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Bringing Inclusion from Paper to Practice

Good Morning. It is truly an honor and pleasure to address you on a topic that has become my life’s work. It would be presumptuous of me to prescribe what inclusion should be in your nation or schools. I can however share with you what we at the Cooke Center have learned and what can be culled from some of the research on inclusion.

During the past few days, it has become clear to me that the manner in which I use the terms inclusion and integration causes some confusion. For simplicity sake, I will use only one term, inclusion, to describe opportunities provided to a person with special needs to interact with typically functioning peers in schools or the larger community. I will use the same term when speaking about any special need, be it severe, moderate, or mild. 

Inclusion in an International Context

The inclusion of persons with special needs in our schools and in our society has become a worldwide effort. Spurred by love and concern for their children with special needs, parents in Lithuania and across the globe have initiated a reform movement that seeks to provide children with increased opportunities for inclusion in schools and society. The provision of inclusive education to all children has the support of United Nations policy and the laws of many nations.


In December 2001, there was a meeting of the Baltic Sea States to consider the issue of social inclusion. At this conference, the inclusion of persons with special needs in educational programs was one component of a larger effort to treat all people justly. The participants in this conference sought to address the challenge of including all people within the fabric of society. Thus, the marginalization of the poor, the displaced, the refugee, members of linguistic minorities, gays and lesbians, and persons with special needs is seen as threat to the cohesiveness of society. Through its participation in this and other international conferences, Lithuania has joined its own efforts to include all people into its larger society, with the efforts of other nations. In accord with this thrust, the 2003 APPLE program seeks to examine the social context of education. The inclusion of children with special needs into the mainstream of education is therefore a most suitable topic for our consideration.

Current Educational Practice in Lithuania


Lithuania provides for the education of children with special needs through a wide variety of institutions and programs. Institutions for the deaf, the blind, the emotionally disturbed, and other persons with special needs, have served children for decades. Facilities such as boarding schools and orphanages provide services to children with special needs whose parents are unable to adequately care for them at home. More recently parents, professionals, and advocates for persons with special needs have established Resource Centers that bring together professionals, parents, and children with special needs at locations where all can collaborate to provide educational, therapeutic, and counseling services. In addition to these specialized separate facilities, there are self-contained classrooms
 for children with special needs in within general education schools as well as children who are included in regular education classes. 

The Impact of Parents


With so many options for serving children, one might rightly ask, “Why are we stressing inclusion?” Is this simply something to satisfy some pushy parents? If Lithuania is at all like the United States, a part of the answer to the question is yes. Up to the 1950’s, American persons with special needs often found themselves in highly isolated settings or remained isolated at home apart from their peers and the larger community. It was only through the efforts of families, that regulations and legislation mandated free and equal access to public education for all children in the least restrictive environment.

You may have heard of one of the families who participated in this effort, the Kennedy family. President John F. Kennedy, his brothers and sisters, and now his nieces and nephews were and still are active participants in the process of promoting the inclusion of persons with special needs in schools and society at large. In fact, last year the wife of movie actor, Arnold Schwartzeneger’s, Maria Schriver, a Kennedy, wrote a children’s book promoting inclusion.

I am the Executive Director of the Cooke Center for Learning and Development. In 1987 a group of parents of children with special needs, set out to write a pamphlet about special education. As they conducted their research, they discovered that they would not be able to find inclusive special education programs for their children. This discovery led them create the Cooke Center to provide a program that served seven children in its opening year. That single classroom has grown into an organization that provides services effecting the education of thousands of children each year. 

Here in Lithuania, parent organizations, such as Viltus (Hope) are also bringing about change through their advocacy for reform and through the establishment of programs. As noted above, the establishment of Resource Centers was, in part, a result of parental efforts. The summer camp for families of children with special needs conducted jointly by APPLE and Viltus is another example of the success of parents in creating programs to meet the needs of their children.

