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Introduction


In a previous paper entitled “Inclusion-Not Segregation or Integration-Is Where a Student with Special Needs Belongs,” I conducted a philosophical analysis of the arguments for and against inclusive, segregated and integrated educational practices.  I concluded that the arguments in favor of inclusion were stronger than the arguments for segregation or integration and that the arguments against inclusion could be satisfactorily countered.  As is the case of much philosophical work, even in an area as applied as philosophy of education, what might be philosophically sound may be very difficult to put into practice.  Thus, the purpose of this paper is to re-evaluate the arguments for and against inclusion in the light of comments made by teachers who have “lived” the experience of inclusion.


To gain insight into teachers’ “lived experiences”, questionnaires were sent to teachers in all of the public elementary, middle and high schools in two adjoining counties in mid-Michigan.  Questionnaires were sent to almost 200 teachers of whom 81 responded; 36 from elementary, 12 from middle schools, and 33 from high schools.  Teachers were asked if they had had experiences teaching special needs students in their regular classrooms, if the experiences were positive, and what supports they would have like to have had.  Teachers were also asked for the benefits and drawbacks they saw in including students with disabilities in regular classrooms.  


The data collected was very interesting.  Of the 36 elementary teachers who responded, 24 shared that their experiences with inclusion had been positive while 11 had had some positive and some not so positive experiences.  None of the elementary teachers responded that their experiences had been categorically negative.  Of the 12 middle school teachers who responded, six spoke of positive experiences, four had both positive and negative experiences, while two had only negative experiences.  The experiences changed considerably regarding the high school data.  Of the 33 high school teachers who responded, only 13 related positive experiences, while 15 had had both positive and negative experiences and five teachers were adamantly opposed to inclusion.  The differences in thoughts concerning inclusion related to level of school taught will be discussed later in this paper.  At this point, I will summarize the arguments from my previous paper.

Philosophical Arguments

Conceptual distinctions



In "Inclusion-Not Segregation or Integration--Is Where a Student with Special Needs Belongs," I made some conceptual distinctions between "inclusion", "segregation" and "integration".  Segregated classrooms are simply what the name implies--self-contained classrooms filled with students who have a particular or any number of disabilities.  These classes are segregated from the mainstream school program.  Inclusive classrooms are also what the name implies--classrooms where all students are included all of the time, regardless of abilities or disabilities.  Integrated classrooms (also knows as mainstreamed classrooms) involve students with disabilities joining the regular classroom for parts of the day, often for "specials", e.g., music, physical education, and art.  The distinction between inclusive and integrated classrooms was not highlighted in the questionnaires so in some cases, teachers are referring to integrative situations rather than true inclusion. 

Segregated classrooms


Advocates of segregated classrooms argue that students with disabilities receive the benefit of teachers having specialized training as well as smaller pupil/teacher ratios in special education classrooms.  They also argue that in segregated classrooms, students do not feel the pressure to "keep up" with "typical" children.  Finally, on a pragmatic front, it has been argued that maintaining special education classroom is cheaper than including students in regular classrooms which would require many resources, e.g., aides, special education consultants, smaller classrooms, etc.


The main argument against segregated classrooms concerns the marginalization of students with disabilities. The reason that the marginalization of students with disabilities is indefensible is that students with disabilities are part of our community; we share our communities and homes with them.  Although justifying inclusion based upon the argument that we must respect people with disabilities because they are part of our communities and then arguing that we must include them in our school communities may seem circular, I argued that rather than a damaging circularity, we have an enlightening spiral.  That is, as members of our communities, people with disabilities deserve the same consideration as any other human; hence, the presumption that they attend their neighborhood school.  When students with disabilities are part of their school communities, typical students have the opportunity to get to know them and come to realize that they share commonalities as members of the human race.  This increased understanding of each other results in an increased acceptance of commonalities and differences, improving the lives of all students, who will then have an impact on the larger community as they leave school and take their place in society.


As well as realizing that students with disabilities have commonalities with typical students, typical students will also realize that all people have strengths, something to offer the society they are a part of.  In segregated classrooms, typical students miss out on the chance to get to experience what students with disabilities have to offer them.  Not only do students with disabilities offer their individual strengths to students in regular education, having a diverse mix of students will better prepare all students for life in a diverse society.

Integrated classrooms


Integrated classrooms might be considered a happy medium between segregated and inclusive classrooms.  Students with disabilities are "pulled out" or sent to the resource room when they are not able to keep up academically or socially, thus benefiting from specially trained teachers and smaller pupil/teacher ratios and not having to feel "pressure" to keep up with the typical students.  They are then returned to the regular classroom when they are "ready".  When students with disabilities are removed until they are "ready", the classroom teacher does not have to "spread him/herself as thin" as he/she would if the students with disabilities were in his/her class 100% of the time.


