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Abstract

The educational impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been studied extensively, including the
impact on students with special education needs. However, a lack of individual studies exist that
span multiple nations and world regions, that rely substantially on the input of students with
special education needs themselves, and that focus on factors within the control of school leaders.
Based on analysis of the Responses to Educational Disruption Survey (REDS), this study addresses
this gap in research pertaining to the nature of the relationship between students’ perceptions of
the pandemic’s impact on their learning and their special needs status. The primary data analysis
used was a fixed effects 2-level multilevel moderated mediated logistic regression model. A second
model including only main effects and no mediation or moderation was also fit to the data. This
study found that students with special education needs are more likely to report learning as much
during the pandemic as before the pandemic. However, these students also reported less teacher
support, and the efforts by schools to support parents and teachers of students with special
education needs were not associated with whether students felt that they learned as much during
the pandemic as before the pandemic.

Keywords: special education, student perceptions, COVID-19, teacher support

INicholas P. Elam, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Educational Leadership

Ball State University, Muncie, IN, USA

Email: npelam@bsu.edu

2W. Holmes Finch, PhD, Distinguished Professor, Department of Educational Psychology
Ball State University, Muncie, IN, USA

Email: whfinch@bsu.edu

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 9 Fall 2025 Issue 1


mailto:npelam@bsu.edu
mailto:whfinch@bsu.edu

Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies = st

ISSN#: 2473-2826

Perceptions Reported by International Students with Special Education Needs during
COVID-19 Pandemic

By early 2020, nearly all schools throughout the world had shut down in-person instruction
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Government leaders and school leaders enacted
shutdowns, and shifted to remote learning, with physical health as the top priority. School leaders
then worked to promote emotional health and academic performance as well as possible in a
remote learning environment. Despite best efforts, the shutdown of in-person instruction has taken
an emotional and academic toll on students, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds.

Some studies have also explored effects on students with special education needs, or the efforts
that schools and school leaders have made to support students with special education needs.
However, limited research exists that incorporates the views of such students themselves, and
limited studies exist that span multiple nations and world regions. This study addresses this
important gap in research, by examining relationships among academic performance of and
supports provided to students with special education needs, as derived by the perceptions of such
students themselves in various nations and world regions. The implications of this study reach
school leaders and teachers who serve students with special education needs.

This study drew on data from the Responses to Educational Disruption Survey (REDS), which
was administered by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) to over 21,000 students, 15,000 teachers, and 1500 principals in 11 countries (Burkina
Faso, Denmark, Ethiopia, India, Kenya, the Russian Federation, Rwanda, Slovenia, the United
Arab Emirates, Uruguay, and Uzbekistan) from December 2020 to July 2021 (Meinck et al., 2022).
REDS explored the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on teaching and learning, and efforts to
mitigate these effects, within eight themes: manifestations of the reference period within countries;
school/teacher/student background; impact on classroom teaching learning; assessment of student
learning and provision of feedback to students; teacher professional support; home
engagement/support; well-being; persisting changes following the disruption (Meinck et al.,
2022).

While each of the eight themes have some connection to the topic of our study, the three themes
with the most direct connection are:

e Impact on classroom teaching and learning: includes student experiences of learning,
communication with teachers and classmates, accessing learning materials, nature of
learning activities, and perception of learning progress (International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement, 2022)

e Assessment of student learning and provision of feedback to students: includes student
perceptions of the amount of work they submitted to teachers, the type and amount of
feedback they received, and availability of learning support from teachers (International
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, 2022)
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e Teacher professional support: includes professional learning activities and time teachers
spent collaborating with their peers (International Association for the Evaluation of
Educational Achievement, 2022)

These key research themes serve as a frame for our study.
Literature Review

In this section, we explored related studies on the overall impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on education. We then discuss how shifts in instructional delivery affected the academic
performance of many students, but had a disproportionate academic impact on certain students —
particularly students with special education needs. Beyond the pandemic’s impact on the academic
performance of students, we also discuss its impact on mental health, and its impact on school
leaders and educators themselves. This section also points to a gap in research that this study
addresses.

