do not
match the teacher’s style or the cul-
ture of the classroom.

Research has identified challenges
to itinerant teaching. For example,
studies have found that itinerants of-
ten experience isolation in their work
(Konza & Paterson, 1996; Yarger &
Luckner, 1999) and have heavy case-
loads that reduce time to work with
students or consult with classroom
teachers (Antia, 1999). Hyde and Power

(2004) connect isolation to the pre-
dominant pullout method of instruc-
tion, since this approach reduces
opportunities for contact between the
itinerant and other school profession-
als. Beginning itinerant teachers have
expressed concern about not having
enough time for their planning and
coordination responsibilities, variations
of policy and procedure across school
districts, and the nonaccepting atti-
tudes of regular education teachers
toward deaf and hard of hearing stu-
dents (Guteng, 2005).

A recurring concern raised by re-
search on itinerant teaching is that
most preparation programs for teach-
ers of students who are deaf or hard
of hearing prepare teachers to work in
self-contained classrooms. This con-
cern is supported by findings that
some itinerant teachers feel their
preparation program did not provide
them with the skills or experiences
needed for their work (Luckner &
Howell, 2002; Luckner & Miller, 1994;
Schmidt & Stipe, 1991). A review of
the 2003 standards from the Council
on Education of the Deaf, Office of
Program Evaluation, illustrates this
trend. For example, Manual I (Stan-

dards for Programs Preparing Teach-

ers of Students Who Are Deaf and

Hard of Hearing) states that deaf
and hard of hearing students may be
educated in a range of settings, but
the itinerant model is rarely men-
tioned and a list of specializations
within the field does not include the
itinerant or consulting teacher. Man-
ual II (Procedures for Evaluating

Programs Preparing Teachers of

Students Who Are Deaf and Hard 

of Hearing) includes itinerant place-
ments in a list of possible practicum
sites but not in the list of graduate
employment settings. In general, the
specialized skills needed for itinerant
teaching—even the position itself—
are often overlooked.

Research Design 
and Methods
The present study has a mixed-
method design. The primary source
of data was a survey of itinerant teach-
ers regarding the nature of their work
and areas in which they felt addi-
tional instruction and resources were
needed. Respondents were asked to
list up to 10 tasks they performed in
the course of their work, rank-order
these tasks by level of importance,
and note where or how they learned
these tasks. They were also asked
whether the task should be included
in educational preparation or continu-
ing education programs. Finally, they
were asked their level of interest in
further study should continuing edu-
cation or in-service materials become
available on a particular topic or skill.
Survey results were supplemented by
qualitative data that included findings
from a focus group with eight itiner-
ant teachers, as well as field observa-
tions and individual interviews with
two teachers in local schools.

Data Sources
Surveys were collected in two formats.
First, paper copies of surveys were dis-
tributed to itinerant teachers at state-
level educational and support services
conferences in Arizona, California, and
New York during the 2005–2006 aca-
demic year. Additionally, paper copies
of surveys with return envelopes were
mailed to 33 itinerant teachers who
had worked with or graduated from
our teacher preparation program at
the National Technical Institute for the
Deaf. A total of 87 completed paper
surveys were returned. (See Appendix
A to view the paper version of the
survey.)

Second, in April 2006 an online ver-
sion of the survey was developed and
distributed electronically to members
of itinerant teacher organizations in
several states, with permission and
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assistance from these organizations.
The online survey was introduced to
potential respondents via an e-mail in
which the purpose of the study was
explained; those who elected to com-
plete the survey were asked to click
on the link provided in the e-mail,
which took them to the survey. Upon
completion they clicked the “submit”
bar, which returned the survey to our
survey data bank. Many respondents
also forwarded the survey to col-
leagues in other states. In total, 183
electronic surveys were received, for a
combined total of 270. While the con-
tent is the same, the formatting of the
electronic version is slightly different
from that of the paper version due to
constraints intrinsic to the online sur-
vey tool.

Field observations and interviews
were conducted through a local organ-
ization providing educational support
services, including itinerant teaching,
to mainstreamed deaf and hard of
hearing students. In spring 2006, a fo-
cus group was conducted with eight
itinerant teachers from this organi-
zation. Topics focused on core work
roles, tasks, and skills, as well as rec-
ommendations regarding preparation
to enter this specialty. In the fall,
school observations were completed
with two itinerant teachers; one indi-
vidual was accompanied for 2 days, and
the other for 1 day. The range of activi-
ties and roles reflected in the daily
work of each teacher was recorded in
field notes. Both teachers were inter-
viewed individually after the school
visits to follow up on recorded activi-
ties and gather more general data on
their experience.

