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Abstract 

ECSE teachers who serve as itinerants face professional challenges that can differ from 
their classroom-based colleagues. The purpose of this study was to understand the kinds 
of challenges that itinerant ECSE teachers from one state face. A content analysis of 
comments related to professional challenges yielded six themes that focused on logis-
tics, caseload, confidence and competence, characteristics of teachers, parents, or early 
childhood programs, accessing resources and professional support, and meeting the 
needs of specific children. Most of the comments centered on the characteristics of 
teachers, parents or early childhood programs. Implications for future research include 
the need for replication with other groups of itinerant teachers. Implications for practice 
focus on the need to better prepare ECSE teachers for roles as itinerants. 
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Introduction 
 
Early childhood inclusion is an emerging 
and valued practice in the field 
(DEC/NAEYC, 2009; U.S. Departments of 
Education & Health and Human Services, 
2015). Research has demonstrated the 
benefits of inclusion for young children 
with disabilities and young children with-
out disabilities (Odom & Diamond, 1998). 
As inclusion in community-based early 
childhood programs becomes a reality for 
many children with disabilities and their 
families, it is essential to examine how 
professionals can best support their suc-
cess. Indeed, along with access and par-
ticipation, support is one of the three 

Young children with disabilities need the 
support of competent and nurturing 
adults, parents, caregivers and early 
childhood teachers, who can implement 
evidence-based intervention strategies 
and modify learning environments so chil-
dren can be successful in meeting their 
Individualized Education Plan (IEP) goals. 
In order to help children be successful, 
these adults ALSO need the support of 
professionals who can provide guidance 
and encouragement as they seek to sup-
port these children throughout the day 
and across daily routines. Recently, the 
U.S. Departments of Education and 
Health and Human Services (2015) iden-
tified the lack of staff, training and 
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childhood inclusion. Survey results have in-
dicated that general early childhood teach-
ers are not prepared to work effectively with 
young children who have disabilities (Chang, 
Early, & Winton, 2005, Early & Winton, 2001; 
Maxwell, Lim, & Early, 2006). General early 
childhood educators need access to early 
childhood special education (ECSE) profes-
sionals who are skilled “frontline implement-
ers” (Buysse, West, & Hollingsworth, 2009, 
p. 5). These frontline implementers are often 
itinerant ECSE teachers—teachers who 
serve young children who have an IEP and 
whose primary placement may not be in an 
ECSE classrooms. Unfortunately, the roles 
and responsibilities of itinerant ECSE teach-
ers are not well articulated or well-under-
stood (Dinnebeil, McInerney, & Hale, 2006). 
While they are identified as itinerant “teach-
ers”, an important part of their job is to sup-
port general early childhood educators and 
parents through the provision of coaching 
and consultation. These individuals also en-
gage in evaluation as well as plan and imple-
ment intervention strategies when working 
directly with children. Finally, they often pro-
vide service coordination to families of young 
children on their caseloads. 

Many in the field of ECSE have em-
phasized the importance of consultation and 
coaching in order to ensure that young chil-
dren with special needs receive the instruc-
tional support they need, during the absence 
of the itinerant ECSE teacher (Artman-
Meeker & Hemmeter, 2013; Dinnebeil & 
McInerney, 2011; Fox, Hemmeter, Snyder, 
Binder, & Clarke, 2011; Sheridan, Clarke, 
Knoche, & Edwards, 2006). However, previ-
ous studies suggest that itinerant ECSE 
teachers lack the professional support and 
guidance they need in order to determine 
how to best support young children with dis-
abilities (Dinnebeil, McInerney, Roth, & 
Ramaswamy, 2001Dinnebeil et al., 2006) 
Unfortunately, in Ohio, opportunities for en-
rollment of young children with disabilities in 
a variety of inclusive community-based early 
childhood programs (e.g., Head Start cen-
ters, child care centers, nursery schools) is 
limited. This is also the case in many other 
programs across the globe (e.g., Clough & 
Nutbrown, 2004; Fyssa, Vlachou, & Av-
ramidis, 2014; Grace, Llewellyn, Wedg-
wood, Fenech, & McConnell, 2008). These 
programs operate under different guidelines 