Integrated programs could be considered to have the strengths of segregated programs but not the weaknesses.  That is, students with disabilities have the expertise and individualized attention of the special education teacher for part of their school day but they wouldn't experience the marginalization of being segregated full time.  Also, the theory is that within an integrated setting, typical students experience the strengths of the students with disabilities as well as a greater understanding of what it means to live in a diverse society.  However, it is questionable whether integrated classroom "deliver the goods" when it comes to typical students increasing their understanding of students with disabilities and students with disabilities really feeling they "belong".  Roberta Schnorr (1990) conducted an interesting study where she interviewed students in a grade one class, where a student named Peter was mainstreamed.  Peter joined the class every morning from 8:30 until 9:00 and for all “specials”.  When the researcher asked a student “who’s desk is this?” (pointing to Peter’s desk), the student gave a telling response:


Oh, that’s Peter’s desk.


(Who’s Peter?)


He comes here in the morning.  He’s not in our class.  He doesn’t ever


stay.  He comes in the morning when we have seat work.  Then he leaves


to go back to his room.  (Schnorr, 1990, p. 231)

Inclusive classrooms


Advocates of inclusive education argue that inclusion is good for all students.  Everyone's needs are taken into account, not just those with disabilities; needs related to temperament, background, home situation, etc.  The advantage of students with all abilities and disabilities learning from each other in an inclusive setting is that this learning is more "genuine" when students attend school together, rather than when students with disabilities "visit" regular classrooms.  All students learn to experience and accept the differences and commonalities that make up our diverse society.  As well, students with disabilities learn by observing and interacting with competent peers and typical students learn social skills concerning people with disabilities. Eugenie Gatens-Robinson (1992) gives an interesting example where she had been in a card store when she noticed a woman in a wheelchair limited to selecting cards from the bottom few rows.  Gatens-Robinson (1992) did not know how to deal with the situation:


Essentially, I was unskilled and lacked appropriate social experience.  I 


would have had such experience and the poise that comes with it if I had


grown up and been educated within an environment that incorporated


people with disabilities.  In a social sense, I was the one with a disability.


I was in several senses graceless.  She was a person who had to negotiate


a world filled, not only with curbs, but with ineptitude.  (p. 10) 


Although helping students learn from each other and respect each others' differences and commonalities would seem to be a worthwhile goal, inclusive education has a number of critics.  Critics of inclusion fear that inclusive classrooms herald the demise of special education with its specialized expertise and individualized teaching methods.  Concern is also raised regarding whether regular education teachers, who already have classrooms with diverse needs, can also meet the requirements of students with disabilities.   Critics argue that providing the necessary supports, e.g., aides, smaller classrooms, etc. would cost too much.  Another concern of inclusion has to do with the curriculum.  Critics argue that students with disabilities need more "functional" training and that regular education does not accommodate that sort of training.  Related to this concern is the fear noted earlier that students with disabilities will feel pressure to "keep up" with their typical peers, and thus the curriculum would have to be "watered down".  A concern related to the "dumbing down" of  curriculum is the criticism that inclusion advocates emphasize social interaction at the expense of educational objectives.  A final criticism raised by skeptics of inclusion concerns the argument that regular education can accommodate all children, e.g., severely cognitively impaired students.  This concern seems to be especially prevalent at the high school level.  These criticisms will be considered when examining the teachers' thoughts concerning drawbacks of inclusion and the supports they would like to see in place.  I will now consider the teachers’ comments regarding benefits and drawbacks of inclusion and relate these to the philosophical arguments summarized above.

Teachers' Comments

Benefits of inclusion


The teachers were asked if they saw benefits of inclusion for the student with the special needs, the other students, and the community within and outside of school.  Of all 81 teachers responding, three of the high school teachers did not see any benefits and three high school teachers thought there may be some benefits in theory, but the benefits may not play out in practice; for example,

The disabled student may feel more like “everybody else”.  It could work in the exact opposite way by pointing out the disability.  The “regular” students could develop tolerance and consideration, but may not.  

One of the middle school teachers saw benefits for students with physical disabilities but not learning disabilities.  The other 74 teachers all saw some benefit to including students with a variety of disabilities in the regular classroom.  

Benefits for special needs students

The benefit cited most often by all levels of teachers concerned the feeling of belonging or of being part of the group (29 responses).

For the student with a disability, they can feel welcomed, liked

and included.

All children want to feel they belong and fit in with their peers

in the classroom and to also feel accepted in the school  community.