Survey Results
This section reports a descriptive
summary of survey data, noting those
tasks viewed by itinerants as the most
important and where they acquired

this knowledge or skill. Additionally,
their recommendations for skill areas
to include in teacher preparation or
continuing education programs are
described.

In total, 270 surveys were returned.
Of these, 60 were removed prior to
analysis because the respondent did
not describe his or her current work
as primarily itinerant teaching, or did
not describe any of the tasks he or she
did on the job. As a result, 210 re-
turned surveys were included in the
final data set for analysis.

Respondents who completed the
reduced set of 210 surveys described
themselves as practicing itinerant
teachers. Their range of teaching ex-
perience was between less than 1 year
and 39 years, with a mean of 16.3
years. While some specialized in work
with students at specific grade levels,
most had worked with a broader spec-
trum from preschool through high
school, and taught a wide range of
subjects. Responses were received
from 20 states, with the largest num-
bers coming from New York (29),
Georgia (28), California (27), Arizona
(19), Texas (18), Iowa (14), and Col-
orado (11). States with fewer than 10
responses included Alaska, Arkansas,
Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Ken-
tucky, Nebraska, Pennsylvania, Utah,
Virginia, West Virginia, and Washing-
ton. (Information was unavailable for
20 respondents.) Not every respon-
dent listed 10 tasks. Most listed at
least three, and then the frequency of
responses began to go down. For ex-
ample, while all 210 respondents
listed a first task and 209 listed a sec-
ond, only 46 listed a ninth task and
just 43 listed a tenth. In total, 1,304
tasks were available for analysis.

One of the challenges in analyzing
the data was that respondents were
asked to describe the tasks they per-
formed in their own words, which re-

sulted in a wide range of responses.
While we could have offered a prede-
termined list of tasks based on prior re-
search, we selected an open-ended
approach to give respondents the
widest latitude possible in describing
their work. In doing so, we hoped to
capture their experience in greater
detail and to identify nuances that
might not be as visible with a more
structured approach. Paper survey re-
sponses were typed into the online
survey form. All surveys were con-
verted to an Excel database for coding
and analysis. We independently re-
viewed a portion of responses and
developed lists of possible code cate-
gories. We then met to discuss our
ideas, and created the following list
of seven code categories (not in rank
order):

Code 1: Work with students (Stu-
dents)

Code 2: Work with regular class
teachers and other school per-
sonnel (Personnel)

Code 3: Planning, assessment, and
record keeping (Planning)

Code 4: Coordination, liaison, meet-
ings, and scheduling tasks (Coor-
dination)

Code 5: Work with parents (Parents)
Code 6: Providing technical support

(Technical)
Code 7: Lists of skills and qualities

needed in an itinerant (Skills)

Task responses were then coded for
(assigned to) one or more categories.
While most responses were coded
for a single category, a smaller number
of double-coded or triple-coded re-
sponses raised the total number of
coded responses to 1,361. Multiple
coding occurred when respondents
described tasks that fit within two 
or more codes. For example, the re-
sponse “I provide information to

VOLUME 153, NO. 5, 2008/2009 AMERICAN ANNALS OF THE DEAF

438

ITINERANT SPECIALIST TEACHERS OF DEAF AND HARD OF HEARING STUDENTS

17264-AAD153.5  2/9/09  11:57 AM  Page 438



teachers and parents about deafness”
would be coded for both personnel
and parents.

Five questions guided the analysis.
First, which kinds of tasks did respon-
dents list most often? Second, how
did respondents rank-order the im-
portance of the tasks they listed?
Third, where did respondents learn
these tasks? Fourth, did respondents
feel that these tasks should be part of
a teacher preparation or continuing
education program? And fifth, if a
workshop or course were offered
about a task, would respondents be
interested in taking or attending such
a workshop or course? The remainder
of this section of the present article is
organized around answering these
questions and providing descriptions

of code categories, with examples of
tasks coded for each category.

Frequency of Task

When examined for frequency, the
category Work With Students was by
far the largest, containing almost
twice as many comments as the next
largest category. Figure 1 summarizes
frequency for all categories, with each
category shown as a percentage of the
whole.

Code 1: Work With Students

Since the Work With Students cate-
gory was so large, responses were fur-
ther assigned to one of five subcodes:
(a) academic, (b) personal/social, (c)
language arts, (d) communication,
and (e) general comments. Figure 2

summarizes frequency of tasks listed
in each of these categories as a per-
centage of the whole.

