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Inclusive Education: 
What, Why, and How



Who am I?





As the years went on, it became increasingly 
clear to me that the conditions I saw —and 
which are documented in this book — were not 
due to evil, incompetent or cruel people but 
rather to a concept of human potential and an 
attitude toward innovation which when applied 
to the mentally defective, result in a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. That is, if one thinks that defective 
children are almost beyond help, one acts 
toward them in ways which then confirm one's 
assumptions. (Sarason, 1972)
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The enduring 
legacy of pity 
has justified 
separation 
and 
segregation
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Seeing a person as broken or wrong
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Supports I’ve used so far today



Do assumptions 
matter?

“What we believe about 
children with disabilities 
affects how we work and 
teach”

-Jorgensen, Schuh, Nisbet (2006)



Case Study 1

• Nathan, age 16
• IQ 36, developmental 

age 18-24 months
• Seizures and sensory 

impairments
• Appears to lack 

intentional movement
• No conventional way of 

communicating
• Does not appear to read





Case 1: Assumptions and Decisions

• Educationally:
– Not smart—has a severe intellectual disability
– Teach functional skills: dressing, eating, 

shopping, cooking, cleaning
– Teach to communicate simple requests
– In separate class for others with significant 

disabilities
– Maybe “social inclusion:” art, lunch, music



Case 1, continued

• Socially:
– Simplified language
– Teach functional communication—vocab and 

messages on AAC device to make requests
– Disability too significant to enjoy same interests 

as peers
– Peer buddies or peer helpers
– Special Olympics a few times a year



Case 1, Continued

• Futures planning:
– College  not considered
– Plan transition to group home, attend day 

program, maybe work in sheltered environment
– Pursue leisure and recreational opportunities 

with other adults who have similar disabilities
– No expectation that he has opinions about 

world events, his future, love, other “complex”
ideas



Assumptions:

• Our assessment of his IQ and ability is 
pretty accurate,

• We can plan for his life-long needs and 
develop meaningful activities for him



It’s 25 years from now…

• Nathan is 40, he has not worked much (not for 
a living wage), lives in a group home, has 
leisure activities he participates in

• There is a brain scan that can determine IQ 
with no error

• He has an IQ of 120 (not 36)
– How does this change  our original assumptions of 

him?
– Has any harm been done to this young man? 



Case 2:
• Same young man, 

same IQ tests (36) and 
adaptive behavior 
tests (developmental 
age 18-24 months)

• He cannot tell us what 
he thinks or knows 
because he does not 
have an effective way 
to communicate

• This time we operate 
on a different set of 
assumptions



Case 2, continued
• Assumptions:

– Treat him like he’s “smart”—we distrust validity of test 
results in light of communication and movement 
difficulties

• What assumptions would I want people to make 
about me if I couldn’t move or talk?

– Enroll him in Gen Ed classes; try to teach him to read, 
support him with adapted materials and instructional 
supports



Case 2, continued

– We talk to him about current events and make sure his 
AAC device includes words and concepts needed for 
somebody who thinks about current events, love, 
relationships, his future.  We might even program in 
four-letter words so he can experience swearing and 
joking.

– We offer post-secondary education, moving into an 
apartment, travel, working at a real job

– Assume he can, and wants, to make friends



It’s 25 years from now…

• We do the same break-through brain scan
• We find he has an IQ of 40

– Has any harm been done?



The least 
dangerous 

assumption

• Assume people with disabilities are 
competent and can learn

• To do otherwise results in:
– Fewer educational opportunities
– Omitted literacy instruction
– Segregated education
– Adult life with fewer choices



Case 3
• Same young man, same 

IQ tests (36) and 
adaptive behavior tests 
(developmental age 18-
24 months)

• We educate him in a self-
contained classroom, 
with limited 
opportunities

• Same breakthrough test, 
he has an IQ of 40.  Has 
any harm been done?



Existing 
research 
finds less 
restrictive 
placements 
are not 
equally 
available for 
all students

Age IQ



Access to 
general 
education 
settings with 
its implied 
content and 
social 
experiences 
is lacking for 
students 
with 
significant 
disabilities

Morningstar, Kurth, & Johnson, 2017

2030 ID



“Regardless of 
how good of a 
swim instructor 
you are, you can't 
teach a person to 
swim in the 
parking lot of a 
swimming pool."  
Norman Kunc



What do we mean 
when we say 

inclusive 
education?



Inclusive 
education is a 
human right.  
And it makes a 
difference in 
student 
outcomes.



Here are some of 
the most recent

studies showing a 
benefit to inclusive 

education for 
students with severe 

disabilities.
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Here are all of the studies 
ever done (in the US or the 
world) showing segregated, 
self-contained, or resource 

rooms result in better 
outcomes for students with 

significant disabilities.



What about 
students with 

significant 
externalizing 

behavior problems?



What about 
parents?  What do 
they think is best for 
their kids?



What about kids 
without 
disabilities?



What about 
teachers (and 
testing)?



There is an 
assumption that 
some degree of 
restrictiveness is 
appropriate and 
necessary for 
students with 
disabilities.



Indicators of 
quality inclusive 
education 
settings are 
emerging from 
research 

General education class 
membership and participation

Quality supports to develop 
communicative competence

Individualized supports and 
services within MTSS

Progress monitoring

Family, community, and school 
partnerships

Futures planning

Inclusive leadership



How can we 
support more 
schools to 
reimagine how 
to effectively 
include 
students with 
significant 
disabilities?



What are other 
effective 
inclusive 
practices?



Rethink and 
reallocate 
personnel



Develop natural 
supports, 
including peer 
tutors, to 
supplement and 
replace adult 
supports



Effective 
inclusive 
schools have 
set schedules 
and establish a 
teacher-
centered 
approach to 
professional 
development 



Reimagine 
classrooms



Use universally 
designed 
curriculum



We are better 
together



You have had 
the power all 
along!
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