He [student with autism] was an important part of our  classroom 

and we all cheered for him as we did for each other when positive improvements were made.

Students get viewed as all being students and not just being labeled.

The years with special education students who did communicate and 

had the ability to learn provided friendships and feelings of belonging.

The second most often cited benefit for students with disabilities in regular classrooms concerned the opportunity of students with disabilities to learn from their "typical" peers (15 responses; 10 of these from elementary teachers).  What was learned from peers included appropriate behaviors as well as academic habits.

Students with disabilities see a higher standard of performance, to 

which they can aspire.

Learning disabled students had solid students modeling appropriate responses.  Emotionally impaired students, at times, tried harder to 

fit in and adjusted their behavior to be more acceptable.

The experience of regular education for a child with a  disability 

allows the child to engage in appropriate activities and to see 

behavior modeled.

The special needs student is exposed to "normal".  If they are isolated 

most of the time, they don't know what "normal" behavior is.

[Students with disabilities] work hard to try to achieve what regular education students do.

Closely related to the benefit of learning from peers is the benefit of social interaction (13 responses).

I think that socially learning to get along with those who are different 

is a great experience for both the regular education and special education students.  My students benefited greatly from the social interaction.

I believe their [students with disabilities'] social/emotional growth is vastly improved.

They [students with disabilities] can learn from other  students and get more of a social involvement with their classmates than if they would be in a special education room.

Special needs students can practice the social skills they need to 

function in and out of school.  This will help with future employment.

A benefit that was cited more often by the high school teachers (8 high school, 1 middle school and 3 elementary teacher responses) concerned the possibility of greater academic success as a result of students with disabilities experiencing more of a challenge in the regular as opposed to the special education classroom.


They [students with disabilities] are exposed to classes (mainly 

Social Studies and Science) that they may not have had in 

elementary special education classes.  For high school students 

they learn how to act in large settings, which helps them in the 

elective classes (Music, Art, Gym, etc.).


If it is a class not taught at the special education level, it gives the 

student the opportunity to learn a whole new topic and could open 

many doors.

The included student is better off receiving instruction by a specialist in the subject matter, math, English, science; rather than a special education teacher with a more general background.

I think it also allows the disabled students to push themselves to the 

limits of their abilities and (more importantly) beyond.

Special needs students get assistance with rigors of regular education and expectations.

A benefit that was cited, albeit not that often (6 responses), referred to the increase of self-esteem in the students with disabilities as a result of their inclusion in the regular education classroom.  

Students with disabilities have higher self-esteem [in an inclusive classroom].

They [students with disabilities] feel like the other students in regular classrooms and can build self-esteem.

The student sees (feels) that even with a disability they are just like everyone else.  They see that they can learn and be just as good as everyone else.

It makes them feel more like everyone else and not a failure or

outcast. 

They [students with disabilities] feel good when their strengths 

are recognized as contributions to the group.

A benefit that was raised by only four teachers, but which is important for our discussion concerning the philosophical arguments in favor of inclusion, concerns the teaching style and environment in an inclusive classroom.

The aide in the room is a benefit to all kids.

Slows the pace down for other students--can be good or bad.

I'm passionate about trying to let every child shine some time during each day.  Being cognizant of this goal benefits all students.

I hope the time in my general education class isn't over their [students with disabilities] heads to a point of being a waste of time.  This concern 

is what drives me to keep a "functional" side to our curriculum.  All students need the functional knowledge too.  Often we are so concerned about  state outcomes/benchmarks and district goals that we forget

they [typical students] need the common sense side too.

A final benefit that crossed over between the students with disabilities and the typical students concerned the role of inclusion in preparing students for life in the "real world" [16 responses].

They [students with disabilities] experience the challenge and pace they are likely to see in the "real" world.

Inclusion is more true to life, thus it builds tolerance, understanding 

and compassion as well as helping the individual with disabilities 

prepare him/herself for life  in the real world.

In society (within the community) we do not separate groups of individuals based on their abilities.  If it is done in the classroom, 

it creates an artificial environment.

The work force contains a variety of humans with different abilities 

and capabilities--better to learn to adapt and get along now.

Other students learn that not everyone learns at the same rate or level.  This helps with accepting differences and gives them a taste of the real world and who they may be working with.

Benefits for "typical" students


Preparing typical students for potentially working along side people with disabilities in the "real world" is only one of the benefits suggested by the teachers surveyed for this study.  The benefit for typical students being educated in an inclusive classroom cited most often by all levels of teachers (27 responses) was the opportunity for typical students to learn to accept differences-- differences in behavior as well as rates of learning.