Tasks coded as academic focused
on helping students succeed in class
work. Most often this support was
given during pullout sessions, in
which the student was removed from
the class for individual tutoring. Re-
lated activities such as lesson planning
and materials development are also
coded in this category. Examples of
tasks and activities coded for this cate-
gory, taken verbatim from the surveys,
include:

• Learning strategies/study skills
• Lessons targeted to the stu-

dent’s needs or deficiency
• Preparing lesson plans
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Figure 1

Frequency of Tasks by Category, as Percentages of the Whole
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Figure 2

Frequency of Tasks Within Subcodes of the Category of Work With Students, as Percentage of the Whole
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• Preteaching and reteaching aca-
demics in manner more easily
understood by student

Supporting students’ development
of personal and social skills was the
second largest subcategory of Work
With Students. Examples include:

• Supporting/fostering self-advo-
cacy in D/HH students

• Teach coping skills as a D/HH
student + self esteem 

• Teach students how to function
independently in comparison to
same-age peers

• Preparing students for after high
school graduation

• Helping the students, if desired,
to network/socialize with other
D/HH kids

While language arts are taught as a
regular school subject, respondents’
comments suggested that deaf and
hard of hearing students often need
additional instruction in this area as a
foundation for success in all academic
subjects. Examples of these comments
include:

• Improving reading skills and in-
creasing vocabulary

• Teach students how to ex-
press their thoughts effectively
through writing

• Preteach/teach/reteach vocabu-
lary for mainstreamed classes

Respondents provided a range of
support for students’ communication
skills. Most often this took the form of
auditory or speech training, but a few
cited teaching students sign language
and helping them to work effectively
with interpreters. Examples include:

• Teaching students how to read
their audiograms & interact with
audiologist

• Educate students to wear their
amplification & let others know
of their hearing needs

• Teaching kids the correct way to
use an interpreter

• Teaching listening skills, follow-
ing directions and attending
skills in the classroom or con-
versation

The final subcode was created to
hold comments describing work with
students that were not explicit enough
to be coded in one of the other four
subcodes. Examples include:

• Keeping up with each student
• Using appropriate methods for

teaching D/HH students
• Working 1:1 with students or in

small groups

Code 2: Work With Regular 

Class Teachers and Other 

School Personnel

The second category focused on
providing support and consultation
to school personnel. Regular class
teachers were cited most often; re-
spondents said they provided these
colleagues with information and
strategies to increase their effective-
ness with the deaf and hard of hear-
ing students in their classes. Some
comments were broader, describing
the need to educate school adminis-
trators, special education teachers,
and other staff within the larger
school setting about deafness and
deaf learners. While much of this
work was done through individual
consultation and collaboration, devel-
oping and providing workshops was
also frequently mentioned. A small
but distinct subset of responses in
this code category emphasized the
need for itinerants to advocate on
behalf of deaf and hard of hearing
students with school personnel. Ex-
amples include:

• Providing regular class teachers
with information regarding deaf-
ness & strategies for working
with DHH students in the regu-
lar classroom

• Teacher in-service: information
about the student’s hearing
impairment, type of amplifica-
tion (use/maintenance), discuss
support services and accom-
modations

• Planning/providing general ed.
teachers with teaching strategies

Code 3: Planning, Assessment,

and Record Keeping

Tasks coded for the category Plan-
ning, Assessment, and Record Keep-
ing focused on the paperwork and
planning required by school, state,
and federal regulations, including
preparation and implementation of
IEPs, assessments of progress and re-
porting, placement decisions, testing
modifications, and general record
keeping. Examples include

• Evaluation and assessment of
the level of service needed by
the student

• Developing IEP plans to reflect
unique needs of students that
are useful and measurable and
are within the legal require-
ments

• Documentation keeper
• Assess the student’s progress

and modify current goals and
objectives based upon evalua-
tion of formal tests measures,
informal inventories, and oral &
written language samples

Code 4: Coordination, Liaison,

Meetings, and Scheduling Tasks

Responses regarding coordination, li-
aison, meetings, and scheduling tasks
were related to coordinating, sched-
uling, and monitoring services for
students, and included team meeting

VOLUME 153, NO. 5, 2008/2009 AMERICAN ANNALS OF THE DEAF

440

ITINERANT SPECIALIST TEACHERS OF DEAF AND HARD OF HEARING STUDENTS

17264-AAD153.5  2/9/09  11:57 AM  Page 440



attendance, time management, and
functioning as a liaison among vari-
ous people and departments within
schools. Rapport with school staff was
considered especially important. As
one respondent wrote, “Having a sen-
sitivity to each school’s ‘personality’
and method of operation is very much
a part of whether you will be wel-
comed or dreaded as you enter ‘their’
territory and try to help each stu-
dent.” Examples include:

• Scheduling services in multiple
schools with multiple teachers

• Liaison between student, teach-
ers, parents, administrators

• Coordinating services with out-
side agencies

•Supervising interpreters and pro-
viding support for them

Code 5: Work With Parents

Respondents said they often provided
support to the parents of the students
in their caseload, including informa-
tion about deafness, communication
and educational options, updates on
students’ educational progress, and
suggestions regarding technical sup-
port systems and services. Examples
include:

• Encourage and support par-
ents in requiring children to
wear amplification and to pro-
vide an enriching home envi-
ronment

• Helping parents advocate for
their child

• Work with families (facilitate
communication/language learn-
ing, support emotionally, pro-
vide introduction to deafness/
Deaf culture, etc.)