By August 2020, students across the world had missed an average of 10 weeks of in-person
instruction (Meinck et al., 2022). During this time, many schools shifted to remote learning, where
students often received a highly narrowed and/or modified curriculum (Meinck et al., 2022). Many
studies have explored the disproportionate effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Race, immigrant status, socioeconomic status, and technology availability have been the focus of
many of these studies, in various parts of the world. Disproportionate learning loss effects were
found in the United Kingdom where approximately 25 percent of students lack internet access
(Lucas et al., 2020) and even in the Netherlands, which boasts an equitable system of school
funding and a high rate of internet access (Engzell et al., 2021). Other studies identified inequities
through quantitative achievement data, such as greater short-term learning losses for elementary
students in under-resourced schools in South Africa (Ardington et al., 2021), and a widening
achievement gap (1.3 standard deviations post-pandemic, compared to 1.0 standard deviations pre-
pandemic) between high- and low-income students within the United States (Bailey et al., 2021).
Regarding immigrant students, nations with more negative attitudes toward refugees have larger
achievement gaps between immigrant and native-born children (Author, 2021), and lockdowns
have disproportionately affected non-citizen children in Malaysia (Loganathan et al., 2021).
Gonzalez and Bonal (2021) indicated disproportionate effects of students from marginalized
backgrounds could have been foretold by previous school shutdowns in Catalonia (due to different
reasons, such as teacher strikes and armed conflicts). Drane et al. (2021) warned that such
disproportionate effects can manifest in long-term ways other than academic achievement in
Australia, such as overall educational disengagement and psychosocial challenges.

Psychosocial challenges in education have been explored, including the parents of students with

special education needs in the United Kingdom, who indicated experiencing loss, worry, and
changes in mood and behavior (Asbury et al., 2021). Many studies explored the standpoint of
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educators of students with special education needs, rather than the standpoint of such students
themselves. Studies in the United States have revealed increased fatigue and exhaustion (Melloy
& Murry, 2022), decreased efficacy and connectedness (Womack & Monteiro, 2023), and
increased burnout (Marante et al., 2023) among special educators during the pandemic.

School leaders’ service to students with special educations needs has also been explored directly
and indirectly, often revealing a lack of focus on this area because school leaders had so many
other pressing issues to address. School principals placed an even greater emphasis on the physical
and mental well-being of students and teachers than they had previously in Greece (Argyropoulou
et al., 2021) and in New Zealand (Thornton, 2021). In the United States, principals fought to
suppress their own stress in their efforts to tend to the physical and mental well-being of those in
their care (Reid, 2022).

Overwhelming challenges forced principals to act much more as managers than as leaders in the
United States (Author, 2022), and to survive by letting go of high expectations in India (Midha,
2021). In Norway, principals did their best to maintain closeness and connection with students
with special education needs, with mixed results (Lien et al., 2022). In Canada, principals reported
some success in serving students with special education needs through strategies such as daily
phone contact with families, ensuring technology availability by any means necessary, and
distributing resource kits (Sider, 2020). Even with all of the concerns associated with keeping
students out of school, leaders were burdened just as much when weighing the many concerns
associated with planning their return (Sharp et al., 2020).

In their own way, each of these studies points to inequities in learning loss cut across geography
(one nation/region at a time) and educational structures and systems. These effects appear to be
compounded for students with special education needs, and the educators primarily responsible
for their achievement and well-being, making this an ever more important area for research. Still,
there is a lack of individual studies that span multiple nations and world regions, that rely
substantially on the input of students with special education needs themselves, and that focus on
factors within the control of school leaders (such as the amount and types of support given to
teachers and students with special education needs). This study addresses this gap in research.

