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Abstract

A quantitative analysis of the admissions and 
graduation requirements of the special education 
doctoral programs at top 20 universities in the 
United States was conducted. Admission 
requirements typically include an application fee, 
previous coursework GPA, previous field experience, 
GRE scores, TOEFL scores, professional writing 
sample(s), and enrollment. Graduation requirements 
include continuous enrollment, completion of 
courses, yearly progress reviews, doctoral products, 
a qualifying examination, dissertation completion, 
and final defense. Results indicate that the admission 
requirements and the quality of the instruction of the 
top 20 graduate education programs in the U.S. is 
comparable to that of the top 20 universities around 
the world and of the top 20 universities in the U.S.

Special education is currently a field with a growing 
need for highly educated professionals in order to 
develop and provide better services and opportunities 
for individuals with disabilities. Some jobs that 
involve research or administration require persons 
with doctorate level training to maximize continued 
progress.

Many of the top special education graduate programs 
are offered at universities in the United States. In one 
of the few rankings available on the World Wide 
Web of best universities in the world, Shanghai 
Jiao Tong University’s Web site (2006) ranks 17 U.S. 
universities among the best 20 on the globe (also see 
India Education.Net, 2006; MSNBC, 2006; National 
University of Singapore, 2006). Eleven of the best 
universities from the Jiao Tong University’s Web 
site are also listed in a U.S. News & World Report 
ranking (2006b) of the best 20 universities in the 
U.S. Of the U.S. universities with the best graduate 
programs in education, according to the U.S. News & 
World Report assessment (2006c), six are among the 
best 20 universities in the world, and five are among 
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the best 20 universities in the U.S. Of the 
universities that offer the best special 
education graduate programs in the U.S., 
11 are among the universities with the 
best graduate programs in education in 
the U.S., and three are considered to 
be among the best universities in the 
world according to the U.S. News & World 
Report ranking (2006d).

The doctoral degrees that are typically 
awarded are Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.
D., Philosophiæ Doctor) and Doctor 
of Education (Ed.D. or D.Ed., Doctor 
Educationis). A Ph.D. program typically 
prepares students for research positions, 
and an Ed. D. degree may prepare 
individuals for research, teaching, or 
administration positions in colleges and 
universities. Both degrees may lead to 
leadership positions in various service 
and educational agencies.

An extensive literature search revealed 
no surveys focusing on admission and 
graduation requirements in doctoral 
programs. The purpose of this survey 
is to provide prospective candidates to 
special education doctoral programs 
with an up-dated guideline as to the 
quality, admission requirements, program 
completion guidelines, and geographical 
setting of 20 of the top-rated academic 
programs in the U.S. In addition, the 
survey may provide family members, 
practitioners, and policymakers with 
information about the top 20 special 
education doctoral preparation programs 
in the U.S. This survey will hopefully 
encourage more individuals to choose 
to study special education and pursue 
higher degrees in order to contribute to 
the improvement of services for people 
with disabilities and to extend the body of 
research in the area of special education. 
Finally, colleges and universities may be 
able to develop more consistent admission 
and graduation requirements by sharing 
the type of information presented here.

Method

The Internet was used to obtain information 
on top-ranked U.S. universities that 
offered doctoral level programs in special 
education, and the requirements for those 
universities and programs (for historical 
background and a rationale for use of 
the Internet, see Everett, 2002; Hafner 
& Lyon, 1996; Isaacson, 2002; Naughton, 
2000; Webopedia, 2006). Web searches 
were initially conducted using well-known 
search engines (Google, Yahoo, and MSN) 
and keywords such as “top universities,” 
“world rank universities,” and “rank 
colleges” in order to obtain a ranking of top 
universities around the world and within 
the U.S. A search of the universities’ Web 
sites was subsequently conducted using 
any keyword that constituted a variable 
targeted in this survey, such as “special,” 
“education,” “disability(ies),” “doctoral 
program,” “admission,” “application,” 
“GRE,” “fee,” and combinations of these. 
A third search was conducted on the 
official Web site of the U.S. News and 
World Report, where a subscription to 
the Premium Online edition provided a 
comprehensive list of universities with the 
top-rated programs in the U. S.