• Encouraging parents to be ac-
tive in child’s progress, includ-
ing teaching some sign language

Code 6: Providing 

Technical Support

Tasks coded for technical support
were explicitly tied to the use of tech-
nology, either by individual students
or in the context of a larger support
service network within the school and
classroom. Respondents often said
they were responsible for all tasks re-
lated to specialized equipment used
by deaf and hard of hearing students.
Examples include:

• Troubleshooting hearing aids
and FM systems. Place special-
ized equipment in D/HH stu-
dents’ classroom and monitor
the equipment through the
year

• Follow up maintenance for am-
plification equipment; document-
ing usage, listening check, battery
check, cleaning ear molds, and
troubleshooting when necessary.

• Purchasing auditory equipment

Code 7: Lists of Skills and

Qualities Needed in Itinerants

The comments on skills and qualities
were directed more at knowledge,
qualities, and skills needed by itiner-
ants than at activities and tasks per-
formed. Also included are general
comments regarding health and safety
on the job and ongoing professional
development activities as they relate
to acquisition of knowledge and skills.
Examples include:

• Keeping up with technology
and opportunities that would
offer independence and social
experience for the deaf and hh
students

• Knowing about secondary dis-
abilities

• To have a solid understanding
of normal brain development
and its relation to audition, how
that impacts language acquisi-

tion and its effects on literacy
development

• Taking care of myself—with
constant travel and time pres-
sure during the day, making
sure you have time for lunch
and some time to take a breath
and regroup can easily get lost
in the shuffle. When you find
that “lunch” has become eat-
ing “Combos” off the front seat
of the car while racing down
the Thruway at 60 mph, it 
is time to re-evaluate your
schedule

Rank Order of Tasks

Respondents found it difficult to
rank-order their tasks. Those who
completed the paper version often as-
signed the same ranking to several
tasks, and those who used the online
version frequently noted in their addi-
tional comments that they felt that
many if not most tasks were equally
important. However, we did examine
the data to see if some tasks were
more often mentioned first by re-
spondents, and found that, at 28%,
Work With Regular Class Teachers
and Other School Personnel was
most often the first task listed when
viewed as a percentage of all com-
ments coded for this category, fol-
lowed by Work With Students (20%).
These two categories also reflected
higher-ranking levels when this ap-
proach is expanded to include the
first five task levels. Figure 3 shows
these results.

Given respondents’ difficulties with
rank-ordering tasks, these results
should be interpreted with caution.
However, we can say that 86% of tasks
related to work with school personnel
were among the first five tasks listed
in this category, 78% of tasks related
to working with students were among
the first five tasks listed in this cate-
gory, and so forth.
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Where Tasks Were Learned

For each skill or task listed, respon-
dents were asked to identify where
they learned it. Formatting of the pa-
per survey was slightly different from
that of the online version. For the pa-
per survey, respondents were asked to
consider whether they learned the
task in their educational preparation
program or on the job. However,
since they were writing their answer,
they could choose to indicate one,
both, or a different learning venue al-
together. In the online version, re-
spondents could select “educational
preparation program” or “on-the-job
experience” by clicking the button
next to it, or choose an open text box
to indicate both or add a different
learning venue.

Responses to this question were
coded as one of the following: on-the-

job (those who wrote or selected only
this response), educational prepara-
tion program (those who wrote or se-
lected only this response), both (those
who wrote “both” or selected the open
text box to indicate both on-the-
job and educational preparation pro-
grams), and other combinations (those
who wrote or selected the open text
box to list only other learning venues
or other venues in combination with
work or educational preparation pro-
grams). Figure 4 summarizes results
across all task categories. Table 1 pro-
vides a breakdown by category.