As noted earlier, the press for inclusion may have started with individual parents or parent organizations such as Viltus, but inclusion is now a national and international concern. Thinking globally helps to place inclusion into a large context. In practice, however, inclusion happens at the local level because of the collaboration of parents and schools. It is at the local level inclusion has its most dramatic and immediate the impact.

The Impact of Inclusion

Who does inclusion effect? 

In the long term, inclusion profoundly affects all of society. In the short term, inclusion influences the lives of children with special needs, general education students, the families of these students, and all charged with roles in conducting schools. The benefits of inclusion vary from situation to situation. I wish to note a few the benefits that I have most frequently witnessed. Children with special needs develop enhanced self-esteem. They frequently demonstrate improved social and language skills developed through interaction with appropriate models of behavior and speech. General education students typically benefit by learning to be more accepting of diversity. They have frequent opportunities to be nurture their peers. Teachers typically find the process of creating an inclusive classroom a rewarding personal challenge. They often welcome the opportunity to collaborate with other professionals.

Creating inclusive educational programs means thinking of special education as a set of services provided to a child and not a place where special needs children are educated. Many practical changes must occur to make this transformation a reality. First, schools must operate under an ethic of collaboration. Planning and decision-making must involve members of the school community. Administrators must provide the personnel and instructional materials needed to serve the children. Teachers will need time and opportunities to learn new skills. The professional staff will need time to collaborate on the initial design of inclusion plans, develop instructional goal, and monitor the effectiveness of their efforts. Methods of classroom instruction may need to be changed. Examination and grading policies may require revision. The changes required can be demanding but the benefits to the school and its students are truly dramatic. 

Continuum of Services

There is no single answer to the questions, which children should be included and how should they be included. Philosophically, I believe that every child has the right to be included in the larger society and in our general education schools. This sweeping statement is not intended to suggest that we should close the institutions tomorrow or even ten years from now, and place every child in a general education classroom. It does suggest that we must consider how to establish and sustain an inclusive continuum of services to meet the varied needs of students. The concept of a continuum of services implies that an educational system consist of programs that range from segregated institutions, which serve only children with special needs, to general education classrooms in which students with special needs are full participants. For this continuum to be truly inclusive all program must provide students with special needs opportunities to interact with typically function peers or other community members either within or beyond the school.

Under the United States “Individuals with Disabilities Education Act” or IDEA, every child is entitled to a free and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment. IDEA requires that we make a reasonable effort to provide every child with an appropriate educational program that is as similar to that provided his typical peers. While we do have programs that range along a continuum from segregated institutions to full time placement of children with special needs in general education places, our continuum is not truly inclusive. Many of our programs, particularly our institutions, do not provide students with opportunities for inclusion with typical peers of community members. Sadly, after thirty years of work, we still have a long way to go before our educational system is truly inclusive thus the expanded description of an inclusive continuum of services that follows is not available to all of our students.

Parents are key partners in making the decision about the placement of their child. In accord with IDEA, we must first determine if full inclusion is a viable option. Full inclusion refers to a program in which the child participates in a regular education classroom on a full time basis. A general education teacher, who receives support on a consulting basis from a special education teacher, conducts the class. The child receives all of the services and accommodations he or she may need, including some direct instruction by a special education teacher. For example, a sign language interpreter will accompany a hearing impaired child as he participates in general education classes. The student might also receive speech therapy, counseling, and benefit from testing accommodations such as extended time or the opportunity to take a test in a location other than his classroom. In selected classes in some schools, 25-30% of the students are children with mild special needs and the balance of the class is drawn from students come from the general education program. A general education and a special education teacher jointly teach such classes. We refer to this type of full inclusion programs as an integrated class.

If full inclusion does not meet the child’s needs, we then consider placing the student in a self-contained class located in a general education school. If this option is selected the group planning the program will identify specific components of the general education program in which the student will participate. The extent to which a child participates varies according to his or her needs. Some children may take academic courses while others participate in only art, gym, and lunch. All children typically participate in assembly, musical performances, and other activities on an equal, albeit adapted, basis. 