and regulations and, although they might 
welcome young children with special needs, 
they often lack the infrastructure necessary 
to support a consultative approach to itiner-
ant ECSE services. As a result, itinerant 
ECSE teachers encounter idiosyncratic poli-
cies and procedures that either facilitate or 
hinder their work. While some programs 
have created staffing or scheduling options 
that allow early childhood teachers opportu-
nities to consult with their itinerant ECSE 
teacher partner, other programs have not. It 
appears that some early childhood program 
administrators may not understand the need 
for itinerant ECSE teachers to consult with 
their early childhood teacher partners, while 
other administrators may see the value of 
these coaching sessions. It also is likely that 
some parents may not value consultation ac-
tivity, instead believing that their child would 
benefit more from the direct attention of the 
itinerant ECSE teacher. However, in order to 
best support effective early childhood inclu-
sion it is important that early childhood lead-
ers and policymakers understand the chal-
lenges facing itinerant ECSE teachers and 
adopt local practices to address these obsta-
cles. Our research question were as follows: 
(1) What are the challenges that itinerant 
ECSE teachers face as they provide ser-
vices to young children with disabilities? We 
used survey research to address the re-
search question. While the survey focused 
on the professional practices of itinerant 
ECSE teachers in Ohio, we believe that the 
results have international implications as na-
tions and programs seek to increase high-
quality inclusive education for young chil-
dren with disabilities. This survey was ap-
proved by the University of Toledo’s Institu-
tional Review Board. 
 
Method 
 
Questionnaire Development 
The complete questionnaire consisted of 28 
closed- and 2 open-ended questions, as well 
as 3 questions addressing basic demo-
graphic information. We developed the 
closed-ended questionnaire based on the lit-
erature related to itinerant services (e.g., 
Dinnebeil & McInerney, 2011; Dinnebeil et 
al. 2006). We piloted the questionnaire with 
itinerant ECSE teachers and made changes 
to the wording and terminology based on 

critical elements in a high-quality inclusive 
early childhood program. 

expertise in the early childhood workforce 
as a significant barrier to early 
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their recommendations. Examples of the 
content of closed-ended questions included 
securing information about the characteris-
tics of the children served, activities itinerant 
ECSE engaged in during visits to the child, 
as well as the degree to which itinerant 
ECSE teachers believed they were prepared 
for their job. The questionnaire was con-
verted to a digital format using a common 
electronic survey platform and we requested 
that respondents complete the survey 
online. The focus of this article is the re-
sponses to one of the open-ended ques-
tions: “What is the greatest professional 
challenge you are currently facing as an itin-
erant ECSE teacher?” A copy of the ques-
tionnaire is available from the authors. 
 
Survey Respondents 

The Ohio Department of Education 
does not maintain a database of itinerant 
ECSE teachers, so we worked with the early 
childhood coordinators housed in the 16 
statewide support teams (SSTs) (which are 
similar to special education regional re-
source centers) to identify itinerant ECSE 
teachers who worked in each of their re-
gions. These 16 early childhood coordina-
tors provide technical assistance and profes-
sional development to itinerant ECSE teach-
ers. Fifteen of the 16 coordinators provided 
either contact information (email address 
and/or telephone numbers) for the itinerant 
ECSE teachers, or provided contact infor-
mation for preschool special education su-
pervisors whose districts were located in that 
region and who might supervise itinerant 
ECSE teachers. If we received supervisors’ 
contact information from the SST contact, 
we contacted supervisors by telephone 
and/or email to obtain email addresses for 
their itinerant ECSE teachers. These efforts 
yielded email addresses for 277 itinerant 
ECSE teachers across Ohio. We also sent a 
test email message to all itinerant ECSE 
teachers in our database to ensure that the 
email addresses were valid. 

 
Survey Dissemination 

We disseminated the web link to the 
survey along with an introductory letter via 
email to the 277 itinerant ECSE teachers on 
our list. As an incentive to participate in the 
survey, we raffled ten, $100 gift cards to a 
national chain store. We did that by asking 
respondents who were interested in partici-
pating in the raffle to provide their contact in-
formation. Once we received their 

responses, we recorded their contact infor-
mation and deleted it from the questionnaire, 
thereby maintaining the anonymity of the re-
spondents with respect to a link to survey re-
sponses. One week after we sent the initial 
email and survey link, we sent a reminder 
with another link to the survey. Based on 
some comments we received via email from 
busy itinerant ECSE teachers, we decided to 
leave the link to the survey open until the end 
of June so that teachers could complete the 
questionnaire when they were finished the 
school year. These efforts yielded re-
sponses from 117 teachers, representing a 
42% return rate.  

 
Data Analysis 

The focus of this article is on the quali-
tative responses teachers provided to the 
question previously stated. We used content 
analysis procedures (Krippendorff, 2012) to 
identify patterns or themes represented by 
the comments for each of the questions. Two 
of the authors (individuals who are familiar 
with the literature on itinerant ECSE service 
delivery and conducted the survey) inde-
pendently read through each comment and 
based on that review, independently gener-
ated a set of possible themes that seemed 
to reflect the comments. After that, both au-
thors met to jointly decide on the final 
themes. We asked the third author (who is 
also familiar with literature on itinerant ECSE 
service delivery) to review the comments 
and provide feedback on the validity of the 
themes. This process yielded the themes 
outlined below. 

