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I Today, when trying to find our 

way to an unfamiliar desti-
nation, many of us rely on 
global positioning systems, 

or GPS technology. “Recalibrating” 
and “Whenever possible make a legal 
U-turn” are now ubiquitous phrases 
in the audio backdrop to many of 
our car trips, the modern-day road 
map. Before embarking, we set our 
GPS and let it guide us through our 
journey, checking it often to be sure 

we are still on course to reach our 
final location. 

We can think about modern-day 
inclusive education in similar terms. 
The programming decisions we make 
to serve the 6.1 million school-age 
children with disabilities in public 
schools nationwide serve as our global 
positioning system in creating and 
maintaining truly inclusive schools. 
These children ask us to examine the 
question “Are we there yet?”

The two of us have worked with 
hundreds of schools and districts 
across the country on inclusive poli-
cies and practices. Federal law has 
mandated inclusion of students with 
disabilities since 1975, contributing 
to schools that are much differ-
ent places today. Yet many schools 
continue to use outdated models of 
inclusion, segregating students with 
disabilities in separate classrooms, 
wings or buildings.

Inclusive 
Schooling 

Making legal U-turns from  

outdated principles and practices to 

better serve students with disabilities

B Y  J U L I E  C A U S T O N  A N D  G E O R G E  T H E O H A R I S 

Are We There Yet?

“All you need is the plan, the road map,  
and the courage to press on to your destination.” 

— eARl NIGhTINGAle
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One District’s Approach
Is the destination of inclusive educa-
tion within reach today?

“We did inclusion.” “We have 
inclusion rooms.” “We tried inclu-
sion.” We hear these phrases from 
educators everywhere. Yet authentic 
inclusion is not something that exists 
only for some kids in some class-
rooms. It is not an experiment. It is 
not something that happens some-
times, with students removed for 
therapies.

Inclusion is a way of seeing the 
world. For schools, inclusion is a 
guiding philosophy that prompts 
educators to work together to ensure 
every student is a full and permanent 
member of the general education 
classroom and school community. 
This begs the questions “Is this even 
possible?” and “How do schools and 
districts get to this point?” 

We can look to places already 
doing this work. In Wisconsin, the 
1,300-student Hartland/Lakeside 
School District committed to creat-
ing an authentically inclusive district 
during the 2008-09 school year. The 
district began with an equity audit, 
which found students with disabili-
ties were facing a variety of inequi-
ties, ranging from achievement to 
opportunities. 

Hartland focused on revising its 
service delivery, involving the entire 
administrative team as well as spe-
cial education and general education 
teachers. By fall 2009, the district 
had eliminated self-contained spe-
cial education rooms and was mov-
ing rapidly away from pullout ser-
vices. Using the teacher mantra of 
“do it afraid — there is no manual,” 
Hartland’s educators collectively 
solved problems as they arose and 
redeployed teachers to eliminate the 
former special education rooms. 

The district’s focus on service deliv-
ery positioned teams of adults to take 
on new roles together and focused on 
re-creating classroom environments 
that worked for all students, even 
those with significant needs.

This commitment took many 
forms, not the least of which were 
structural changes in the school dis-
trict to eliminate barriers that kept 
special education and students with 
disabilities separate. The district 
combined the teaching and learning 
department with the special educa-
tion department and eliminated a 
significant number of paraprofession-
als. Using those same funds, Hart-
land hired certified special education 
teachers, three or four teachers for 
every 10 paraprofessionals. This 
allowed for greater teacher collabora-
tion and reduced caseloads for spe-
cial education teachers.

Assistant Superintendent Dacia 
Hopfensperger concedes the process 
has not been perfect “but we are at 
a much deeper place than we were 
four years ago. We are working now 
on how to co-teach better and how to 
differentiate better. We are no longer 
worrying about if this student should 
be here. People know and expect 
all of our students to be in general 
education.” 

Hopfensperger says student 
data point to improved outcomes. 
In 2008, students with disabilities 
started kindergarten performing 
higher than peers across the state, 
but by the end of middle school they 
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Every student should have a chance to be a full and permanent member of the 
general education classroom, insist Julie Causton and George Theoharis.
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lagged behind their peers. After 
four years in inclusive classrooms, 
she says, this is no longer true. The 
students with disabilities achieve at 
higher rates than the state average.

A Two-Decade Effort
Hartland/Lakeside is not alone in 
this commitment. In the late 1980s, 
Sandy Creek Central School District, 
a high-poverty, rural district east of 
Lake Ontario in upstate New York, 
made a commitment to include the 
entire range of students with dis-
abilities. It has become common 
practice that all students with dis-
abilities in Sandy Creek are served 
by teams of general education and 
special education teachers within 
the general education classrooms. 