The last types of program in this continuum are separate programs located outside of general education schools. Such programs are in separate facilities and serve only children with special needs. In order to be faithful to a commitment to inclusion these programs must provide students with opportunities for inclusion in the larger community through field trips, volunteer activities in the community, work experience, or participation in sports, social events, and cultural programs with typically functioning peers and adults.

A similar continuum of services already exists in Lithuania. You already provide programs ranging from specialized institutions to full inclusion classes. I believe that the task in Lithuania is therefore one of increasing access full inclusion and self-contained classes in general education schools and incorporating additional opportunities for inclusion in institutional settings. These challenges will be particularly difficulty in small towns and rural communities where schools enrollment is already small and in some cases declining. In such settings, including a child with special needs in general education may strain sparse resources. Difficulty in providing specialized services like speech therapy or training in Braille may further complicate the effectiveness of programs outside of large cities. All of those involved in making decisions about educational programs for children must be reasonable and flexible as they work together on behalf of the child.  The attitudes and beliefs of the participants in the program development process dramatically influence the outcome the establishment an inclusive continuum of special education services. 

Attitudes and Beliefs


A ministry or parliament mandates educational reform and provides detailed laws or regulations to guides its implementation. The real implementation of the reform, however, is heavily dependent on the attitudes and beliefs of all of the stakeholders in any given school community. The primary stakeholders in a school are the administrators, faculty, parents, and students. Depending on their level of interest and involvement the list of stakeholders may also include community leaders and community members who are not school parents or employees. When creating an inclusive program, the task will progress more smoothly if each of the groups of stakeholder receives appropriate information about the process and has opportunities to participate in discussion and decisions in a manner and at a level consistent with their role in the school.

Factors Influencing Teacher Attitudes

Studies of teacher attitudes toward their participations in inclusion report several findings that are consistent across settings. A brief review of some of these findings many be useful for those planning inclusion programs. When asked if they think that inclusion is a good thing, most will respond yes. If the question is phrased in a way that makes it clear the you are asking if they think inclusion would be a good thing for them to actually do, their responses tend to be less positive. They will often indicate that inclusion is a good thing if specific criteria important to them are met. Among the criteria of concern are: a) the type of disability; b) the adequacy of resources for serving the child; and c) the extent to which the program for the child with special needs corresponds to the program they are already conducting. 

In addition to the factors listed above, several other factors influence teacher attitudes toward inclusion. More experienced teachers tend to have greater concerns about implementing inclusion than younger teachers implement. Teachers of early grades are more favorable toward inclusion than teachers in upper grades. Training in working with children with special needs usually links to a more positive attitude toward inclusion, as does a positive prior experience in working with a child with special needs. Those who bear responsibility for implementing programs of inclusion must assess the attitudes of the teachers in the school and find ways of addressing the concerns and anxieties.

Acceptability of Interventions


Even if a teacher is willing to include a child with special needs in her class there may be specific interventions included in the program that the teacher may not find acceptable. For example, some teachers do not find it acceptable to reward a child with special needs for demonstrating good behavior expected from all members of the class. Other may object to students being grade on different criteria. The literature suggests that several factors consistently play a role in the extent to which a teacher finds an intervention acceptable:
1. Self-efficacy: Does the teacher perceive herself or can the teacher picture herself actually doing this intervention successfully?

2. Consistent with the prevailing culture. Is this intervention consistent with the prevailing culture of the school or will others perceive the teacher as undermining her colleagues?

3. Acceptance by the Administration: Does the administrator truly agree with this intervention or is she simply following a directive with which she does not agree?