One of the authors ensured that each 
comment represent an independent unit of 
analysis. We found that the responses of 11 
teachers represented more than one theme 
or unit of analysis. For example, when asked 
about the biggest challenge they faced, one 
teacher answered by saying “time limits and 
trying to plan interventions within classroom 
activities.” We believed that this comment as 
well as others like it actually represented two 
separate thoughts—one was “time limits” 
and the other was “trying to plan interven-
tions within classroom activities”. Thus, we 
divided this statement and others into 133 
separate units of analysis. Fifteen respond-
ents failed to provide a response to this 
question. This process yielded a total of 133 
units of analysis reported by 102 respond-
ents. 

Two of the authors reviewed the re-
sponses to each question independently and 
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identified possible themes or patterns repre-
sented by the responses. Then these au-
thors met and discussed the possible 
themes and patterns and reached consen-
sus on a set of definitions for the themes. 
These authors used those definitions to code 
responses. The initial coding efforts resulted 
in 95% agreement between the first 2 au-
thors. There were 6 instances when the two 
authors were unable to reach consensus 
about the meaning of a comment. When that 
occurred, we asked the third author to review 
and code the comment and then the three of 
us reached consensus on how to code the 
comment. Using that process, we found that 
we were unable to reach consensus on 3 
comments and so we deleted those from the 
analysis. This process yielded a total of 130 
coded comments. Descriptions of the codes 
are included below.  
 
Results 
 
Demographic Characteristics of Respond-
ents 

Demographic characteristics 
Table 1 describes the demographic charac-
teristics of the 102 teachers who responded 
to the survey. Approximately 75% of the 
teachers were full-time itinerant ECSE 
teachers; the remaining teachers either 
worked part-time or served as both class-
room-based and itinerant services (e.g., 
served as a classroom teacher in the morn-
ing and provided itinerant services in the af-
ternoon). In terms of degree status, most 
teachers had a master’s degree in addition 
to a bachelor’s degree; 26% had earned ei-
ther an Education Specialist degree (ad-
vanced graduate degree) or a doctoral de-
gree. Only two thirds had begun their job as 
an itinerant “fully licensed” by the Ohio De-
partment of Education. The remaining one 
third had been hired to provide itinerant 
ECSE services under a temporary creden-
tial. Respondents reported an average of 7 
years of experience (SD=5.47) as an itiner-
ant teacher. Full-time itinerant teachers had 
an average of 14 children on their caseloads 
(SD=6.83). Part-time itinerant teachers, or 
those who provided both itinerant and class-
room-based services, served an average of 
8 children on their caseload (SD=5.19). 
 

Characteristics of the services provided 
by itinerant teachers and the children 
they served.  

In addition to asking for information about 
teachers’ demographic characteristics, we 
also asked them to describe the characteris-
tics of the services they provided as well as 
the children they served. Forty-one percent 
of the respondents indicated they primarily 
served children in Head Start classrooms. 
An additional 48% of these teachers indi-
cated that they primarily served children in 
community-based preschools, childcare 
centers or families’ homes. Eighty-four per-
cent of the respondents reported conducting 
itinerant visits once a week, usually for about 
an hour or an hour and a half. In Ohio, each 
child served by an itinerant teacher must re-
ceive a minimum of four hours of services 
each month. Finally, we asked teachers to 
identify the most frequent types of delays or 
disabilities of the children they encountered. 
Communication delays or disorders were 
cited most frequently, followed by general 
delays and delays in social/emotional devel-
opment. Table 2 depicts those results. 
 
Results of the Content Analysis 
When asked about major challenges that 
itinerant ECSE teachers face, six different 
themes were apparent. Each is discussed 
below. 
 

Logistics  
Table 3 describes the major categories that 
resulted from the content analysis. The first, 
labeled logistics, referred to the daily chal-
lenges faced by completing paperwork, bal-
ancing professional roles (some respond-
ents served as both classroom-based teach-
ers and itinerant ECSE teachers), schedul-
ing visits and meetings, keeping up with 
state policies and regulations, and dealing 
with travel between sites. For example, one 
respondent stated that “It is challenging to 
meet the demands of an ESC and a school 
district and participate in both agencies’ pro-
fessional development.” Another stated that 
a major challenge she faced was “[H]aving 
enough time to provide services in addition 
to all the extra duties I do.” 
 