I believe it [inclusive education] strengthens the character of everyone 

in the class to build acceptance and understanding of all people. 

The other children observe their behavior but learn to accommodate 

the child with the disability.

The other students get the opportunity to learn about  disabilities and 

to learn to accept the student and others who are different from them.  Everyone needs the opportunity to interact with students with disabilities

in order to stop stereotypes.

This experience helped students view those with a  disability in a different manner.  They learned to become more accepting of someone with unusual behavior.

 
Closely related to the benefit of learning to accept differences is the development of tolerance (14 responses), understanding (16 responses), compassion (5 responses) and empathy (5 responses).

Other students learn tolerance and how to ignore certain behaviors/ noises and tune out what isn't their business.  All people learn 

tolerance and acceptance by having regular contact with others 

who are "different".  Caring and compassion are two big things 

we need to do more of.


The other students see that not everyone learns in the same

manner.  They learn tolerance, and an understanding that just because 

a student has a disability, they are a person just like them.

"Regular" students gain awareness of others and their unique abilities/ disabilities.

Hopefully, by using inclusion, parents will even become more understanding.


Others need to see students who do not have it as easy as they do, 

to realize these disabilities cause problems, but the students are still human beings like themselves.  Hopefully they can empathize and 

treat them with respect.



Not only were typical students seen as having the opportunity to understand and accept differences and develop tolerance, compassion and empathy, the opportunity to learn to appreciate differences and individuals' strengths was cited by a number of teachers (13 responses).

Regular education students see and appreciate the diversity of all individuals which helps limit stereotypes.

We all live in this world together.  We need to appreciate others and ourselves and have empathy and compassion.

All kids need to live/work/learn to thrive in society.  Tolerance and working together is important.  Also, kids of all ages and abilities have unique contributions to make.  Putting a label on does not mean a child is without ability to achieve in a grade appropriate situation on some tasks.

Regular education students can learn about disabilities and usually see that a person with a disability in one area may be a "whiz" in another.  This can also reduce the teasing/picking on mentality.

It [inclusive education] allows both types of students to realize and understand that these are human beings, and are just as much a part 

of our society as the next person.


Non-disabled students can recognize skills/achievements/talents that 

the inclusion students possess.  


The opportunity to help and support students with disabilities (and the positive feelings that resulted from both typical students and students with special needs) was noted by a number of teachers (14 responses).

Other students help the student with special needs.  They feel good helping them.


The others in turn can have a real chance to teach, to help, and to feel 

the value in those things.  

They [typical students] become very involved and very helpful with 

the student [with a disability].

They [typical students] learned to work with him [student with a disability] and support each other.


In the previous section, it was noted that students with disabilities learned from their typical peers.  A few teachers pointed out that typical students also learned from their classmates with disabilities; that is, typical students learned different perspectives as well as socialization skills regarding interacting with people with disabilities (8 responses).


They [typical students] feel more comfortable around other students 

with disabilities (severe as well as mild).


It is beneficial for students to interact with all people.  It helps the 

regular education student reduce their fear of the disability.



I believe that children who are around individuals, regardless of age, 

who have a "disability" and are able to develop a relationship will 

grow to be an adult who is not afraid to speak/include/value such individuals. This personal trait (in the non-disabled person) will 

increase his/her work/social/ethical skills and be a benefit to him/her.

Other students learn from a different perspective of the special student.

I feel my own children have learned more from special needs children than the special needs child learned from them.

Benefits for the community


One of the sub-questions on the questionnaire asked for benefits for the community within and outside school as a result of including students with disabilities in the regular classroom.  Only 14 teachers responded to this question (perhaps the question was unclear or teachers did not see it at the end of the question concerning benefits to students with disabilities and typical students).  The most common cited benefit to the community as a result of inclusion was the development of acceptance and understanding (5 responses).


Community benefits would be acceptance and awareness of  special 

needs students.

Community benefits include youth growing and learning to work together, along with tolerance and compassion.


I think a community benefit is that as these children grow and 

become members of the community outside of school, these lessons 

of tolerance will carry over. 


The community can learn that everyone is different in their own ways.


Four teachers referred to the potential for tolerant children to grow into tolerant adults.

Benefits for other students--allowing to see that disabilities do not completely change students--they're "regular kids."  Should carry this attitude on through life.


I have never heard my regular education students tease those with 

special needs once they get to know each other.  Hopefully these are attitudes that will continue into adulthood.

When children have included other children with disabilities, they are more tolerant as adults and willing to adjust their own preferences for others.

If students can learn these values [tolerance, empathy, problem-solving, understanding, etc.] in school and take them with them to college and a job and their families, they
will perpetuate an atmosphere and an attitude of acceptance and peace instead of exclusion and hatred.