As illustrated in Figure 4, respon-
dents learned more often through on-
the-job experience than any other
venue, including educational prepara-
tion programs. Table 1 confirms this
result in that for all tasks listed, on-
the-job experience was most fre-

quently selected as the venue where
skills or knowledge were acquired.
However, when each venue is exam-
ined separately, it becomes clear that
some tasks were mentioned more fre-
quently than others within each
venue. For example, tasks related to
the categories Work With Students
(27%) and Planning, Assessment, and
Record Keeping (20%) were selected
more often than other tasks within
the educational preparation venue,
while Coordination and Work With
Parents were selected more often
than other tasks within the on-the-job
venue. Other learning venues listed
by respondents included school-
based in-service, conferences, the
d/Deaf community, and independent
learning. Table 2 presents the same in-
formation for subcodes of the Work
With Students category.
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Figure 3

Percentage of Tasks Listed in the Top Five, by Category
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Where Respondents Learned a Task
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On-the-job experience was selected
most often for all tasks except lan-
guage arts, which had higher rates of
selection for preparation programs.
Other results from Table 2 indicate
that on-the-job experience was se-
lected most often for tasks associated
with students’ personal/social skill de-
velopment, while both preparation
programs and on-the-job-experience
were frequently selected for academic
tasks. Alternative venues such as
those included in “other combina-
tions” were frequently identified for
tasks associated with students’ com-
munication skills.

Inclusion of Tasks in Teacher

Preparation and Continuing

Education Programs

One of the goals of the present study
was to identify areas for teacher prepa-
ration and continuing education pro-
gram curricula. Again, formatting was
slightly different for the paper and on-
line versions of the survey. In the di-
rections for completing the relevant
question on the paper version, re-
spondents were asked whether they
thought the task “should be part of a
teacher preparation and/or continu-
ing education program,” but space
constraints limited the heading of the
response column for this question to
preparation programs. In the online
version, respondents were asked to
click a “Yes” or “No” button in re-
sponse to the question, “Do you think
this task should be part of a teacher
preparation program and/or continu-
ing education program?” Results are
summarized for all task categories in
Table 3 and for subcodes within the
working with students category in
Table 4.

Respondents overwhelmingly sup-
ported including all categories of
skills and tasks in preparation and
continuing education programs, with
strongest support for tasks related to
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Task Educational Other

category On the job preparation program Both combinations

Students 53 27 10 10

Personnel 72 13 12 3

Coordination 86 3 4 7

Planning 58 20 15 7

Parents 83 5 7 5

Technical 66 13 14 7

Skills 60 16 81 6

Table 1

Breakdown by Task Category of Where or How Respondents Learned a Task 
(by Percentage)

Educational Other

Task On the job preparation program Both combinations

Academic 47 30 15 8

Personal/social 72 15 4 9

Communication 44 31 7 18

Language arts 37 41 11 11

General 56 27 11 6

Table 2

Breakdown of Where or How Respondents Learned Tasks for the Category of Work
With Students (by Percentage)

Percentage of respondents who Percentage of respondents who

support inclusion in preparation expressed interest in taking a 

Task category and/or continuing education programs workshop or course

Students 99 80

Personnel 98 74

Coordination 89 61

Planning 98 69

Parents 96 69

Technical 98 79

Skills 90 74

Table 3

Results on Whether Tasks Should Be Part of Preparation or Continuing Education
Programs and Level of Interest in Continuing Education, Across All Task Categories

Percentage of respondents who Percentage of respondents who

support inclusion in preparation expressed interest in taking a 

Task and/or continuing education programs workshop or course

Academic 98 75

Personal/social 99 86

Communication 100 85

Language arts 100 82

General 97 75

Table 4

Results Within Category of Working With Students on Whether Tasks Should Be 
Part of Preparation or Continuing Education Programs, and Level of Interest in 
Continuing Education
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working with students and personnel,
planning and assessment, and techni-
cal support. Across the board, there
was slightly less interest in taking
workshops or courses. This not sur-
prising since respondents often
gained needed skills through on-the-
job experience. Even so, 61% or more
of the respondents expressed interest
in courses or workshops across all task
categories. Perhaps this is because
many felt that they did not learn this
skill in their preparation programs.
One person summarized this senti-
ment in her additional comments:

Everything that I do was learned by
doing. I was never trained in itinerant
teaching and wish I had been. In the
past it seemed that itinerant teachers
were sort of an afterthought. There
are very few people who actually
know what we do. I would love to at-
tend trainings specifically for itiner-
ant teachers.

Within the Work With Students
category, there was also universally
high support for including skills and
tasks from all subcode categories in
preparation and continuing educa-
tion programs. Respondents were
most interested in continuing educa-
tion related to students’ personal
and social skills, language arts, and
communication.

Results From Observations
and Interviews
Interview and observation data were
coded and analyzed for recurring
themes to describe how practicing
itinerant teachers understand their
roles, the tasks and skills they feel are
most important, and their recommen-
dations regarding resources that
would be most helpful to them as they
encounter new expectations and chal-
lenges in their work. For the present
article, only results related to key

tasks and skills are discussed, insofar
as they supplement the survey data.