Caseload 
We labeled the second theme that emerged 
from the content analysis as caseload. In 
identifying major challenges that they faced 
as part of their job, itinerant ECSE teachers 
cited the problems involved when they had 
too many or too few children on their case-
loads. As one can imagine, most of the 
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Table 1. 
Demographic characteristics of teachers 

 
respondents cited having too many children 
on their caseloads (and not too few) as a job-
related challenge they faced. One teacher 
commented that “[T]he greatest professional 
challenges I see are that my caseload is so 
high. I serve 19 preschool students in addi-
tion to 6 kindergarten students for a total of 
25. It is very difficult to manage time to see 
each child. Also, I am seeing more and more 
students with more severe disabilities....Au-
tism, Cerebral Palsy, Multiple Disabilities, 
Social/Behavior Disorders, etc. These stu-
dents are very challenging and having such 
a big caseload can be mentally and emotion-
ally draining.” While most teachers identified 
too many children on their caseload, a few 
teachers worried about having too few chil-
dren on their caseload which that might re-
sult in loss of their job or reduction in status 
from full time to part time. 
 

Confidence and competence 
Having confidence and feeling competent in 
their role as an itinerant teacher was the third 
theme that emerged from the data. Re-
spondents described feeling uncertain about 
their abilities to provide effective itinerant 
services as well as feeling doubtful about 
their abilities as an itinerant to appropriately 
serve children, particularly in regards to sup-
porting the needs of other adults. One 
teacher stated that “[B]eing another profes-
sional in the classroom...there are many dif-
ferent programs that provide services in the 
classrooms…it is difficult to be another pro-
fessional providing additional intervention 
strategies for the teacher.” Furthermore, 
they expressed concern about their abilities 
to work in a child’s home (when delivering 

home-based itinerant services) or in another 
teacher’s classroom. One teacher com-
mented “I struggle with behavioral issues 
while working with a child in their home. It 
becomes a question of "who is in charge?" 
the parent or me. It can become awkward 
when my suggestion for a solution to the 
problem is over looked (sic) and the parent 
uses behavioral techniques that are not ap-
propriate for the child, or not helping him or 
her reach their IEP goals and objectives." 
 

Characteristics of teachers, parents 
and early childhood programs. 

This theme referred to behaviors and atti-
tudes of general ECE teachers or parents, 
as well as the overall quality of the general 
early childhood program which served as the 
primary placement for the child that the itin-
erant ECSE teacher served. It included chal-
lenges teachers faced from general ECE 
teachers who seemed resistant to working 
with the itinerant and/or lacked the capacity 
to implement child-focused interventions or 
collect progress monitoring data between 
itinerant visits. For example, one respondent 
identified a challenge as “[H]ow to ‘help’ 
teachers in classroom where the teaching is 
lacking in professionalism and when they 
don't really ‘want’ help.” Another respondent 
described her major challenge as “[W]orking 
with regular educators who don't welcome 
suggestions of strategies/interventions and 
who don't follow through on implementing 
suggested strategies/interventions.” This 
theme also reflected the challenges that itin-
erant teachers faced in working with some 
parents. For example, one teacher stated 
that “[T]he greatest professional challenge 

Demographic Characteristic  % and # of Respondents Average or Mean 
Employment Status  
Full-time itinerant  
Part-time itinerant 
Combination classroom and itinerant  

 
77 (78) 
12 (12) 
11 (11) 

 

Highest Level of Education  
Bachelor’s degree 
Master’s degree 
Educational Specialist  
Doctoral degree 

 
9 (9) 

64 (65) 
25 (25) 

1(1) 

 

Licensure and Experience  
Fully licensed when initially em-
ployed 

 
59 (60) 

 

Years of itinerant experience  7.13 (SD=5.53) 
Caseload   
Average caseload for part time  
Average caseload for full time 

 10.13 (SD=6.90) 
13.597 (SD=6.85) 
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that I am facing as an itinerant ECSE teacher 
is when the parents do not want a teacher 
coming to their home.” Finally, teachers 
commented on the difficulties that ensue 
when there is not a good match between the 
characteristics of the children and the char-
acteristics of the classroom. For example, 
one respondent commented that “[T]heir 
curriculum is not always developmentally 
appropriate, thus their expectations of the 
performance/skills of the children may be 
higher than what should be expected.” 

Access to professional supports and re-
sources 

Access to professional supports and re-
sources referred to the degree to which the 
itinerant ECSE teacher faced professional 
isolation or felt that their supervisors, col-
leagues, or other administrators lacked 
awareness about the roles and responsibili-
ties of an itinerant ECSE teacher. This also 
referred to a lack of support at the state level, 
as well as a lack of appropriate  
 

 
Table 2. 
Demographic characteristics of focus children and service delivery settings 

Demographic Characteristic % and # of  
Respondents 

Average or 
Mean 

Service Delivery Settings  
Head Start classrooms 
Community preschools or child care 
Home 
Preschool operated by a public school 
Special needs preschool 
Family care home 
Combination of services 
Other: Diagnostic center 
 
Frequency of visits to focus child 
One time a week 
Twice a month 
Twice a week 
Three or more times a week 
Once a month 
 