The district’s two-decade-old com-
mitment has resulted in a shared 
embrace of inclusion across teachers, 
administrators and the community. 
A “we can’t imagine any other way 
other than including all students” 
belief system permeates the district 
culture and norms, and student 
achievement has improved for all.

The 900-student Sandy Creek 
district remains committed to all 
students with disabilities being full 
members of their general education 
classrooms, even in the face of vari-
ous initiatives imposed by state and 
federal departments of education on 
public schools everywhere. Whether 
adopting Reading First, embrac-
ing the Common Core standards 
or readying new teacher evaluation 
processes, the district’s inclusive 
philosophy has been central to 
the implementation of these other 
initiatives. 

The answer to the question “Do 
schools and districts do this?” is 
clearly yes. Similar initiatives have 
been implemented in big and small, 
urban, rural and suburban school 
districts from Vermont to California. 
Creating authentic inclusive schools 
and districts is hard, ongoing work, 
but with commitment comes great 
promise. 

Programming Your GPS
The first step on any journey is mak-
ing sure all fellow travelers share 
a common understanding of the 
destination. 

With inclusive school reform, 
many school administrators adopt a 
commonly used definition of inclu-
sion from Norman Kunc’s 1992 essay 
“The Need to Belong: Rediscovering 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.” Kunc 
says: “When inclusive education is 
fully embraced, we abandon the idea 
that children have to become ‘normal’ 
in order to contribute to the world. … 
We begin to look beyond typical ways 
of becoming valued members of the 
community, and in doing so, begin to 
realize the achievable goal of provid-
ing all children with an authentic 
sense of belonging.”

Inclusive programs are places 
where children, regardless of abil-
ity, race, language and income, are 
integral members of community, con-
nect with their peers, have access to 
meaningful educational activities and 
receive the collaborative support to 
succeed. Students are not segregated, 
separated or excluded because of dis-
ability. Instead, services and supports 
are brought directly to them. 

understanding the benefits
School staff members should under-
stand the rationale for traveling this 
path. 

A compelling body of research 
suggests children with and without 
disabilities benefit both socially and 
academically from inclusive services, 
principally in these ways:

  l Inclusion increases the rates of 
learning and achievement for stu-
dents with disabilities;

  l Students with disabilities make and 
maintain friendships;

  l Students with and without disabili-
ties have higher performance in areas 
of social competence;

  l Students without disabilities have 
the same or better achievement.

A second rationale is federal law 
requiring the “least restrictive envi-
ronment” for students with disabili-
ties, the term used in the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act to 
support inclusion.

Least restrictive environment 
means that, to the maximum extent 
appropriate, school districts must 
educate students with disabilities in 
the regular classroom with appropri-
ate aids and supports, referred to as 
“supplementary aids and services,” P
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An inclusive class in Wisconsin’s Hartland/Lakeside School District, where students with 
disabilities achieve at higher rates than those in other systems across the state.
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along with their nondisabled peers 
in the school they would attend if 
not disabled.

Under the law’s interpretation, 
the general education classroom is 
the first place to be considered for 
placing a student with a disability 
before more restrictive options are 
used. And a child with a disability 
cannot be removed from a general 
education classroom merely to meet 

the needs of the school. 
Educators have successfully used 

supplementary aids and services to 
modify the regular class curriculum 
and enhance student learning and 
cohesiveness. These include prefer-
ential seating, large-print materi-
als, peer tutors, graphic organizers, 
computer software and computer-
assisted devices, taped lectures, 
reduced seat time, assistance of 

a teacher with special education 
training, professional development 
for the general education teacher, 
and a note-taker or a communica-
tion device. (See inclusive schooling 
checklist, page 25.)

A Legal u-Turn
Many schools and districts engage 
in well-intentioned but misguided 
or outdated practices in pursuit of 

Clarifying Expectations to Overcome Resistance
By  S u S A N  M A R T I N e z 

Most of the resistance I’ve encoun-

tered to fully including students 

with disabilities comes from staff 

members. Classroom teachers will 

refer students for special education because 

it means they will go “somewhere else.” To 

suggest that students with disabilities need 

to be taught in general education classes 

is upsetting to educators already faced 

with large classes of diverse students and 

increasing demands to improve achievement.

Special educators often are the most resis-

tant to inclusion because their role is the one 

that changes the most. They are expected to 

exchange the security of their own classroom 

where they have worked with a small number 

of students for a flexible schedule serving 

students in several classes. 