Purpose of the Study

“REDS provides a wealth of data and allows the responses from questionnaires to be
considered in the context of other variables. This is especially important for identifying inequalities
in learning opportunities and concerns about falling behind during the disruptions” (Meinck et al.,
2022, p. xviii). REDS also focused on the ways and extent to which school leaders mitigated
teaching and learning effects during the COVID-19 pandemic (Meinck et al., 2022). This makes
REDS an ideal foundation for our study, which addresses each of the research gaps mentioned at
the end of Literature Review. The insight gained from this study can aid school leaders in
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supporting students with special education needs, particularly in times of crisis. Specifically, our
study was designed to address the following research questions:
1. What is the nature of the relationship between students’ perceptions of the pandemic’s
impact on their learning and their special needs status, and
a. Is this relationship mediated by student perceived-level teacher support?
b. Is this relationship moderated by school-level support factors?
2. What is the relationship between special needs status and student perceptions of their own
learning?

Methods
Sample

The research questions described above were addressed using data taken from the
Responses to Educational Disruption Survey (REDS) survey which included students, teachers,
and school leaders, and was managed by the International Association for the Evaluation of
Educational Achievement (2022). The REDS student sampling frame included all students in the
participating nations who were in their eighth year of schooling. Within each participating nation,
all schools were part of the sampling frame from which schools were randomly selected in a two-
stage stratified random sampling design. For each of the randomly selected schools, a random
sample of eighth year students within the schools was then selected. The sampling frame within
schools included all eighth-year students. The methodology for selecting teachers was very similar
to that of students, with teachers who instruct students in the target grade being randomly selected.
School leaders from each selected school also completed surveys. For the purposes of this study,
survey items associated with the student and school levels were used.

All nations with survey data at both the student and school leader level were included in this study.
These nations included Denmark, Kenya, Russia, Slovenia, the United Arab Emirates, and
Uzbekistan. Sampling weights, which are designed to reflect the distribution of various subgroups
in the population (e.g., genders; schools; language groups), were employed in all analyses used in
this study. The use of sampling weights in these analyses ensures that the analyses reflect the
appropriate balance of these important subgroups.

Measures

The purpose of the REDS data collection effort was to assess the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on students and teachers. More specifically, the survey associated with REDS was
designed to measure the perceptions of students, teachers, and school leaders with respect to
changes in their school experience that were brought about due to mitigation efforts used to deal
with the pandemic, chief among these a move from in-person to online instruction. For the student
survey, items were written around the following topics: demographic background, pandemic
impact on classroom learning, assessment of student learning and teacher feedback, home
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engagement/support, student well-being, and persistent changes following pandemic caused
disruptions. The underlying themes for school leaders were similar to those for students, with the
addition of items measuring teacher professional support and manifestations of the pandemic
within the nation.

For the purposes of this study, the item “/ learned about as much as before the COVID-19
disruption” was the primary outcome variable. The item was transformed to be dichotomous with
strongly agree/agree (1) versus disagree/strongly disagree (0) in this study due to the sparseness in
some response categories. The primary independent variable was whether the student had been
identified as having special needs (Yes or No). Teacher support was measured using items
associated with the focal statement “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following
statements about the support you received from your teachers during the COVID-19 disruption”.
Students were asked to rate 8 different aspects of teacher support, which appear in Table 1. The
teacher support construct was then created using composite structural equation modeling based on
a full variance-covariance matrix (Henseler, 2021). The resulting emergent variable was
subsequently used as a level-1 predictor in the multilevel logistic regression model described
below. Family socioeconomic status (SES) was measured with a score created using student
reported information on parental education, parental occupation and the number of books in the
home (Meinck et al., 2022), with higher scores reflecting a higher family SES. Survey items from
the school leaders included an item asking whether the school provided additional support to
teachers to address unique learning needs of students identified with special needs (Yes or No).
Also included in the study were variables reflecting the estimated percentage of students in the
school identified with special needs, and an item asking whether the support for families with
special needs students changed during the pandemic where higher values indicated greater support.
Finally, the student to teacher ratio for the school was also used in the study. Each of the
independent variables used in the study appear in Table 1.