Four teachers noted the desire of communities that their schools turn out well-rounded, contributing members.


We want to turn out well-rounded, contributing members.  This 

[inclusive education] helps.

They [students with disabilities] become productive members of a community.

The community also sees that students with disabilities can be 

good workers and in some cases even better.

Might be a benefit to taxpayers.


Finally, two teachers cited a benefit to the community of inclusive education was the opportunity for students to learn to work with all types of people.


The community learns to work with all types of people.

It's good for the community within and outside of school  because students learn to work with all types of people in preparation for the 

real world.

Drawbacks of inclusion


As well as asking teachers for the benefits they saw when students with disabilities were included in regular classrooms, teachers were also asked to share any drawbacks they saw concerning inclusive education.  The drawback that was cited most often by all levels of teachers was that students with disabilities disrupt the classroom and make it difficult for the other students to learn (25 responses).

Biggest drawback is behavior--shouting out answers, fidgeting, 

distracting others, wandering room, frequent bathroom breaks, 

being unprepared, uncooperative, mouthy, disrupting discussion 

with questions that don't follow topic.

Often they [students with disabilities]--shouting, rocking, making inaudible noises.  Others in class are bothered, side tracked, learning 

is disrupted.

In regard to severely emotionally impaired students, the disruptions 

may (and do) interfere with the learning of all the students in class: 

special needs and regular education.  They can set off other students.

It depends on how much of the teacher's time the student takes--

how much of a disruption the child causes.  An autistic child who 

is constantly making noises is far different from one who flows with 

the actions of the class.

In some cases where the disability is of an emotional nature, the 

student present can create distractions and disruptions in the 

educational process, which slows it down.

The drawback that came in a close second (21 responses) was that including students with disabilities is time consuming and requires a lot of work.

The time and energy involved in providing just one or two students 

with adequate services takes away from the time and energy needed 

to plan thorough, engaging lessons for the other 25 students in the class.

Students who operate way below grade level and who come with emotional, behavioral, social, attendance, and hygiene problems are 

a terrible drain on a classroom teacher's time and instructional focus.

Lots of time and energy is spent on special needs children.  Sometimes 

I wonder how much benefit is reaped by the child. 

It [inclusive education] can potentially be a "waste" of the students' valuable class time (again dependent upon the individual disabled student) when the resources at hand (time, manpower, teaching tools, 

and so forth) are nonexistent or are taxed to the point where the effort,

however noble, simply doesn't justify the net result.   Special needs sometimes require special resources that simply are not at hand.  

There are times when reality must overrule for true fairness to be achieved.


To assume that there is some kind of off-setting, redeeming benefit 

to child or class at the high school level with any special needs student who is clearly a drain on classroom resources is to be truly uninformed 

if not naïve.


Another drawback raised by the teachers (12 responses) noted the challenge of including students with disabilities if extra adults were not available to help.


It can be a real challenge if there are no extra adults in the room to 

assist the child with disabilities.


It would be difficult without additional adult help.


A drawback that relates to the time consuming nature of including students with disabilities is the fact that classes are too large, making it difficult to give everyone enough attention (8 responses).


If I didn't have an already overloaded classroom, I would say


none [drawbacks]. When I barely have enough time to spend


with students who can work fairly independently (for his/her


age) I worry that special needs students are not getting all they


could if they were in a smaller (i.e., special education) setting.

Teachers often have large class loads and limited time for personal tutoring.


Needs a lot of personal attention in an already crowded room.


A drawback that was cited only by high school and middle school teachers (8 high school teachers and 1 middle school teacher) was that the rest of the class is held back when there is a student with a disability in the class.


It [inclusive education] slows down the academic process.  This is 

good for students with disabilities but bad for advanced students.


The class can not possibly move at a pace that challenges the gifted, 

or even the average.


It [inclusive education] can hold regular students back--to create 

material that hits all learning levels, is challenging and fun is 

extremely difficult in a classroom with all regular education students.

In some cases the rest of the class may be held back or slowed down 

to re-explain concepts to the student.


Another drawback cited more often by high school and middle school teachers (7 high school, 3 middle school, and 4 elementary teachers) involved the concern that content areas in regular education were too demanding for students with disabilities and these students just fell further behind.

Depending on the disability, I think it gets more difficult to include students in the regular classroom for as many activities when they

are older because it is more difficult for them to find academic success.


Some students with the severe disabilities get too far behind and lack 

the abilities and the motivation to build skills.  They are way too far behind in the first place and they need strict one on one help.