To build a more inclusive environment, 

special education teachers must master 

some new skills. They will need to learn how 

to create access to the general education 

curriculum, while working with a larger array 

of students and collaborating effectively 

with other adults.

Murky Goals
In the San Diego Unified Schools, much of 

the staff resistance stemmed from the lack 

of a clear expectation at the state or district 

level that schools honor the mandate of 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act to provide students with disabilities 

access to general education curricula and to 

similar-age peers. When the special educa-

tion division is the only voice calling for less 

segregation of students with individualized 

education programs, it takes longer to make 

positive changes in the system.

Early on, we learned we had to be specific 

when we talked about including students with 

disabilities. During the first three years of our 

change efforts, I often heard, “Well, this inclu-

sion stuff isn’t working, but Susan Martinez 

said that every student has to be in general 

education!” While repeatedly clarifying that I 

never said that, we began to focus on the “I” 

in IEP. The guiding question for each school-

based team became this: How do we look at 

this individual student’s strengths, accurately 

assess his or her needs, and think carefully 

about where those needs can best be met?

Throughout the process, we have asked 

schools not to talk about “full inclusion,” 

because in this system, full inclusion has 

meant taking students with disabilities out of 

fully segregated settings and throwing them 

into general education classes. In either 

situation, thoughtful, individual planning for 

students as defined by the IEP process was 

not happening. 

One of the main reasons why it is difficult 

to create inclusive schools is that it’s very 

thoughtful work. Teachers and administra-

tors have to commit to thinking collabora-

tively through the challenges.

Schoolwide benefits
Most site administrators are fluent in using 

individual student data to improve outcomes 

for general education students. We have 

encouraged administrators to use data simi-

larly to benefit students with disabilities on 

their campus. They can see when students 

are not making progress in segregated day 

classes. They can see how students who 

are proficient in English language arts and 

math are placed sometimes in segregated 

settings because of behavior. When a 

building administrator looks at the data for 

all students, it creates a sense of ownership 

for the administrator and takes the mystery 

out of working with even those students 

with the most significant disabilities.

For the last four years, achievement 

of students with disabilities in San Diego 

Unified has improved after being flat for 

more than five years. Last year, special 

education students’ scores on the state’s 

standardized testing program were higher 

than for our students in general education. 

Not much higher, but higher! 

At one elementary school, test-score 

gains last year by students with disabilities 

moved the school out of program improve-

ment status. Staff credited most of the 

improvement to becoming more inclusive. 

They learned to make sound instructional 

decisions for every student, not just those 

with individualized education programs.

SuSAN MARTINez 
retired in November as 
executive director of the 
special education division 
of the San Diego Unified 
Schools in San Diego, 
Calif. E-mail: susank 
martinez@yahoo.com
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inclusion. In reflecting on certain 
common practices, we have to heed 
the GPS warning to “make a legal 
U-turn” and abandon these routes. 

Six common practices that under-
mine inclusion and student success 
are these:

  l PullOuT PROGRAMS. One of the 
most common ways we serve stu-
dents who struggle is to remove them 
from general education classrooms 
for parts of their day and provide 
pullout services. Remove and reme-
diate; remove and remediate. This 
pattern leaves the students missing 
important content, which often is 
replaced with a reduced version of 
the content. 

Schools have tried this strategy 
repeatedly, but it has not consis-
tently produced better student 
learning, attendance or behavior, 
leading places like Hartland/Lake-
side and Sandy Creek to abandon 
these practices. Equally important 
are the documented issues of social 
stigma, social isolation and an over-
placement of African-American 
and low-income students in pullout 
programs

  l Self-cONTAINed PROGRAMS. 

Either on its own or in collaboration 
with neighboring districts, almost 
every district across the country runs 
separate classrooms, separate pro-
grams and even separate schools for 
students with disabilities. We refer to 
these as self-contained special educa-
tion programs.

These programs tend to serve 
students with more significant dis-
abilities who have more complicated 
needs by putting them together in 
separate rooms or buildings. While 
these programs claim to offer some-
thing individualized for complicated 
students, research has shown that 
the practices in these classrooms 
do not individualize, while they do 
result in higher teacher burnout 
rates, lead to low postsecondary 
employment, result in low rates of 

independent living, lead to over-rep-
resentation of students of color and 
low-income students, and rely on an 
increased use of physical restraint 
on students. 