Table 1
Variables Used in the Analyses

Level-1 variables

Item Response options

Teacher support items

My teachers were available when I needed their help. SA/A/D/SD*
My teachers made it clear how to best contact them. SA/A/D/SD*
My teachers gave me feedback that I could understand. SA/A/D/SD*
My teachers made a special effort to keep in contact with me. SA/A/D/SD*
My teachers showed interest in my learning. SA/A/D/SD*
I had a good relationship with my teachers. SA/A/D/SD*
My teachers encouraged me to learn. SA/A/D/SD*
My teachers adapted my schoolwork to meet my individual needs. SA/A/D/SD*
Identified with special needs Yes/No
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Family socioeconomic status (SES) Continuous; larger value
indicates higher SES
Level-2 variables
Moderators
During the COVID-19 disruption, did your school provide Yes/No

additional support to teachers to address the learning needs of
students with special needs?
Please estimate the percentage of students at your school receiving  <5%, 5-10%, 11-25%,
special education services. 26-50%, >50%
During the COVID-19 disruption, to what extent did provisions of ~ SI/I/DNC/D/SD**
support services for parents/guardians of students with special
needs change in comparison with time before the COVID-19
disruption?
School student to teacher ratio Continuous ratio
*Strongly agree/Agree/Disagree/Strongly disagree
**Substantially increased/Increased to some degree/Did not change/Decreased to some
degree/Substantially decreased

Reliability of the scale was estimated using McDonald’s Omega and Cronbach’s Alpha. The
Omega value (95% confidence interval) for the set of teacher support items in Table 1 was 0.885
(0.878, 0.891) and for Cronbach’s Alpha it was 0.878 (0.871, 0.885). These values fall within the
range of what is typically considered acceptable in the social sciences (e.g., Bandalos, 2018). In
short, there is evidence for acceptable reliability of the scale.

Data Analysis

In order to address the study goals outlined above, the primary data analysis used was a
fixed effects 2-level multilevel moderated mediated logistic regression model with a random
coefficient for special needs status (Figure 1). The data were collected at three levels (students
within schools within nations), and thus a multilevel approach was needed to appropriately account
for this structure. Given the small number of nations, a fixed effects approach was used at level-3
per recommendations by McNeish and Wentzel (2017). In order to assess the relative fit of the
mediated moderation model, a second model including only main effects and no mediation or
moderation was also fit to the data. The dependent variable in the models was whether students
believed that they learned as much during the pandemic as before (Yes or No). In order to
appropriately account for the nonnormal distribution of the interaction term, the bootstrap was
used to estimate the standard errors and calculate test statistics (Preacher et al., 2006). Statistically
significant interactions were followed up with an exploration of the simple main effects. A
Bayesian estimator was used to obtain parameter estimates and all analyses were conducted with
Mplus, version 8.2 (Muthén & Muthen, 2022) with sampling weights applied. In addition to the
multilevel modeling described above, descriptive statistics for the variables used in the modeling
were also examined. To address Research Question 2, data were analyzed after controlling for the
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family socioeconomic status, the school student/teacher ratio, the degree to which schools provide
both parents and teachers of students with special education needs with additional support, and the
percent of students in the school who have been identified with special needs.

Findings
Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics for the variables used in the multilevel models were first
calculated prior to the fitting of the multilevel model. Results in Figure 2 reveal that 32.5% of
students participating in the study were identified as special needs. In addition, 58.7% reported
learning as much during the pandemic as before the pandemic (Figure 3). With respect to school
leaders, 83.5% reported that teachers received additional support to work with students with
special education needs (Figure 4). The means and standard deviations for the school student to
teacher ratio and the family SES appear in Table 2. On average, schools included in this study had
approximately 14 students for each teacher.

Table 2

Mean and Standard Deviation of Student/Teacher Ratio and Family SES
Variable Mean Standard deviation
Student/teacher ratio 13.94 5.37
SES 41.43 17.77

Figure 5 includes percentages for the survey item regarding the change in support to parents of
special needs students during the pandemic. A large majority of school leaders reported that
parents of students with special education needs received some degree of increased support during
the pandemic. Finally, the majority of schools participating in the REDS data collection effort
reported having 10% or fewer of their students identified with special needs, as seen in Figure 6.