Some subjects make inclusion more difficult.  If a student has had little 

or no science in grads K-6, most 7th grade science classes are way over their heads, especially if the curriculum spirals.  They lack the basics to apply to the more advanced topics.


My biggest concern is that they [students with disabilities] may see 

others doing "more" or appearing to have the knowledge come easier 

than they are able to.

Sometimes things move too fast for a special needs student--they can become frustrated and perhaps act out.  If there are no modifications of expectations for the special needs student,  there could be failure.


Another drawback cited more often by high school teachers (5 high school, 1 middle, and 1 elementary teacher) concerned negative interactions between typical students and students with disabilities, potentially affecting the self-esteem of the included students. 


Sometimes they [students with disabilities] get in over their heads and 

feel inferior.  They can get teased for failing grades or behavior.  


Students can be cruel.


Not working with students to have tolerance and acceptance towards 


students with disabilities.

The student [with the disability] may become frustrated.  Other students taunt them for not being as quick (not usually, but it has happened).

Those students feel even further behind when compared to "normal" and high achieving students. 


Two high school teachers suggested that regular education classrooms were not the place to focus on socialization issues; that other venues would be more appropriate.


I think there are places to gain the social benefits other than an 

academic situation (i.e., church, sports, scouts, etc.).


If the student can truly function emotionally and mentally on a level 

with the other students, inclusion benefits all of us.  Otherwise, it 

becomes an artificial means of reminding us that society does contain handicapped people who have worth.  We all know this--and we know how endearing handicapped students can be.  The classroom may not


be the best place to engineer all of this in some cases, however.


Finally there were a few drawbacks that were cited by just a few teachers; these included: typical students becoming frustrated (4 responses), not enough training and equipment for making adaptations (2 responses), students with disabilities being frustrated and/or aggressive (2 responses), and difficulties for students with disabilities to learn in noisy/chaotic environments (2 responses).


At times the other students become very frustrated and discouraged 

and thus their behavior changes for the worse.  

Frustration by the student [with the disability] because he/she is not catching on and frustration by the classmates because they are going 

too slow.


Some regular kids get upset about the special education kid not having 

to do as much work--this takes more time to explain privately.


Sometimes exceptions to the rules have to be made for these kids and 

their peers see that as unfair.  Sometimes I see it as unfair.

It is also extremely unfair to expect a regular education teacher to do a good job teaching special education students when they have had no training whatsoever in that area.


Not enough adaptive equipment.


Adaptations can be difficult.


[There are problems] if a student is aggressive toward self or others.


Some students are at a hindrance to learn if it is too noisy, chaotic, etc. 

in a classroom.

It is at times very distracting for certain children (those particularly with ADD or ADHD).


Having considered the thoughts of 81 regular education teachers concerning inclusive education, we will now examine how their "real life" experiences fit with the philosophical arguments presented in my earlier paper "Inclusion--Not Segregation or Integration--is Where a Student with Special Needs Belongs."

Can Theory be Put into Practice?

In my previous paper, I considered arguments for and against inclusive, segregated and integrated educational settings.  I argued that the most significant argument against segregation and even integration is that the student with disabilities is marginalized.  An amazing affirmation of this foundational argument for the inclusion of students with disabilities is the finding that 29 of the teachers surveyed (at all levels of schooling) cited "a feeling of belonging or being part of the group" more often than any other benefit of inclusive education.  

As well as the foundational argument concerning a sense of belonging for students with disabilities, other arguments in favor of inclusion include the suggestion that inclusion is good for all students, that it prepares students for life in a diverse society, that students with disabilities learn from competent peers; and that typical students learn acceptance and how to interact with people with disabilities.  All of these arguments were reiterated in the words of the teachers surveyed.  The second most often cited benefit concerned the opportunity for typical students to learn to accept differences (27 responses).  Eight teachers also mentioned that in inclusive classrooms, typical students learned socialization skills regarding interacting with people with disabilities.  As well as typical students learning socialization skills, teachers noted that students with disabilities had opportunities to learn from their typical peers (15 responses), including the learning of socialization skills (13 responses).  Sixteen teachers emphasized the role inclusion plays in preparing students for life in the "real world"--a world made up of diverse abilities and disabilities.  Finally, the suggestion that the environment of and teaching styles employed in inclusive classrooms is good for all students was made by four teachers. 