Such programs sentence certain 
students to a separate life — one 
without the richness of the general 
education teaching and curriculum 
and their peers.

  l deNSe cluSTeRING Of STu-

deNTS WITh NeedS. Another well-
intentioned route is the creation of 
“inclusive” classrooms. This often 
results in clustering students with 
disabilities or other needs into a sin-
gle room. A 3rd-grade room might 
have 18 students without disabilities 
and eight students with disabili-
ties; 50 percent of the students in 
a co-taught 9th-grade English class 
might have a special education label 

or special need. 
While well intentioned, these 

rooms are not truly inclusive, as the 
disproportionate amount of needs 
can make them very much like spe-
cial education classrooms. We recom-
mend using the natural proportion 
of students with disabilities in the 
school or in the grade as a guide for 
each class.

  l ONe-ON-ONe SuPPORT. Per-
haps the most common strategy for 
including students is to rely on para-
professionals. This often is done to 
appease teachers, principals and par-
ents with the bargain that along with 
a student with complex needs comes 
a paraprofessional.

Paraprofessionals are the least 
trained, yet they are expected to work 
with students with the most signifi-
cant needs. When assigned a para-
professional, students tend to receive 
much less direct teacher involvement. 
In their 2005 study of paraprofes-
sionals used in 1:1 assignments, 
Michael Giangreco and his colleagues 
at the Center on Disability and Com-
munity Inclusion at the University 
of Vermont reported on inadvertent 
negative effects of the practice: sepa-
ration from classmates, unnecessary 
dependence, interference with peer 
interaction, loss of personal control 

George Theoharis Julie Causton 

such programs Sentence 

certAin StUdentS to A 

SePArAte Life — one without 
the richness of the general 
education teaching and  
curriculum and their peers.
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and provocation of negative behav-
iors. Hartland/Lakeside used this 
research to move away from a reli-
ance on paraprofessionals.

  l AGe-INAPPROPRIATe PlAce-

MeNTS. Another common but 
misguided strategy is to include 
students with significant disabilities 
with younger students. This typically 
takes place through the use of a diag-
nostic assessment that shows, say, a 
10-year-old boy doing academic work 
at a 1st-grade level, so the youngster 
is placed in a 1st-grade room, not his 
age-appropriate 5th-grade room. 

This is not a productive strategy 

because “performing at grade level” is 
not a prerequisite to receive accom-
modation to the age-appropriate 
curriculum. Students with significant 
needs then are at risk of being seen as 
perpetual little children rather than 
developing children with complex 
emotions and desires. These place-
ments deny students with and without 
disabilities the chance to develop an 

authentic community where students 
progress through the grades together, 
learning from and with each other.

  l TRAcKING. While the problem of 
tracking goes beyond students with 
disabilities, too often, well-inten-
tioned but misguided inclusion is fit 
into a tracked school system. This 
often results in students with disabil-

‘Not Simply One More Thing’
By  A M y  J O  B A I l e y

I recently visited an 8-year-

old student with autism 

from my school district 

who attended school in a 

self-contained program outside 

the district. His classroom was 

busy with purposeful activity 

as a group of professionals 

worked hard to serve the 

six or seven students in the 

classroom, all on the autism 

spectrum.

While I was impressed by 

the professionalism of the 

program and the expertise 

of staff members, I could not 

help thinking I wanted to take 

the student back to our school 

district. I had brought along one 

of our speech and language 

pathologists to get her opinion 

about moving this youngster 

back to his home school in our 

rural, 2,200-student district in 

Central New York.

We observed the student and 

then headed to the parking lot 

together, already brainstorming 

about what we would need to 

do to prepare for this student. 

Would he need an aide? Would 

he need assistive technology? 

Which classroom would be best 

for him? I knew I had brought 

the right person with me to 

discuss the possibilities. Instead 

of looking at obstacles, she 

already was planning how we 

could meet his education and 

developmental needs in our 

school.

Long-Held beliefs
A mind-set that embraces inclu-

sive education for all is not a 

stretch for me. I stepped into my 

first classroom in 1996 in Collier 

County, Fla., where classrooms 

were fully inclusive. I believe 

in inclusion and see how it 

benefits all students — yet I am 

well-aware that not everyone in 

education shares this vision. 

As we work in the Chit-

tenango schools to achieve an 

inclusive environment, I can 

readily see the challenges of 

mind-set and culture. I see the 

fear of change. I see the hard 

work, planning and effort that 

take place in our schools. I 

see teachers and administra-

tors with the same core beliefs 

about educating students with 

disabilities.

In these times, school 

districts are facing great 

changes with the implementa-

tion of the Common Core State 

Standards and the assess-

ments related to those learning 

standards. Teacher evaluation 

systems are being revamped 

with emphasis on student-

achievement data. And the list 

goes on. In the minds of school 

staff members, perhaps I am 

asking them to do “one more 

thing.” But it is not simply one 

more thing. 