When the information from these main 
sources was insufficient or unclear, an 
e-mail message or a telephone call was 
placed to obtain the needed information. 
The criteria for inclusion of the first-
ranked 20 special education programs in 
the U.S. were that: 1) the university had 
to offer special education specialization; 
2) the university had to offer a Ph.D. 
and/or Ed.D. in special education; 3) the 
special education program had to be 
ranked among the top 20 in the U.S.; 4) 
the university had to be accredited; and 
5) the university had to have a Web site. 
[For more information about how the 
school rankings were made, see U.S. News 
& World Report (2006a), and for details 
about accreditation of schools, refer to the 
Graduate Guide (2006)].
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Results

The search revealed several rankings of 
American universities at the U.S. News 
& World Report Web site (2006a; 2006b; 
2006c; 2006d) and at other Web sites 
that cited the U.S. News & World Report 
ranking. Additionally, the search produced 
information about minimum admission 
and graduation requirements in education 
and special education programs in the 
20 top universities in the U.S. for 2006. 
The ranking from the U.S. News & World 
Report was accepted for the purposes of 
this survey because 1) this ranking was 
cited at all other visited Web sites that 
provided a university ranking, 2) this 
publication has journalistic prestige (U.S. 
News & World Report, 2006f), and 3) the 
company’s staff conducted a stringent and 
thorough analysis of information in order 
to come to their conclusions. Table 1 lists 
the 20 top-ranked universities.

Admission Requirements

Table 1 shows that the mean GRE scores 
obtained in 2005 by the students accepted 
in doctoral education programs (534.4 for 
Verbal Reasoning and 615.1 for Quantitative 
Reasoning) is close to the mean GRE 
scores obtained by students accepted in 
special education graduate programs in 
the same year (510.5 for Verbal Reasoning 
and 595.8 for Quantitative Reasoning). This 
suggests that expectations for academic 
performance in special education graduate 
programs are comparable to those in other 
doctoral education programs.

For a candidate to be considered for 
admission into a special education doctoral 
program at any of the 20 top special 
education doctoral programs investigated, 
the following items must be submitted: 
1) an application and processing fee; 2) a 
letter of intent (sometimes referred to as a 
letter of aspiration or statement of goals); 
3) two official transcripts of all previous 

college work (i.e., bachelor’s and master’s 
level coursework at accredited colleges or 
universities in the U.S. or at equivalent 
foreign institutions); 4) three to five letters 
of reference; 5) official scores from the 
Graduate Record Examination (GRE); 6) 
a minimum Grade Point Average (GPA) 
report; and 7) official scores from the Test 
of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), 
if applicable (Table 2). All documents must 
be submitted by the admission/application 
deadlines, typically approximately six 
months prior to the semester for which 
the candidate wishes to be accepted. Some 
colleges also ask for a curriculum vitae and/
or an interview, tape, or a video recording 
with answers to questions selected by 
the admission committee. Some programs 
require an additional scholarly written 
sample.

The results of the admission requirements 
are summarized in Table 2 [page 20]. 
Some special education doctoral programs 
require a master’s degree, while others 
require only a bachelor’s degree. Forty-
five percent of the investigated special 
education programs ask for some 
experience in the field prior to admission. 
Of the 20 programs, 50% reported 
a minimum acceptable score, 35% did 
not have a cut-off score but expressed 
a preference, and 15% did not require 
a GRE score. Even if the department 
does not require a minimum GRE score, 
the prospective students are reminded 
that the admission is competitive and 
that a GRE score report may be helpful 
in evaluating their overall abilities, and 
especially in considering allocation of 
financial aid. The full-time in-state tuition 
consists generally of an enrollment of nine 
credit hours of graduate courses. 

International applicants who are not 
native English speakers are required 
to submit their scores from the TOEFL 
exam. Typically, international students 
are also required to submit an additional 
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writing sample or an essay as proof 
of their competence in English. 
Furthermore, international students 
who have qualified for admission 
may be required to provide an official 
statement of financial resources 
that may be used to support their 
education for the first semester or year 
of graduate school. The official letter 
of admission is usually accompanied 
by a packet of information and an 
I-20 form with which international 
students obtain a U.S. Visa.