The arguments against inclusion that were presented in "Inclusion--Not Segregation or Integration--Is Where the Student with Special Needs Belongs" included: the fear that inclusion heralds the demise of special education, that it is too demanding on regular education teachers, the financial cost, the goal of regular education classes being academic not functional in nature, the fear of "keeping up" by students with disabilities or the resulting "dumbing down" of the curriculum to avoid this, social interaction at the cost of academics, and finally, inclusive classrooms cannot accommodate all children, e.g., severely cognitively disabled. All of these concerns were raised in one form or another by the teachers surveyed.  These concerns will be discussed as well as the counter-arguments presented in the previous paper.  The "supports" suggested by the teachers lend credibility to the counter-arguments presented.

It is interesting to note that the drawback cited most often by teachers--disruptions by students with disabilities (25 responses), was not even mentioned as an argument against inclusive education.  This is definitely a case where the "lived experience" of teachers can inform the theoretician's visions for educational practice. Fortunately, the answer to this "real-life" concern can also be found in the teachers' own words.  The teachers were asked what kind of supports they had had or would like to have when they had/have a student with a disability in their regular education classrooms.  The overwhelming type of support desired by teachers at all levels (45 responses) was recourse to a resource room or special education teacher/support team and time to collaborate with the special education teacher/support team.


The teachers in the resource room and the cognitively impaired


classroom are part of out "team" of educators.  Collectively we 

discuss and modify conditions to benefit the students.


We had a learning center for hands-on experiences manned by aides, 

the special education teacher and volunteer  parents.  Everyone was 
positive.


I have support from the special education teacher.  She has been 

extremely helpful with altering lesson plans and individualization.

We have an IEP to follow.  But it would be helpful to have some collaboration time with other teachers who work with this child to 

help develop curriculum appropriate to their needs.

Our district was very supportive and gave us planning time and the special education teacher had a small case load (only 3 teachers to work with).  Special education had some "pull-out" time as needed (i.e., sensory


integration).


The second most desired support, particularly by elementary teachers (9 high school, 4 middle school, and 20 elementary teachers), was the provision of aides.


I have had anywhere from a part-time aide to a full-time aide, 

depending on the child's needs.  Of course, I would always want 

more adult help.  My inclusion students usually require more 

supervision when working independently.


Classroom aide came with students to offer support to the students; 

also documented students' behavior for evaluation of inclusion.  

Would like aide from classroom to check on lesson for student to have ready for inclusion.


The support I received was extra paraprofessional time.  It was great 

help when we were able to reduce the size of groups, especially in the reading and writing blocks.


Having support, be it in the form of aides or access to a resource room, special education teachers, and support teams, particularly behavioral specialists would go a long way to alleviate the concern of disruptions by students with disabilities.  The fact that these disruptions were the biggest drawback cited is not a fatal indictment against inclusion, but rather a call for more support for the teacher in an inclusive classroom.


Providing more support to regular education teachers who have students with disabilities in their classrooms also addresses the anti-inclusion argument discussed earlier that inclusion heralds the demise of special education.  Teachers expressed a desire to have access to resource rooms and special education teachers.  Rather than the demise of special education in this case, special education becomes a service, not a classroom.  The provision of more support to teachers of inclusive classrooms also addresses the concern that the teachers raised regarding the time and work required to include students with disabilities (21 responses), including the challenge presented if there were no extra adults available (12 responses).


A related drawback expressed by the teachers concerned classes that were too large (8 responses).  It would be ideal if inclusive classrooms could have a lower pupil/teacher ratio.  However, reducing class size would have financial implications.  This brings us to one of the arguments against inclusion--the cost. 

To truly address this concern would require an empirical study looking at the cost of segregated programs versus inclusive programs.  However, as argued in my previous paper, the logic behind combining two systems into one does not seem to automatically require greater financial costs.  That is, funds saved from ending a separate special education system could be used to support teachers of inclusive classrooms.  Even if combining the special ed system with the regular system does not actually save money or even if it costs more than maintaining two separate systems, it could be argued that the gains made by students with disabilities by being in inclusive classrooms will make the system cost-effective in the long run.  That is, if students in inclusive classrooms are able to eventually function in society with fewer supports, e.g., able to find employment rather than needing to be supported by the state, acquiring the skills needed to achieve such employment would be worth the short-term expenditure of inclusive education.


The goal of “acquiring the skills needed to find employment” raises an additional concern regarding inclusive education; that being the question of whether the focus of education should be on vocational/functional and/or social skills or whether the focus of education should be on academic skills.   This concern regarding the curriculum was raised by nine teachers who thought inclusion held the rest of the class back and 14 teachers who thought the content areas in regular education were too demanding for students with disabilities.  Interestingly, the drawbacks concerning the curriculum being too difficult for students with disabilities and the fear that typical students would be held back was made primarily by high school teachers.  This may be a result of the emphasis placed on testing and outcomes at the higher levels of schooling.  One teacher made an astute point when he/she noted that "all students need the functional knowledge too.  Often we are so concerned about state outcomes/ benchmarks and district goals that we forget the [typical students] need the common sense side too."  This sentiment is also found in my previous paper where I  suggest that, although all students need to be exposed to academic challenges, not all students have the desire to pursue higher education.  Thus, it would seem prudent to offer vocational/functional training for all students, not only those with disabilities.  

