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Introduction

      On March 6, 2004, I attended an inclusion workshop, with Linda Brault as the presenter at Riverside Community College.  This paper reflects on this workshop.  Before attending this workshop about strategies that promote inclusion and belonging in early care and education settings, I had concerns that it may not pertain to my professional goals, since it was geared primarily toward helping preschool children rather than school age students. However, I was pleased to discover that, although most of the example interventions were for preschool children, the strategic, procedural, and theoretical information discussed pertain to teaching students of all ages.  This workshop was an excellent learning experience, and I enjoyed it very much.  There were four concepts discussed by Linda Brault that I found most interesting and useful.

It’s About Belonging
     In one exercise, Linda Brault asked us to think of a time we felt as though we were different or separate; didn’t “fit in.”  She asked us to discuss this experience with others in our groups. What feelings did we experience?  What happened that made us feel more comfortable?  What did others do to support us during this time?  What did we wish people had done?

     Although there have been several experiences I could have discussed, I used my experience living in Russia. During this time, I never learned conversational Russian language.  When I was with people who didn’t speak English, I felt very uncomfortable.  Although, often there were people around who could interpret for me, everything could not be interpreted.  I also found myself in situations where others were not available to interpret conversations for me.  Although many people tried very hard to include me when little or no English interpretation was available, it was practically impossible for me to feel that I completely belonged in these situations.

     This exercise was designed to help a person identify with a situation where a person with special needs is not fully included.  All of us want to belong.  A person with special needs is often treated differently.  Children need to belong to learn and grow.  According to Maslow’s Hierarchy, if the belonging need is not fully met, the student will have difficulty moving into the self-esteem level, where achievement and mastery (learning) take place.

     Way to often, teachers and others in society allow, “conditional belonging” for people with special needs.  We demand these students earn their belongingness.  Linda Brault quoted Norman Kune, “When inclusion … is fully embraced, we abandon the idea that children have to become ‘normal’ in order to contribute to the world.  Instead, we search for and nourish the gifts that are inherent in all people.  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 providing all children with an authentic sense of belonging.”

     Linda Brault also commented that to promote inclusion and belonging, we should emphasize all children.  If children have disabilities or special needs, we should emphasize their competence.  We should see the whole child.

High-Quality Educational Setting
     One concept discussed by Linda Brault that I am very familiar with from previous professional experience in Therapeutic Recreation, is the concept of age appropriateness.  She discussed this as part of developmentally appropriate practice, which also demands individual, social, and cultural appropriateness.  For an activity to be high quality, we need to be sure that we adapt activities in manners that are appropriate for individuals’ chronological ages, regardless of their ability level “ages.”  We also should make the activities socially and culturally appropriate, and of interest to each individual.

     Linda Brualt suggested that, in determining the effectiveness of inclusion classroom environments, curriculums, adult and child interactions, and etc., children with special needs are often, “canaries in the coalmine.”  In coalmines, live canaries were once used to determine if the air was breathable.  If the canaries exposed in the mine lived, then it was assumed that the air was acceptable for the miners.  If what we are doing as teachers is not working for students with special needs, it’s probably not working with other children either; the other children just “fake” it well.  Behavior is communication.  If a child has a behavior that we feel is not appropriate, it may be due to an issue concerning the quality of the educational setting.

Curriculum Modifications
     The following were reported by Linda Brault to be the most common curriculum modifications utilized, listed in order by frequency used:

· Environmental support

· Materials adaptation

· Simplify the activity

· Use child preferences

· Special equipment

· Adult support

· Peer support

· Invisible support

     For environmental support we can “alter the physical, social or temporal environment to promote participation, engagement and learning.”  In materials adaptation, we modify “materials to promote independence.”  To simplify the activity use backwards chaining to “break a complicated task into smaller parts or reduce the number of steps.”  Using a child’s preferences capitalizes “on a child’s favorite activities or people.”  Special equipment is “adaptive devices to facilitate participation,” but is not always therapeutic equipment; things can be made or used for purposes other than which they were designed.  Adult support occurs when “an adult intervenes to support the child’s participation and learning.”  Peer support similarly uses “peers to help children learn through modeling.”  Invisible support arranges “naturally occurring events to assist inclusion.” Invisible support requires teachers to think ahead of time to arrange naturally occurring events, so they make an activity more “do-able” for a child; little changes, like altering the order of events, are not noticeable during implementation of an activity.

Learning Opportunities
     Linda Brault stated that children will learn “in spite of us.”  Even if we are not teaching well, children will learn. However, they may not “learn what we intend for them to learn unless we plan for it.” We should capitalize on informal and formal learning opportunities.  If we understand how learning occurs we can better assist a child who has special needs by providing additional help or focus.

     The natural learning cycle includes interest, engagement, competence, and mastery.  Often, teachers will start with the competence stage, skipping over the interest and engagement stages.  Before a student is able to learn to be competent in a task, they need to first become interested and engaged in the subject.  After gaining mastery of something, interest in another aspect of it should be encouraged to continue the learning cycle.

Conclusion
     These four concepts were not the only learning opportunities I experienced during this workshop, but impressed me as being the most beneficial.  The workshop included an appropriate balance of lecture and experiential activity.  Although the examples of activity modification we discussed were primarily for the preschool child, the processes learned pertain to teachers of any age level. Overall, for me, this workshop was extremely beneficial.