Multilevel Models

In order to determine the proportion of variance in the outcome variable (learn as much
during the pandemic as before) a null model (multilevel model with no predictors) was fit to the
data. The intraclass correlation (ICC) associated with the school level effect (level-2) was 0.21.
This value means that 21% of the variation in the student self-reported learning variable was
associated with the school that an individual attended, exclusive of any other factors. This value is
sufficiently large to warrant the use of a multilevel modeling approach in order to account for the
correlated data structure associated with students nested in schools (Snijders & Bosker, 2016).

A comparison of the statistical fit of the full moderated mediation model (Figure 1) and the model
including only the main effects (no mediation or moderation) was made using the Chi-square
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difference test. The results showed that the moderated mediation model fit the data better (y2, =
431.09,p < 0.001). In addition, sample size adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion (sBIC) was
smaller for the moderated mediation model (89051.37 versus 91305.44). Given these results, the
remainder of the results section will focus on the moderated mediation model only.

The multilevel moderated mediation model had an R? of 0.83, meaning that it accounted for
approximately 83% of the variation in the dependent variable, student learning as much during the
pandemic as before the pandemic. Table 3 includes both the level-1 and level-2 standardized
parameter estimates, standard errors, and Bayesian 95% credibility intervals for the mediation
model target independent variables and covariates. These results reveal that there was a direct
relationship between special needs status and the mediator, teacher support, such that students with
special education needs reported receiving less teacher support during the pandemic than were
those not identified with special needs (h=-0.10; CI/=-0.14, -0.06). In contrast, students with special
education needs were more likely than those not identified with special needs to report that during
the pandemic they learned as much as before (h=0.07; C/=0.02, 0.11). The level of teacher support
received by students was not significantly related to the outcome (b=-0.06; C/=-0.07, 0.05) and
those from families with higher SES (6=0.03; C/=0.001, 0.05) also reported learning as much
during the pandemic as before the pandemic.

Table 3
Standardized Parameter Estimates, Standard Errors, and 95% Credibility Intervals for
Multilevel Mediation Model Effects

Variable Coefficient Standard error 95% credibility interval
Level-1 effects
Teacher Support
Special Needs -0.99 0.02 0.06, 0.14
Learn as much as before pandemic
Teacher support -0.06 0.03 -0.07, 0.05
Special Needs 0.07 0.02 0.02,0.11
Family SES 0.03 0.01 0.001, 0.05

Level-2 effects
Learn as much as before pandemic

Additional teacher -0.21 0.21 -0.61, 0.22
support

Percent Students with  0.05 0.17 -0.29, 0.39
special needs

Additional parent 0.13 0.13 -0.15,0.38
support

S/T ratio 0.01 0.06 -0.11, 0.12
Teacher support X 0.02 0.04 -0.03, 0.05

Special needs

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 9 Fall 2025 Issue 9



Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies = st

ISSN#: 2473-2826

Percent students -0.01 0.03 -0.06, 0.04
special needs X

Special needs

Additional parent 0.03 0.07 -0.02, 0.06
support X Special

needs

The results show that none of the school level covariates were significantly associated with student
self-reported learning during the pandemic. In other words, neither schools providing additional
support to teachers or parents of students with special education needs, nor the school
student/teacher ratio were found to be associated with students reporting learning as much during
the pandemic as before the pandemic. In addition, none of the interactions between additional
parent and teacher support, and percent of students with special education needs in the schools and
individual student special needs status were statistically significant. Collectively, these results
mean that there was no moderation of the relationship between special needs status and the
likelihood of learning as much during the pandemic as before, based upon these school level
variables. The variance of the random coefficient for special needs status was also not statistically
significant (t2 = 0.011,p = 0.302). This result suggests that the relationship between special
needs status and the learning outcome variable did not differ across schools.

The indirect effects for special needs status as mediated by teacher support appear in Table 4.
These results show that special needs status had a statistically significant positive relationship with
self-reported student learning during the pandemic. Therefore, it can be concluded that, in addition
to the positive direct relationship between special needs status and pandemic learning described
above, there was also an indirect relationship between special needs status and learning, through
teacher support. Taken together, these results indicate that students with special education needs
were more likely than others to report learning as much during the pandemic as before, both as a
function of special needs status itself as well as through teacher support.