4. Students Perception: Will the students see this intervention as fair? 

5. Parental Perception: Will the parents see this intervention as fair?

When an intervention is not acceptable to the teacher, implementation may lack integrity. This suggests that the assessment of attitudes and beliefs is not a task conducted only when designing the program. There must be ongoing discussions about the acceptability of each component of the program. As stated earlier, in order for an inclusion program to succeed the school must implement an ethic of collaboration which guides decision-making at all levels within the school.

Conclusion

Significantly increasing the extent to which children with special needs are included in educational experiences with general education peers and in their larger community presents many challenges. It will be necessary to conduct repeated measures of the various factors that may influence the success of such programs. You received a sample rating scale for assessing key factors that contribute successful inclusion program (see attached “Rating Scale”). The scale is divided into five categories: a) Attitudes and Beliefs; b) Services and Physical Accommodation; c) School Support; d) Collaboration; and e) Instructional Methods. Using scales, such as the one provided, at the start of the program design as well as during the implementation process will provide ongoing data about progress and set backs. The data collected can prove very helpful to decision makers. 

I do believe strongly in the importance of careful planning and collaborative decision making by all stakeholders. I also believe that there will never be a perfect moment when everyone is in complete agreement and the plan is developed to a point of perfection. A time comes when you must start, even if not everything is perfect. Let me offer two sayings to illustrate my final thoughts. 

“Justice delayed is justice denied”. Inclusion is not a privilege, it is a fundamental civil right. When we delay the provision of inclusion, we are unjustly denying children with special needs a fundamental right.

“The journey of a thousand miles starts with the first step”. The journey to a well-planned and well-implemented inclusion program is a long one. We will never reach our destination unless we simply begin with the first step. I wish all of you great success on your journey.

Appendix: Readiness for Inclusive Education School Self-Rating Scale

Adapted from: Including Students with Disabilities in General Education Classrooms. ERIC Digest #E521. 

On a scale of 1 to 5 indicated the extent to which each of the following statements describe your school community.


5.   Very accurate description


4.   Accurate description


3.   Partly accurate description


2.   Poor description

1. Very poor description

	ATTITUDES AND BELIEFS

	1
	The regular teacher believes that the student can succeed.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	2
	School personnel are committed to accepting responsibility for the learning outcomes of students with disabilities.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	3
	School personnel and the students in the class have been prepared to receive a student with disabilities. 
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	4
	Parents are informed and support program goals. 
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	5
	Special education staff is committed to collaborative practice in general education classrooms.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	SERVICES AND PHYSICAL ACCOMMODATIONS

	6
	Services needed by the student are available (e.g., health, physical, occupational, or speech therapy).
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	7
	Accommodations to the physical plant and equipment are adequate to meet the student's needs (e.g., toys, building and playground facilities, learning materials, assistive devices).
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	SCHOOL SUPPORT

	8
	The principal understands the needs of students with disabilities.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	9
	Adequate numbers of personnel, including aides and support personnel, are available.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1


	10
	Adequate staff development and technical assistance, based on the needs of the school personnel, are being provided (e.g., information on disabilities, instructional methods, awareness and  acceptance activities for students, and team building skills).
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	11
	Appropriate policies and procedures for monitoring individual student progress, including grading and testing, are in place.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	COLLABORATION

	12
	Special educators are part of instructional planning
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	14
	Teaming approaches are used for problem-solving and program implementation.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	14
	Regular teachers, special education teachers, and other specialists collaborate (e.g., co-teaching, team teaching, teacher assistance teams).
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	INSTRUCTIONAL METHODS

	15
	Teachers have the knowledge and skills needed to select and adapt curricula and instructional methods according to individual student needs.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	16
	Varieties of instructional arrangements are available (e.g., team teaching, cross-grade grouping, peer tutoring, teacher assistance teams).
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	17
	Teachers foster a cooperative learning environment and promote socialization.
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1


� Self-contained classroom: a class comprised of children with special needs, taught by special education teacher, in which students are instructed and received services in accord with their special education program plan.
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