Duration of visits 
1 hour 
1-1.5 hours 
Other 
1.5-2 hours 
2 hours 
 
Duration ECSE teacher provided services to focus child 
One school year 
Two school years 
Less than six months 
Less than three months 
Other 

 
39 (40) 
23 (23) 
22 (22) 
7 (7) 
3 (3) 
1 (1) 
1 (1) 
1(1) 

 
 

84 (85) 
6 (6) 
4 (4) 
2 (2) 
1 (1) 

 
 

67 (68) 
18 (18) 
7 (7) 
4 (4) 
1 (1) 

 
 

52 (58) 
23 (26) 
19 (21) 
4 (4) 
2 (1) 

 

Frequently occurring disability conditions of focus chil-
dren  
Communication delays or disorders 
Overall developmental delays 
Social emotional delay or disorder 
Multiple or severe disabilities 
Autism 
Fine motor delay 
Gross motor delay 
 
Age 
Average age of focus children 

 
53 (53) 
18 (18) 
9 (9) 
6 (6) 
6 (6) 
3 (3) 
1 (1) 

 

4.64 (.779) 
 
 
Table 3.  
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Major professional challenges itinerant ECSE teachers face 
Theme Components of Theme 
Logistics • Balancing professional roles (e.g., classroom teacher and 

provider of itinerant services).   
• Completing paperwork 
• Keeping up with changes in state rules and policies 
• Scheduling or coordinating meetings with others 
• Travel logistics 

Caseload • Too many children on caseload 
• Too few children on caseload 

Confidence and Competence in Role • Feeling comfortable and confident in my role as an itinerant 
• Working in someone else’s classroom 
• Working in a student’s home 
• Helping others to make changes to support the child 

Characteristics of teachers, parents 
or early childhood programs 

• Quality of ECE programs and classrooms 
• Attitudes of ECE partner teachers 
• Resistant behaviors of teachers or parents 
• Teachers’ capacity to implement child-focused interven-

tions  
• Teachers’ capacity to collect progress monitoring data 
• Mismatch between characteristics of the classroom and 

learning needs of students 
Access to professional support and 
resources 

• Professional isolation 
• Lack of support or understanding from supervisors 
• Lack of state level support 
• Access to resources (e.g., materials and equipment) 

Meeting the needs of specific chil-
dren 

• Working effectively with students who have specific needs 
(e.g., behavioral concerns) 

• Writing functional goals 
• Developing meaningful activities 

 
resources to provide high-quality itinerant 
ECSE services. When asked to describe 
major professional challenges faced as an 
itinerant ECSE teacher, one respondent 
commented that she is the “[O]nly itinerant in 
the area so it is hard to meet with other itin-
erants and discuss what we are doing and 
challenges we face.” Another complained 
that “[W]orking in a public school, I also feel 
like many of my colleagues don't fully under-
stand how much I have to do with all the Pre-
school students and Kindergarten students 
as well. Some think I just "visit" the students 
when I really do much more than that.” An-
other teacher stated that "[A]lthough my su-
pervisor has a clear perception of my role as 
an itinerant teacher, many of my colleagues 
after 4 years still do not understand what ex-
actly my roles and responsibilities are-which 
can make it difficult to collaborate with them. 
I also feel ""out of the loop"" most of the time 
with what is going on at my school. Since I 
am gone most of the day, I miss out on meet-
ings that occur during the day or other activ-
ities planned for staff or students.” 
 

 
Meeting the needs of specific children.  

The final theme that emerged from the con-
tent analysis was the difficulties that itinerant 
ECSE teachers faced in trying to adequately 
meet the needs of specific children they 
served. This included challenges like meet-
ing the needs of children with challenging 
behavior, writing functional IEP goals and 
developing meaningful and effective devel-
opmental or educational activities for those 
children (e.g., for children with severe disa-
bilities served in the home). Examples of re-
spondent comments included: “I would also 
like to continue to grow in the area of behav-
ioral interventions and teaching social skills” 
and “[C]urrently not being able to give all kids 
the classroom experience that they need. I 
know not all need to be in a classroom but 
many on my caseload NEED that interac-
tion.” 
 
Quantitative Analysis of Comments 
In addition to identifying the major themes 
that emerged from the content analysis, we 
were also interested in determining the fre-
quency of comments for each of the themes 
as well as the number of respondents whose 
comments were related to each theme. Ta-
ble 4 includes the results from that analysis. 
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The greatest number of comments (48 
or 37% of the total number of comments) 
were about logistical challenges. The theme 
Characteristics of Parents, Teachers, and 
Quality of the ECE Program had the second 
highest number of comments (38 or 29% of 
the total), followed by Access to Professional 
Support and Resources (15 or 12% of the to-
tal), Confidence and Competence in Role 
(12 or 9% of the total), Caseload (9 com-
ments or 7% of the total), and Meeting the 
Needs of Specific Children (8 or 6% of the 
total). 
 