Table 4

Indirect Effect Estimates, Standard Errors, and 95% Credibility Intervals
Indirect effect Estimate  Standard error  95% credibility interval
Special Needs > Teacher support > 0.06 0.01 0.04, 0.08

Learning: Level-1

Although not the focus of the current study, for completeness sake we report the results for the
nations included in the study. For this analysis, Uzbekistan served as the reference category for
the nation variable. The odds ratios, standard errors, and p-values for the other nations (when
compared against Uzbekistan) appear in Table 5. These results show that students in both Russia
and the UAE were more likely to report learning as much during the pandemic as before, when
compared with students from Uzbekistan. There were no other statistically significant differences
among the nations with respect to the dependent variable.
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Table 5
Odd Ratios, Standard Errors, and p-values for Nations with Respect to Learning as Much during
the Pandemic as before: Uzbekistan as the Reference Category

Nation Odds ratio Standard Error Test Statistic p

Denmark 1.18 0.21 0.85 0.39

Kenya 0.63 0.24 -1.57 0.12

Russia 2.26 0.39 3.21 0.001

Slovenia 0.85 0.20 -0.77 0.44

UAE 3.37 0.51 4.66 <0.001
Discussion

The educational effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have been studied extensively,
particularly as it affects students from marginalized backgrounds. However, research is less
prevalent regarding educational effects of the pandemic on students with special education needs,
particularly individual studies that span multiple nations and world regions, that rely substantially
on the input of students with special education needs themselves, and that focus on factors within
the control of school leaders. The current study addresses this gap in research through analysis of
the Responses to Educational Disruption Survey (REDS) as it pertains to the following research
questions:

1. What is the nature of the relationship between students’ perceptions of the pandemic’s
impact on their learning and their special needs status, and

a. Is this relationship mediated by student perceived-level teacher support?

b. Is this relationship moderated by school-level support factors?

2. What is the relationship between special needs status and student perceptions of their own
learning?

Our analysis revealed that students with special education needs reported less support from
teachers during the pandemic (compared to students who were not identified with special needs).
This could be because the types of special education supports these students typically receive were
affected more dramatically by a shift from in-person delivery to remote delivery. Most schools
(83.5%) reported an increase in the supports provided to teachers of students with special education
needs, so the students’ perceptions in this regard do not seem to be attributable to a lack of effort
or prioritization by the schools. When considering the nature of the REDS items addressing teacher
support (with several of them emblematic of a close teacher-to-student connection; see Table 1),
it is possible that school leaders experienced, and students with special education needs perceived,
something similar to what Lien et al. (2022) revealed: that despite best efforts, maintaining a close
educator-to-student connection is much more difficult to do in a remote setting. Fortunately, even
though students with special education needs perceived receiving less teacher support during the
pandemic, these students were more likely (than students who were not identified with special
needs) to report learning as much during the pandemic as before the pandemic, both directly and
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as mediated by teacher support. In other words, the support that teachers provided to students with
special needs appears to have positively impacted their perceptions of learning during the
pandemic, above and beyond other factors, including special needs status by itself.

Efforts by the schools to support parents and teachers of students with special education needs
were not associated with whether students perceived learning as much during the pandemic as
before the pandemic. Furthermore, these support efforts did not moderate the relationship between
special needs status and these perceptions. Of course, student learning and well-being are the top
priorities of school leaders, and school leaders might be dismayed to see the lack of evidence of a
relationship in this regard. However, these support efforts can be worthy in aiding parents and
teachers themselves, as studies have explored the toll taken on parents and teachers by the
pandemic and their own need for support (Asbury et al., 2021; Marante et al., 2023; Melloy &
Murry, 2022; Womack & Monteiro, 2023). It should also be noted that a large majority of school
leaders reported provision of additional support to teachers of special needs students, which
resulted in relatively low variance for this variable in the current sample. This low variance may
also contribute to the lack of a statistically significant relationship in the logistic regression model
(Fox, 2016).