Both school observations and in-
terviews support the survey results re-
garding core categories of itinerant
teacher tasks and skills. Tasks ob-
served during school visits included
academic tutoring, classroom visits,
meetings with school-based teams,
mentoring in areas of personal and so-
cial skills, scheduling for student sup-
port, record keeping, speech and
audiology training, and intensive
work in language arts. Focus groups
and individual interviews with teach-
ers yielded additional information.
The following quotes are a sampling of
the kinds of detail collected through
interviews, organized by the corre-
sponding survey task category:

Work With Students. I have deaf kids
that will park their butts all the way in
the back of the room and [I tell
them] . . . “You don’t have to be in
the front seat, but within the first
three seats in the front so you can
see the interpreter, so you can hear
the teacher, so you can see the black-
board ‘cuz you wear glasses . . . you
can’t sit all the way in the back of the
room and become invisible.” [sub-
category communication]

Another thing is the whole lan-
guage piece and the vocabulary
piece and here is a perfect example.
It was Groundhogs Day and I went
into some classrooms and had a hard
of hearing child in there; they are
talking all about if the groundhog
saw its shadow or not . . . So . . . when
I took my student out, I said to her
“So what is a shadow?” She had no
idea. Now, this was probably first
grade or second grade. [Most hear-
ing] kids know what a shadow is,
maybe no one ever taught them the
word, but they just know what a
shadow is. And my student had no
idea. Well, luckily the sun was shining

so I took her out the front door and
we saw her shadow. We saw a shadow
on the snow. And it was like, oh, now
she can [understand this word] . . .
so, that is just a dramatic example.
[subcategory language arts]

Work With School Personnel.

Clearing up some of the misconcep-
tions . . . I think people just assume
when they see a hearing aid that the
child can hear like their peers.

Just to keep working with teach-
ers [throughout the year] on that it
is your student, treat them just like
any other student . . . if nobody can
chew gum, don’t let your [deaf] kid
chew gum . . . You know, our kids get
away with so much and get treated
so differently.

Coordination. [I] look at the [note
takers’] notes and say, “Okay, I was sit-
ting in that class, does this reflect
what I think the student should have,
is this giving the student enough in-
formation?” So [I’m] checking the
notes and giving feedback to the note
taker so that she knows, because. . . .
They’re always asking me like “Are
they [notes] adequate, is this what
you need?”

Several general points emerged
from the observations and interviews.
First, these teachers used caution
when advising regular class teachers
regarding modifications to pedagogy.
When focusing on needs specific to
deaf and hard of hearing learners,
they tried to focus on the use of tech-
nology, the physical environment of
the classroom, and situations in which
the deaf or hard of hearing student is
completely unable to obtain access to
information. Examples include asking
the teacher to place the microphone
closer to his or her mouth, minimize
glaring light in the classroom, face the
class when speaking, and write assign-
ments on the board. Whenever possi-
ble, suggestions focused on changes
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that helped everyone, for example,
using Popsicle sticks with students’
names on them as a means of calling
on students since, as one teacher put
it, “If you can sort of tie it into how it
can help everyone . . . it really seems
to motivate them [regular class teach-
ers] a bit more.”

Second, itinerants said they had
more interaction with parents than
the regular class teacher, because
both itinerants and parents worked
closely to develop and implement IEP
goals. For example, when parents did
not want their child removed from the
class for remedial work, the itinerant
pushed into the class to work with the
deaf or hard of hearing child via small
group activity.

Third, itinerants said they generally
knew their students better than the
general education teacher(s) did. This
is not only because they worked with
them individually, but also because
they communicated directly with the
student rather than through an inter-
preter or text-based access service.
Further, the itinerants believed that
close rapport with the student was es-
sential to their job effectiveness. For
example, one must know when stu-
dents are struggling with an assign-
ment and when they are trying to
dodge the work. Similarly, working
with a student on speech develop-
ment requires a high level of trust and
acceptance.

Fourth, both interviews and obser-
vations suggest that the dynamic na-
ture of itinerant work makes the
development of universal or fixed job
descriptions impossible. The range of
tasks performed by itinerant teachers
is huge, reflecting a menu of possible
options rather than a fixed list of pre-
scribed activities. Based on the spe-
cific circumstances surrounding each
student served (e.g., student charac-
teristics, parent preferences, school
culture), selections from this menu

are used to generate individualized
plans. The itinerant teacher has as
many job descriptions as there are
students in his or her caseload, and
each description may change during
the school year. Thus, one teacher
said that she was the team leader for
students on her caseload in one
school, but in another school this role
was filled by the audiologist because
the school wanted a team leader who
was in the building all day and avail-
able to address issues as they arose.