Discussion 
 
The results of this study suggest that itiner-
ant ECSE teachers face many professional 
challenges. These challenges include prob-
lems handling the logistics of their job, work-
ing with diverse groups of parents and teach-
ers, and working across a range of early 
childhood programs. Itinerant teachers re-
sponding to this survey described chal-
lenges they faced related to accessing pro-
fessional support and the resources they 
needed to engage in their role effectively. 
This has also been demonstrated to be the 
case in other areas of the world including the 
UK (Clough & Nutbrown, 2004), Greece, 
(Fyssa et al. 2014), and Australia (Grace et 
al., 2008). Of interest is the degree to which 
itinerant ECSE teachers identified issues of 
comfort and confidence in their own abilities 
to provide high quality services to children, 
as well as the extent to which they felt they 
were able to meet the needs of specific chil-
dren they served. 
 

Concerns about logistics 
Handling the day-to-day logistics of their job 
appears to be the most significant challenge 
that itinerant teachers face. Respondents 
provided significantly more comments re-
lated to the theme of logistics than any of the 
other themes that emerged from the content 
analysis. Handling the day-to-day details 
about one’s job is often challenging and frus-
trating. Itinerant ECSE teachers who spend 
the majority of their time “on the road”, face 
many logistical challenges on a daily basis. 
Unlike their classroom-based colleagues, 
itinerant ECSE teachers interact with far 
more individuals on a daily basis. The sheer 
number of these interactions can pose 
scheduling problems and difficulties. Savvy 
entrepreneurs can look upon this as an op-
portunity to develop organizational and time 
management systems that could help to ad-
dress some of the logistical challenges itin-
erant ECSE teachers face. Digital applica-
tions for mobile devices could be very helpful 
for these itinerant teachers. Providing pro-
fessional development experiences that fo-
cus on organization and time management 
could also be an important resource. Finally, 
it is important for itinerant ECSE teachers 
and their supervisors to streamline visitation 
schedules, making it easier for itinerant 
ECSE to do their jobs. For example, serving 
multiple children in one program could help 
decrease driving or commuting time for itin-
erant teachers. Another way of decreasing 
travel time is to increase the amount of time 
teachers spend during a single visit while de-
creasing the number of visits per child.  
 

 
Table 4.  
Frequency of comments per theme 
Theme # of Responses # of Individuals % of Total 
Logistics 42 33 36 
Caseload 8 5 6.8 
Confidence and competence in role 11 7 9.4 
Characteristics of teachers, par-
ents, and quality of ECE program 

34 27 29 

Access to professional support and 
resources 

14 9 12 

Meeting the needs of specific chil-
dren  

8 16 6.8 

Multiple Categories  14  
Total 117 101 100 

 
 
 
 
 

Concerns about caseloads 
Working “smarter” could also help to address 
some of the concerns about the number of 
children on itinerant ECSE teachers’ 
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caseloads—another challenge they re-
ported. Inappropriate caseloads can com-
promise the quality of services that young 
children with disabilities receive and can cre-
ate frustration for the itinerant ECSE teach-
ers who serve them. It is critical that supervi-
sors and district personnel, along with state-
level leaders, work diligently to ensure that 
itinerant ECSE teachers have appropriate 
caseloads. While increasing caseloads may 
seem like a way to stretch the district budget, 
it can actually backfire since the quality of 
services provided to children can easily be 
compromised. Itinerant ECSE teachers who 
serve too many children are unable to pro-
vide quality services. Consequently, the dis-
trict or LEA may be wasting financial re-
sources in supporting ineffective early inter-
vention services. 
 
Concerns about working with others 
Although one should not underestimate the 
challenges that logistical difficulties and in-
appropriate caseloads can create, we are 
concerned with the challenges that respond-
ents identified that are related to working 
with other teachers and parents, as well as 
serving children across a spectrum of early 
childhood programs. Those challenges are 
far more difficult to address and can have 
more serious implications for the quality of 
services young children receive. 
The complexities involved in providing con-
sultation and coaching to general educators 
has been well-documented in the school 
consultation literature (Downer, Locasale-
Crouch, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009; Harris & 
Cancelli, 1991; Johnson, Pugach, & Ham-
mitte, 1988). In 2011, the Region 1 Office of 
Child Care and the National Infant and Tod-
dler Child Care Initiative published a set of 
competencies related to providing consulta-
tion to teachers and other professionals who 
work with infants and toddlers. The compe-
tencies outlined in this document are com-
plex and exhaustive and speak to the difficult 
job that early childhood consultants face. 
While behavioral consultants who work in 
the K-12 school system receive formal train-
ing related to consultation, itinerant ECSE 
teachers, who often are called upon to do the 
same job, receive little or none. It is no sur-
prise that without proper training and sup-
port, itinerant ECSE teachers find it difficult 
to provide effective consultation services. 
While parents who choose itinerant ECSE 
services for their children might be viewed as 
willing participants, they may do so without 

