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Introduction

     Research indicates that students with special needs can benefit socially and academically when included in general classrooms (Bursuck & Friend, 2002; Sharpe, 2001; Starr, 2001; Gouveia, 1997; Brault, 2004).  Similarly, research reveals that students without disabilities can benefit from involvement in inclusive education programs (Staub, 1996; Kiefer, 2003; Gouveia, 1997; Starr, 2001).  Although some educators have discovered that in some situations students may experience negative effects in an inclusive classroom, these seem to be a result of inappropriately implemented inclusion programs (Starr, 2001; Bursuck & Friend, 2002).  For inclusion to benefit all students involved in the program, the general teacher must be willing to be actively involved (Bursuck & Friend, 2002; Sharpe 2001) and must be supported through collaboration with specialists (Starrr, 2001; Gouveia, 1997; Bursuck & Friend, 2002; Klotz, 2003; Sharpe 2001).

Inclusion and Students with Special Needs

     Proponents of inclusive education assert that schools need to implement inclusion programs because the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates that it is a right of children with disabilities to be educated with students who do not have disabilities (Sharpe, 2001; Starr, 2001).  However, many educators question whether or not it is a wise decision to attempt to educate students with disabilities in the general classroom (Starr, 2001).  Researchers have examined outcomes of students with special needs in inclusive classrooms, “and although the results are sometimes positive, sometimes they are not” (Bursuck & Friend, 2002, p. 13).

     Research cited by Bursuck and Friend (2001) indicates several academic benefits of inclusive education.  One study showed that included students with learning disabilities achieved better in reading and math than similar students in pullout programs. In addition, this study showed that more students with mild learning disabilities achieved as well as peers without disabilities than did those in pullout programs.  Although this study did not show that students with severe learning disabilities did better in general classrooms, it did show that they did equally well as those receiving pullout services.  Other studies show that inclusive placements of students with disabilities have “no adverse effect on their learning” (Bursuck & Friend, 2001, p. 13).  

     Another academic benefit, as reported by Deb Gouveia (1977), of inclusion is a more in depth educational experience. Often, special education classes “focus more on ‘functional skills’ and less on subjects such as science, fine arts, literature, and social studies” (Gouveia, 1997, p. 1).  Her research proclaims that students included in general classrooms are more likely to receive a more varied curriculum.

     Inclusion also helps students needing special education services develop social skills (Bursuck & Friend, 2001; Gouveia, 1977; Starr, 2001).  To maximize opportunities for students with disabilities to develop friendships it is important that they not be separated from society.  Peers can offer children with special needs support and encouragement when working together in the general classroom.  These meaningful relationships lead to social skills that help people with disabilities be accepted by others “and is certainly vital in successful adult living” (Gouveia, 1977, p.1).  

    William Bursuck and Marily Friend (2002) conducted a review of research, which examined social outcomes.  This review found that “students with severe disabilities were found to have more social interactions with non-disabled peers when placed in inclusive settings, and they formed more friendships” (Bursuck & Friend, 2002, p. 14).  Also, a study cited by Bursuck and Friend (2002) found that “students with learning disabilities in classrooms with peers had positive outcomes on measures of friendship, quality, and peer acceptance” (p. 13).

     These social outcomes of inclusion are not only inherently beneficial, but also benefit students with special needs academically (Starr, 2002; Brault, 2004).   Linda Brault (2004) explains that children need to have a sense of belonging to learn and grow. According to Maslow’s Heirachy, if the belonging need is not fully met, a student will have difficulty moving into the self-eteem level, where achievement and mastery (learning) take place.  Inclusion helps students with special needs gain a sense of belonging when they are truly part of the school, equally with non-disabled children.  In addition, Linda Starr (2002) found that “the normal daily interactions that occur in the classroom allow special education students to form friendships that result in less disruptive behavior, increased self-confidence, and increased willingness to take academic risks” (p.1).

     Research that shows negative results of inclusion for students with special needs lead to questions about inclusive practices that may not be appropriately implemented (Starr, 2001; Bursuck & Friend, 2002).  When Linda Starr (2001) conducted research on benefits of inclusive education for students with disabilities, she found some reported negative outcomes such as “disruptive students, about students who couldn’t handle the academic pace, about students who were socially isolated, … (and) about the time required to adapt curriculum and deal with assistive devices.” (p. 1).  Her research states that those who reported negative outcomes, also reported that inclusion was not being implemented correctly.  This leads to an assumption that inclusion needs to be appropriately implemented to have the desired outcomes.

Inclusion and Students Without Disabilities

     Most of the attention inclusion is receiving focuses on how it affects students with special needs, but another concern is how it affects students without disabilities.  As is the case for students with disabilities, research into these concerns indicates that inclusive practices have been shown to benefit and, at times, negatively impact students without disabilities (Gouveia, 1997; Staub, 1996; Starr, 2001; Kiefer, 2003).  

     Results of research studies reported by Mary Klotz (2003), Deb Gouveia (1997), and Debbie Staub (1998) assert that students without disabilities involved in inclusive classrooms have equal or better academic outcomes as compared with those in non-inclusive classrooms.  Instructional time given by the teacher is also not negatively affected by having children with disabilities included in the general classroom (Staub, 1996).  The instructional modifications and curriculum adaptations teachers implement because students with disabilities are in the class may improve the learning for all of the students ( Sharpe, 2001; Klotz, 2003).  Also, the special education support and assistance provided to an inclusive class helps all of the students have higher levels of academic achievement (Gouveia, 1997; Kiefer, 2003).

     Perhaps even more important than academic benefits are the social benefits for students without disabilities involved in inclusion programs.  A teacher survey reported by Debbie Staub (1996) indicates that students gain “important benefits from relationships with their disabled classmates” (p. 1).  These benefits include friendships, social skills, self-esteem, personal principles, comfort level with people who are different, and patience.  Inclusion may even have a positive effect on the behavior of non-disabled children; one study showed a decrease of discipline referrals after implementation of inclusion (Gouveia, 1997).  “Educating all students together insures that everyone will be better prepared to face the challenges of a diverse and changing society” Goveia, 1997, p. 1).

     A survey completed by Linda Starr (2001) in her research reports complaints by teachers about their negative experiences with inclusion.  These include students with disabilities disrupting others, and typical students not receiving adequate attention.  However, “every complaint concluded with the words, ‘but, done right, inclusion is tremendously beneficial to every child’” (Starr, 2001, p.1).

Conclusion

     For inclusion to benefit all of the students involved, it needs to be implemented appropriately.  Many of the researchers cited in this paper have provided some general guidelines for an appropriate inclusion program, based on the results of their research.  Proper supports must be an integral part of an inclusion program and teachers must be willing to adapt their teaching styles and methods.  This has been completed successfully in many schools, and there is no doubt that more schools will be incorporating inclusive practices into their schools in the coming years.
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