Not surprisingly, the itinerant teach-
ers who were interviewed called flexi-
bility the most important quality for
their job. Examples given include be-
ing flexible in how you work with a
student by incorporating various ex-
pectations, including those of the par-
ents, even when they do not reflect
your preferred approach; adapting to
different school cultures, schedules,
and personnel; and modifying sched-
ules or planned tasks with a student
based on extracurricular activities,
last-minute assignments, or academic
progress. They were also clear that
itinerant work is not for everyone. In
addition to possessing strong teach-
ing skills, the itinerant teacher must
enjoy working independently, without
a “home base” location. He or she
should thrive on change and welcome
challenges that vary from school to
school. The itinerant must be able to
teach many subjects across a range of
grades and fit into different school
cultures. Finally, the itinerant teacher
must be an effective team leader, com-
municator, and liaison among the vari-
ous professionals who work together
to ensure the academic success of deaf
and hard of hearing students.

Discussion
Overall, the results of the present
study echo earlier research. Working
with students was the most frequently
mentioned task, and many of the other

tasks identified through surveys, inter-
views, and school observations are the
same as those found in earlier studies.
The qualities and knowledge needed
to be an itinerant teacher also reflect
earlier research; examples include in-
terpersonal and organizational skills,
familiarity with laws on education and
the IEP process, and strategies that
teach students how to advocate for
themselves. While pullout remains the
predominant instructional model, this
study confirms that consultation and
workshop development are emerging
as key skills for itinerants. For example,
although working with students was
the most frequently mentioned task in
this study, working with regular educa-
tion teachers and other school person-
nel appeared most often in the top five
tasks listed.

The results of the present study
also suggest that teacher preparation
programs are not adequately prepar-
ing itinerant teachers. While many re-
spondents were highly experienced
and therefore had learned skills on
the job, the gap between learning on
the job and in preparation programs
(67% to 17%) is too large. Moreover,
the strong support of survey respon-
dents for including all task areas in
preparation programs, in combina-
tion with their interest in continuing
education programs, indicates that
itinerant teachers often feel underpre-
pared for their work.

The survey results document areas
where there is an especially high
need for further training, both in
preparation and continuing education
programs. For example, the low per-
centage (13%) of respondents who
learned skills for working with main-
stream school personnel in their
teacher preparation program, and
the correspondingly high percentage
(74%) who expressed interest in
workshops or courses on this topic,
make it a high priority. Even in lan-
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guage arts (a subcode of the category
Work With Students)—which respon-
dents identified as most often covered
in preparation programs—there were
high levels of interest in continuing
education, which suggests that itin-
erant teachers feel that there is more
to learn in this area. We recommend
that directors of programs preparing
teachers of deaf and hard of hearing
students consider adding to their un-
dergraduate and graduate curricula
those skill areas in which respon-
dents said they received little formal
training. They may also wish to add a
continuing education component to
their program, focused on topics of
high interest to practicing teachers.

Limitations of the Study

There are several limitations to the
present study. First, the open-ended
survey format yielded a wide range of
responses that had to be coded within
a limited number of categories. This
approach, following the principles of
grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss,
1967), is by its nature a “bottom-up”
process requiring interpretation of in-
dividual comments by the researcher.
Most often used for analysis of data
gathered through unstructured inter-
views, this method is more difficult to
apply when one is faced with more
than 1,300 individual and often gen-
eral comments that could not readily
be clarified by follow-up questions. As
a result, code categories may overlap
to a degree that is incompatible with
the more structured process of de-
scriptive statistics. At the same time,
the approach did result in categories
of tasks and activities consistent with
findings from more traditional survey
studies on itinerant teaching.

Second, analysis of survey data re-
vealed several areas where questions
were formatted in ways that con-
strained the full range of response
choices. For example, when asked

where or how they learned a reported
task, respondents were not given a
simple way to select both preparation
programs and on-the-job experience.
Rather, they had to use the open text
box selection for this question (on-
line) or write “both” (paper). While
some did this, it nonetheless required
an additional step and willingness to
think outside the box (literally). Con-
sequently, we recommend caution
when interpreting the extremely high
response rate for on-the-job learning.

Third, the qualitative portion of
the present study is quite limited, and
caution must be used when interpret-
ing these results. As we noted earlier,
readers are advised to view this sec-
tion as supplemental, adding detail to
the survey results and offering some
contextual information regarding
the daily work of itinerant teachers.
Further observations and interviews
would greatly enhance the validity and
reliability of this part of the study.