A related concern regarding the acquisition of academic skills is the fear noted earlier that students with disabilities will feel pressured to “keep up” with their typical peers or, in order to include all students, the curriculum would have to be “dumbed down.”  However, rather than a "dumbing down" of the curriculum, inclusive education requires curriculum modification for students with disabilities.  Interestingly, this was one of the supports requested by the teachers surveyed.  All levels of teachers (13 responses) would like to have help modifying assignments and guidance regarding expectations of students' abilities.


It would have been nice to be given a list of possible adaptations as 

well as typical behaviors (as a result of the disability) for each student.


I would like copies of the child's goals and a folder with appropriate 

work if we are doing work that isn't appropriate.


I had no support in providing curriculum.  I was left on my own to 

meet the students needs at his/her level which was years behind my 

other students.  I had trouble adapting my lessons to fit their needs 

and tried not to always give totally different work although they both needed to work on very different skills academically than the other students.

In grade reporting we are able to code students as graded with reduced requirements or graded at ability level.


Understanding of what skills the student lacks and/or needs assistance.

How to cut down [modify] the curriculum.


An argument against inclusion raised in my previous paper related to the “dumbing down” of curriculum was the criticism that inclusion advocates emphasize social interaction at the expense of educational objectives. However, I presented the counter-argument that focussing on social interaction at the expense of educational objectives is presenting a false dichotomy.  Inclusion advocates are not suggesting that educational objectives be sacrificed for social interaction; rather, social interaction is part and parcel of the educational enterprise.  One of the drawbacks cited by seven teachers concerned negative interactions between typical students and students with disabilities.  The fact that negative interactions are taking place would suggest social interaction is not being emphasized enough in the school environment.  Two teachers suggested that venues other than school would be more appropriate for focussing on social issues, e.g., church, sports, scouts, etc.  However, not all children attend church, sporting activities, and scouts, but all children attend school.  Thus, school would seem a very appropriate place to help students acquire positive social skills.


The final argument against inclusion discussed in my paper concerned the inclusion advocate's belief that all children should be included in regular education classes.   A few of the high school teachers surveyed questioned whether inclusion was for everyone, e.g., "If the student can truly function emotionally and mentally on a level with the other students, inclusion benefits all of us.  Otherwise, it becomes an artificial means of reminding us that society does contain handicapped people who have worth."   Part of the reason that the high school teachers may have been more skeptical about including all students in regular classrooms could be the greater emphasis on curriculum content, as opposed to a more process-oriented approach often found at the lower grade levels.  However, the high school setting would seem to be conducive to offering a variety of classes for students with a wide range of abilities and interests, e.g., human ecology, keyboarding, etc.  Though it may be difficult to include a student with a severe cognitive disability in an advanced political science course, it should be possible to adapt a cooking assignment or computer work for students with a variety of cognitive abilities.  So although there may be classes where a student’s disability is too great for the class to be beneficial, it is incumbent upon the school to seek alternative classes where the student can still receive the benefits of being included with typical students.

Conclusion


Having considered the philosophical arguments for and against inclusion and having situated these arguments within the context of the thoughts of 81 elementary, middle, and high school teachers in two adjoining counties in mid-Michigan, I would conclude that the philosophical arguments "pass muster" with the "lived experiences" of regular education teachers teaching students with disabilities.   In other words, the theory of inclusion can be successfully put into practice.  In fact, all but five of the 81 teachers surveyed had had some successful inclusion experiences.  However, to make inclusion successful  requires supports.  Almost all of the teachers desired recourse to a resource room or special education teacher/support team and time to collaborate with them (45 responses) and/or the provision of aides (33 responses).   Supportive parents (4 responses), supportive classmates (3 responses),  and supportive principals (3 responses) were also desired by teachers.  Since a vast majority (74 out of 81) of the teachers surveyed saw benefits to including students with disabilities in the regular education classroom, e.g., feelings of belonging on the part of the student with disabilities (29 responses), acceptance of differences on the part of typical students (27 responses), etc., it behooves administrators, school boards and departments of education to provide the supports needed to make inclusion successful, thus benefiting not only students with disabilities, but also society as a whole.

* I would like to thank the principals and teachers of the public schools in the two mid-Michigan counties who willingly gave their time to help with this research.  
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