All colleges reviewed strongly 
recommend online application, which 
provides several advantages: 1) the 
application fee may be waived or 
reduced, 2) the application can be re-
accessed for revisions if necessary, 3) 
the status of application can be checked 
online with convenience, and 4) 
electronic communication is faster than 
regular mail. Admission guidelines 
for all colleges generally state that 
attainment of minimum examination 
scores and timely submission of all 
required materials do not guarantee 
admission and/or financial aid 
because several other factors need 
to be taken into consideration. These 
include: 1) strength of the letter of 
introduction; 2) strengths of the 
letters of recommendation; 3) quality 
of the writing sample; 4) quality of 
previous experience and background 
in special education or a related 
field; 5) match of the applicant’s and 
department’s goals; 6) availability of 
a professor with a vacancy in the 
targeted specialty, and 7) availability 
of funds.

The recommendation decision 
(admit/do not admit) is usually 
made by an admission committee 
from the department that offers the 
special education program from each 
university. An official notification of Ta
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admission is sent to the applicant via mail 
or email from the appropriate department 
or from the Graduate School. It is therefore 
important to provide the university with 
a current e-mail and/or postal address, 
since the notification will also include 
further procedural instructions and 
contact information for the applicant.

Graduation Requirements

Once admitted into a doctoral program, 
the status of doctoral student is granted 
and should be maintained through: 1) 
continuous registration; 2) enrollment and 
successful completion of recommended 
course work hours, including research 
tools (courses in areas related to research 
design, methodology, and statistical 
analysis); 3) yearly student progress review 
determined by the department’s faculty 
and/or student’s committee members; 
and 4) professional products. Successful 
performance in a course is defined as 
earning a grade of B or higher. The 
doctoral committee is typically composed 
of three to five members from within and 
outside the department, including one 
or two committee chairs. Depending on 
the program and the student’s personal 
goals, doctoral program duties or products 
may include: 1) teaching an internship or 
a practicum; 2) student supervision; 3) 
teaching a college course; 4) professional 
presentations outside the department 
(e.g., state, national, or international 
conferences); and 5) writing or contributing 
to grant proposals.

Because the doctoral programs are so 
uniquely tailored to the needs of the 
individual student, the number of hours 
of minimum research and graduate credit 
hours vary, and they may exceed the core 
program, especially because the number 
of dissertation hours can vary from 3 to 
27 credit hours. A number or a guideline 
from which an approximate number of 
minimum coursework credit hours could 

be calculated was reported inconsistently 
throughout the revised programs. The 
results of the graduation requirements 
are summarized in Table 3 [page 23]. A 
commitment of three to four years of full-
time doctoral work or the equivalent is 
required by all of the 20 special education 
programs. In general, upon completion 
of course requirements except for the 
dissertation, there is a general qualifying 
examination (oral and/or written). If this 
is passed, the student officially becomes a 
doctoral candidate. The candidate is then 
given the opportunity to work on his/her 
dissertation proposal. Once the proposal is 
approved by the committee members, the 
doctoral candidate conducts research for, 
writes, and defends his/her dissertation in 
the context of the final (oral) examination. 
Dissertations generally consist of: 1) a 
comprehensive literature review, 2) a 
description of the methodology used, 
and 3) several chapters of scientific and 
philosophical analysis. The time line in 
which a student is expected to finish his/
her studies varies from four to five years. 
From the 20 programs investigated, only 8 
have reported a time limit for graduation, 
with a mean of approximately 10 years 
from admission, given that the student 
has the special approval of the doctoral 
committee and the Graduate School to 
delay his/her defense no later than four to 
six years from promotion to candidacy.

Discussion

This paper has identified the 20 top-
rated special education programs in 
the United States, and has reported 
on their admission and graduation 
requirements. Similar analyses, focusing 
on related disciplines pertinent to careers 
in disability, and emphasizing both 
admission and graduation requirements 
for undergraduate and graduate levels, 
would be useful additions to the existent 
statistical data about the quality of the 
colleges and universities in the U.S. 
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and in other countries. Such studies 
should motivate prospective students 
to make informed decisions about their 
future careers. It is recommended that 
official Web sites of various colleges and 
universities should report information 
about admission and graduation in a 
more detailed and consistent fashion. 
Universities’ Web sites could also provide 
statistics about employment success rates 
upon graduation, the number of graduates 
and employed graduates per year, and the 
satisfaction of the employees with their 
job. Should more statistical data about 
special education preparation programs 
be made available, they could be summed 
up in a meta-analysis, which could offer 
overall conclusions about the field of 
special education.
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