fully understanding how a consultative ap-
proach to itinerant ECSE service delivery 
works versus the more familiar “pull out” or 
one-to-one service delivery model. This is 
especially true for parents who advocate for 
a “medical model” of services for their chil-
dren; a model that emphasizes the primacy 
of “hands on” therapy provided by experts. 

The resistance that respondents identi-
fied as a major challenge to their work may 
be especially relevant when it comes to 
working with general ECE teachers who, of-
ten by default, find themselves in relation-
ships with itinerant ECSE teachers (Harris & 
Cancelli, 1991). Even though participating in 
a consultative relationship should be volun-
tary (Wesley & Buysse, 2006), it often is not. 
Harris and Cancelli (1991) argue that the de-
gree to which the consultee “volunteers” to 
work with the consultant has major implica-
tions for the success of the consultative rela-
tionship. It is not surprising that a number of 
respondents who identified working with 
teachers and parents as a major challenge, 
also cited a lack of confidence or compe-
tence in their role as an itinerant ECSE 
teacher as an associated challenge.  

 
Concerns about quality of early childhood 
programs 
Along with working with individuals, re-
spondents to this survey also identified as a 
challenge the quality of the early childhood 
program in which itinerant services are pro-
vided. Itinerant ECSE teachers’ concerns 
about the quality of the early childhood pro-
gram are not new (Dinnebeilet al., 2001). 
Unfortunately, the history of quality child 
care in the United States is not positive, alt-
hough recent efforts to improve quality have 
had positive outcomes. Many young chil-
dren, both with and without disabilities, are 
served in early childhood programs that pro-
vide mediocre to poor care (Barnett, Caro-
lan, Fitzgerald, & Squires, 2012) and LEAs 
often have little control over where parents 
decide to enroll their children who receive 
itinerant services. Recent advances in the 
development and implementation of quality 
improvement rating systems (QRIS) will 
hopefully help parents identify high quality 
early childhood programs, resulting in better 
outcomes for children (Mitchell, 2009; Zell-
man & Perlman, 2008). 

In addition to poor quality care that is 
characteristic of some early childhood pro-
grams, itinerant ECSE teachers can encoun-
ter challenges when there is a mismatch in 
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the educational approaches taken by a gen-
eral early childhood program staff and the 
needs of a particular child with a disability. 
While the field has made great strides in de-
veloping a joint understanding of what con-
stitutes developmentally appropriate prac-
tice (Bredekamp, 1993), many general early 
childhood educators reject or do not under-
stand that some educational practices that 
are generally perceived as developmentally 
inappropriate (e.g., providing extrinsic moti-
vation) may be individually appropriate for 
some children. Consequently, they may 
overtly or covertly reject the advice or recom-
mendations of an itinerant ECSE teacher, as 
well as fail to adopt evidence-based prac-
tices in addressing the IEP objectives of chil-
dren in their classroom.  

 
Concerns about professional support 
Many of the itinerant ECSE teachers who re-
sponded to this survey spoke about the chal-
lenges they face securing professional sup-
port from colleagues and supervisors. Since 
itinerant ECSE teachers have unique roles, 
they often do not enjoy the professional col-
legiality that classroom-based teachers ex-
perience. In addition, in Ohio, special educa-
tion supervisors and administrators report 
confusion about the role of the itinerant 
ECSE teacher. As a result, some respond-
ents identified their supervisor’s lack of un-
derstanding of the role of an itinerant ECSE 
teacher as a challenge. They also identified 
the challenge that occurs when their school-
based colleagues do not seem to under-
stand what they do. Professional support is 
an essential element of any effective educa-
tional system. Itinerant ECSE teachers face 
issues that many classroom-based col-
leagues or special education administrators 
do not experience. Since these are unique 
challenges, having professional colleagues 
to turn to for support and guidance is critical. 

Our state’s early childhood coordina-
tors, housed in our regional special educa-
tion resource centers, have worked to pro-
vide professional support to itinerant ECSE 
teachers primarily through developing and 
maintaining communities of practice and 
study groups. We have also begun to use 
social networking to help itinerant ECSE 
teachers develop and maintain connections 
with each other. These strategies have the 
potential to provide the support and collegi-
ality that itinerant ECSE teachers need in or-
der to sustain and improve the quality of their 
professional practice. It’s important to make 

sure that all itinerant ECSE teachers know 
about these resources and are comfortable 
accessing them. Even though the itinerant 
ECSE teachers who responded to this sur-
vey had been providing itinerant services for 
an average of 7 years, a standard deviation 
of over 5 years provides evidence that not all 
respondents were seasoned itinerants. 
Reaching out to new itinerant ECSE teach-
ers to make sure they are aware of profes-
sional resources is important to their suc-
cess and competence. 
 