A Team Requirement
What I would not have antici-

pated is how much effort and 

energy would go into creating 

a vision and changing a cultural 

mind-set within our organiza-

tion. The pace at which I want 

to move and the pace the 

organization can tolerate do 

not always match. But I cannot 

run down the field without my 

team, so I slow myself down and 

reflect, then back up and make 

sure we are together. We share, 

laugh, cry, watch an inspirational 

documentary, read a book, 

create professional development 

around our students’ needs and 

attend training ourselves. 

The team we have here 

trying to create an inclusive 

place for our students with 

disabilities to attend school 

works hard and believes in 

doing what is best for kids. We 

don’t always agree on what 

that is. We don’t always agree 

on what that looks like. We do 

agree that this work is worth it.

AMy JO 
BAIley is 
director of 
special educa-
tion in the  
Chittenango 
School District 
in Chittenango, 

N.y. E-mail: abailey@chittenango 
schools.org

students with significant needs then Are At riSk of 

being Seen AS PerPetUAL LittLe chiLdren rather than 
developing children with complex emotions and desires.
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ities receiving their instruction in low 
tracks or even special-needs tracks, 
leading to an overly dense clustering 
of student needs and a slower-paced 
curriculum designed to cover 80 per-
cent of the general curriculum.

This contributes to lower learning 
and diminished future possibilities. 
As most educators know, compelling 
research points to the detrimental 
effects of low tracks.

Have You Arrived?
Over the past 25 years, we have seen 
schools nationwide include more 
and more students with disabilities 
in general education. Today, more 
than 52 percent are educated pri-
marily in the general classroom, a 
move that bears on student achieve-
ment. Meghan Cosier, in examining 
national data on students with dis-
abilities in a 2010 doctoral disserta-
tion, found the more time students 
with disabilities spend in general 
education, the more they learn.

This evolution of inclusive place-
ment and knowledge that general 
education can produce stronger 
social and academic outcomes has 
led to changes in the inclusion move-
ment. For many years, parents, 
advocates and educators worked to 
include one child at a time, fighting 
and planning child by child. Next 
came the creation of authentically 
inclusive schools, and in recent years, 
we have seen more schoolwide sys-
tems to provide inclusive services to 
all students with disabilities.

The Hartland/Lakeside and Sandy 
Creek districts show us the desti-
nation more districts are heading 
toward — structurally and philosoph-
ically inclusive school systems. To 
make that journey, leaders will need 
to set their GPS. ■ 

JulIe cAuSTON is associate professor of 
teaching and leadership at Syracuse Univer-
sity in Syracuse, N.y. E-mail: jcauston@syr.
edu. GeORGe TheOhARIS is associate 
dean for urban education partnerships at 
Syracuse University. 

A Checklist for Inclusive Schooling
Julie Causton and George Theoharis created an inclusive education checklist from their field-

work with hundreds of public schools on these practices.

In my school or district:

 ☐  School administration and leaders are 

advocates for inclusive education.

 ☐  The structure of our district integrates spe-

cial education into the teaching and learn-

ing initiatives across the district.

 ☐  We place all students in their home school 

(the school they would attend if they did 

not have a disability).

 ☐  We educate all students in chronologically 

age-appropriate general education class-

rooms. 

 ☐  We do not send students to self-contained 

programs.

 ☐  We spread out students with disabilities 

— and don’t cluster them in certain class-

rooms — using natural proportions. 

 ☐  We have an ongoing service delivery 

process that adjusts the staffing and col-

laboration among teachers each year in 

response to student needs.

 ☐  We arrange all educators (general and 

 special educators) to teams of heteroge-

neous groups of students.

 ☐  We believe related services are portable 

and deliver them seamlessly in the context 

of general education classrooms.

 ☐  All teachers engaged in collaborative inclu-

sive services have ample co-planning time.

 ☐  We teach all teachers to differentiate con-

tent, process and assessment.

 ☐  We teach all teachers to know how to 

handle challenging behavior in thoughtful 

and kind ways.

 ☐  We find ways for increased support to 

come from teachers instead of paraprofes-

sionals and move away from 1:1 types of 

support.

 ☐  We teach our paraprofessionals how to 

support students in inclusive settings and 

about the specific needs of the students 

they are supporting.

 ☐  We have built-in time for communication 

between teachers and paraprofessionals.

Teachers from the Liverpool, N.Y., Central Schools learned new strategies for 
promoting full inclusion of students with disabilities at a workshop run by Syracuse 
university’s School of Education.
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