Suggestions for 

Further Research

We recommend additional survey
studies to examine the percentage of
their time itinerants currently spend
in different task areas and to collect
needed information regarding appro-
priate delivery venues for continuing
education options. We also suggest
more qualitative research, including
school observations of itinerants at
work. In particular, interactions be-
tween itinerant and regular education
teachers should be explored to deter-
mine which consultative and collabo-
rative strategies are most effective,
and under what conditions. Given the
debate regarding pullout versus push-
in service models, experimental de-
sign studies are needed to document
the efficacy of each of these instruc-
tional approaches. Since most itiner-
ant teachers are hearing, both survey
and interview studies should be done

to explore the experience of itinerant
teachers who are deaf or hard of hear-
ing, and to document the challenges
they face in these professional roles. Fi-
nally, the mainstreaming trend for stu-
dents with disabilities includes many
teaching specialties; a meta-analysis of
practices, concerns, and continuing ed-
ucation needs regarding itinerant work
across other low-incidence disabilities
may yield curriculum suggestions that
can be implemented via core course
work for more than one specialty.

In conclusion, practice-based re-
search is essential to development of
high-quality professional preparation
and continuing education for educa-
tors. The field of deaf education is
changing rapidly due to social, politi-
cal, and legal trends, as well as med-
ical and technological advances in the
field of deafness. We hope that an ap-
plied, mixed-method study such as
the one we describe in the present ar-
ticle generates further discussion re-
garding emerging trends in the field
of itinerant teaching as well as practi-
cal suggestions regarding critical areas
of skill development that can be of-
fered to these professionals via both
preparation and continuing education
programs.

Notes
1. The term “mainstream” is used

in the present article to describe the
act of placement of a student with
disabilities within a regular public
school. The term “inclusion” de-
scribes administrative and instruc-
tional policies and practices designed
to ensure that the student with special
needs is able to fully participate in and
benefit from placement in the educa-
tional mainstream. While mainstream
placement is necessary for inclusion
in regular schools, it does not guaran-
tee inclusion.

2. “Beginning in 1990–91, states
were instructed to report students in
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regular class, resource room, and sep-
arate class placements based on the
percent of time they received service
OUTSIDE the regular class (<21,
21–60, and >60, respectively) instead
of the percent of time they received
special education” (U.S. Department
of Education, 2002, Table AB8, pp.
A220–223).
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Appendix A

Paper and Pencil Survey

Hello!
My name is Susan Foster. I teach at NTID/RIT in our MSSE program, which prepares teachers of deaf

and hard of hearing students. As you know many if not most deaf/hh students now spend most of their
time in mainstream classes, and depend heavily on the mainstream teacher and specialist (itinerant)
teacher of the deaf/hh for instruction and support.

I’m trying to develop one or more courses and/or workshops that will provide beginning teachers with
the skills and knowledge they need to be comprehensively skilled itinerant teachers of the deaf/hh and I
believe your experience and advice is essential to developing a good course. These courses or workshops
may also be offered for in-service and continuing professional development for current itinerant teachers.

If you could take about 10 minutes to help me, please complete the background information at the bot-
tom of this page AND answer the questions on the back of this page. You can return the survey to me using
the enclosed self-addressed, stamped envelope.

If you would be willing to be contacted for more of your ideas or for me to send you a report next year
when I have completed the course outline, please put your name and e-mail address at the bottom of this
page. You can also contact me directly at susan.foster@rit.edu. In the meantime, please feel free to visit
our Project Access website at www.rit.edu/classact.

Thanks so much!

My primary job is (please circle):

Itinerant teacher Resource room teacher Separate class teacher Other (please explain)

Grade(s) taught: Subject(s) taught:

I have been teaching for approximately ______ years.

Please feel free to contact me for more ideas._______ Please send me a copy of your report. ______

Name: ________________________________________ E-mail: _________________________________

Please turn over to complete the survey 
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As a practicing itinerant teacher of the deaf/hh, what do you think are the 5–10 most important tasks you 
do (for example, preparing educational plans, providing regular class teachers with information about 
being inclusive for deaf/hh students, tutoring, etc.)? For each skill or task, please note (a) whether you
learned the skills for this task in your educational preparation program or through on-the-job experience,
and (b) whether you think it should be part of a teacher preparation and/or continuing education program.
If part of continuing education, would you sign up for a workshop or course on this topic if it were offered?

Task & How learned? Should be part of Would sign up
Rank # teacher preparation for course?

program? For workshop?

Finally, when you have created your list please rank the relative importance of each skill/task, with “1” 
the most important. If several tasks are of the same level please use the same number for each.
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