Limitations 
 
While we learned many things about the 
challenges facing itinerant ECSE teachers, it 
is important to acknowledge certain limita-
tions of this study. First, although almost half 
of the respondents completed the question-
naire, not all of them did. There is the possi-
bility that the responses analyzed in this 
study do not represent the perspectives of all 
the itinerant ECSE teachers in Ohio, let 
alone across the country. We also were not 
able to obtain access to the names and con-
tact information for all of the itinerant ECSE 
teachers in Ohio—one of the 16 state sup-
port teams was unable to provide that infor-
mation. Consequently, there is a possibility 
that itinerant ECSE teachers who did not re-
ceive an invitation to participate in the survey 
may have provided different responses. 

Another limitation of this study is the 
possible bias that might have occurred when 
identifying and describing the themes that 
emerged from the content analysis. The first 
and second authors first identified themes in-
dependently and then worked jointly to de-
velop the final definitions used in the analy-
sis. It is possible that other individuals would 
have identified different themes. Replication 
of this study could increase confidence that 
the issues here are, indeed, professional 
challenges that are faced by itinerant ECSE 
teachers. 
 
 
 
Implications for Future Research 
 

As the provision of consultative ser-
vices to support early childhood inclusion be-
comes more prevalent, it is critical that re-
searchers work to identify the key compo-
nents of effective consultation and other 
models of collaboration. The field is begin-
ning to understand how different models of 
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professional support help educators learn 
new skills and gain new competencies 
(Sheridan et al., 2009). However, the terms 
“consultation” and “coaching” are used freely 
without operational definitions, and often are 
seen as equivalent terms or practice models. 
We respectfully suggest that consultation 
and coaching, while sharing some elements 
of practice, differ. Until we are able to reach 
an understanding of what these terms mean, 
we will be unable to evaluate the efficacy of 
their use by itinerant ECSE teachers and 
fully understand the challenges these ECSE 
professionals face. 

 
Implications for Practice  
 

The provision of effective itinerant 
ECSE services involves ‘top-down’ and ‘bot-
tom-up’ approaches. From a top-down per-
spective, itinerant ECSE teachers need di-
rection and guidance, in the form of effective 
supervision, from administrators and state 
level leaders. Unfortunately, itinerant teach-
ers will continue to face the challenges de-
scribed in this study until they receive the 
support they need to advance their profes-
sional skills and practice. Developing and 
disseminating a shared understanding of 
what constitutes effective itinerant ECSE 
services is critical in supporting itinerant 
ECSE teachers. Parents and general educa-
tors must understand what to expect from 
itinerant ECSE teachers providing consulta-
tion services. Administrators must also un-
derstand that the most effective itinerant 
ECSE teachers are seasoned profession-
als—not novices just entering the profes-
sion. LEA administrators who hire itinerant 
ECSE teachers must take experience into 
account when filling itinerant ECSE posi-
tions. Involving the general ECE community 
in this discussion is key to advancing high 
quality itinerant ECSE services. This means 
engaging in systemic discussions with com-
munity leaders and making sure that general 
ECE teachers who work with itinerant ECSE 
teachers participate in the IEP process as 
full partners.  

From a ‘bottom-up’ perspective, itiner-
ant ECSE teachers require training and on-
going professional development so they can 
function effectively in their positions. Given 
the nature of most ECSE teacher prepara-
tion programs, it is highly unlikely that itiner-
ant ECSE teachers are adequately prepared 
to work effectively with other adults versus 
focusing their interaction on one-to-one 

interaction with the children on their case-
load. While teachers may complete a course 
in “collaboration in special education” as part 
of their preservice program, we doubt that 
they are required to complete formal clinical 
experiences that focus on work with other 
adults in a consultation/partnership role. 
One solution to the problem might be requir-
ing an additional credential that teachers 
earn by completing a program of study that 
focuses on the critical knowledge and skills 
needed by consultants. However, creating 
this requirement could make it even more 
difficult to fill itinerant positions, thus limiting 
inclusive options and threatening the integ-
rity of the principle of least restrictive envi-
ronment. Career ladder options which re-
ward ECSE teachers for acquiring “value 
added” credentials, voluntarily, also could 
motivate engaged itinerant professionals to 
complete advanced training that focuses on 
the dynamics of consultation services and 
the development of professional partner-
ships. 
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