When exploring factors that are out of school leaders’ control, students with special education
needs from families with higher socioeconomic status were more likely to report learning as much
during the pandemic as before the pandemic. This aligns with previous studies (Ardington et al.,
2021; Bailey et al., 2021) that address a widening learning gap between students of high and low
socioeconomic status. School student/teacher ratio was not found to be associated with this
perception by students with special education needs. In revisiting the three key research themes
more explicitly, the consideration of socioeconomics is important. For example, regarding the
research theme Impact on Classroom Teaching and Learning, it might appear based on the overall
survey results that schools provided an adequate learning environment on a remote basis for
students with special education needs. However, the input of students with special education needs
from families with lower socioeconomic status were balanced out by the input of students with
special education needs from families with higher socioeconomic status, who might have relatively
greater IT access, and might have parents whose jobs allowed them to stay home and remain more
involved in their learning.

The two remaining key research themes, Assessment of Student Learning and Provision of
Feedback, and Teacher Professional Support, provide interconnected clues about how school
leaders can promote a positive learning environment on a remote basis for more of their students
with special education needs. Lucas et al. (2020) noted that delivering content and feedback
through a model of “conversations” on a remote basis can foster a higher level of engagement,
particularly among students from families of low socioeconomic status. If schools embrace such a
conversation model, and provide teachers with the training and time needed to facilitate such a
model with high quality, they can position more of their students to succeed if and when remote
learning is needed.
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Limitations and Future Research

This study explored relationships among school factors, teacher support, and the learning
of students with special education needs. A limitation of the study is that learning is framed by
students’ perceptions as reported in REDS, instead of academic performance. Future research in
this area should incorporate direct measures of academic performance when possible. Furthermore,
while REDS gathered data from 11 nations in different regions of the world, there are many regions
that fall outside the scope of this study, which could be addressed by future studies. Future research
could also investigate school support efforts on a more granular level, differentiated by the specific
type of support effort. With respect to the data analysis and methods, the current study also has
limitations that should be acknowledged. With respect to the teacher support items, students from
different nations may bring different expectations to their responses. For example, teachers in
some countries may typically provide higher levels of support to their students than those in other
nations, which will impact how students perceive questions of student support. In addition, the
data analysis plan did not include detailed information about the lockdown procedures and severity
in each participating country. These procedures may have an impact on teacher support and
student perception of it and thus future research should investigate other data sources to identify
the lockdown information so that it could be incorporated in the data analysis. Finally, the
Bayesian estimator used for the analyses used naive prior distributions for the model parameters.
Future work could incorporate informative priors for the coefficients and variance components,
taking advantage of prior work in the field.

Conclusion

This study revealed an encouraging finding from the standpoint of students with special
education needs, specifically that they were more likely (than students not identified with special
needs) to report learning as much during the pandemic as before the pandemic. However, there
were other findings that should cause concern for school leaders. First, even though 83.5% of
schools provided additional support to teachers of students with special education needs, these
students reported receiving less teacher support during the pandemic as before the pandemic.
Furthermore, schools’ efforts to support parents and teachers of students with special education
needs were not associated with whether these students perceived learning as much during the
pandemic as before the pandemic. With this in mind, school leaders should focus on improving
the effectiveness and impact of the supports they provide to parents and teachers (not necessarily
the amount or extent of supports they provide) so that students ultimately feel more supported.
Given that these students assessed the level of support based on items that reflect a close teacher-
to-student connection, school leaders should focus on fostering that connection when providing
supports to parents and teachers of students with special education needs.
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Figure 1

Multilevel Moderation Logistic Regression Model for “I learned as much during the pandemic
as before” as Dependent Variable
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Figure 2
Percent of Students Identified to Receive Special Services
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Figure 3
Percent of Students Who Reported Learning as Much during the Pandemic as before
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Figure 4
Percent of Teachers Receiving Additional Support
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Figure 5
Support of Parents of Special Needs Students

Support to parents of special needs students

100.00%
90.00%
80.00%
70.00%
60.00%
50.00%
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00% .
0.00% - —
Substantially Increased Did not change  Decreased Substantially
Increased somewhat somewhat decreased

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 9 Fall 2025 Issue 20



Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies = swetrwss

ISSN#: 2473-2826

Figure 6
Support of Students with Special Needs
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