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Introduction: Inclusion as We See It
There has been a move in the educational community over the past
twenty years to full inclusion — the practice of educating students with
special needs in the regular classroom as much as possible. We have witnessed the demise of special classes, the trepidation felt by teachers as
their classes changed, and the renewed vigor that grows from collaboration in the classroom with a teacher and a support teacher working
together to better meet the needs of all students. It is in this setting that
we strive for practices that create a safe and productive learning environment for all.
We have moved from “allowing” students with special needs “in” to
welcoming all students and working to build classroom and school communities where everyone feels a sense of belonging and makes academic
progress.

— Kim Ondrik, teacher
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“The whole reason for education is
to help create whole people for the
future. We build in students what
we want in future society. The principles around inclusion are what
we are all searching for in our lives.
I think if we give a taste of this to
children, they will seek it out for
the rest of their lives.”
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What is inclusion?
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r*ODMVTJPOJTUIFQSBDUJDFPGXFMDPNJOHBMMTUVEFOUTUPUIFJSOFJHICPShood school.
r*UJTUIFQSBDUJDFPGFEVDBUJOHBMMDIJMESFOJOBHFBQQSPQSJBUF IFUFSPHFneous classrooms.
r*UJTUIFQSBDUJDFPGJODMVEJOHQBSFOUTXIFOQMBOOJOHGPSTUVEFOUT
r*UJTUIFQSBDUJDFPGXPSLJOHUPHFUIFSBTBTUBGGUPCFUUFSNFFUUIFMFBSOing needs of each and every student — whether or not a student has
been identified as having special needs.
r"OEJUJTUIFQSBDUJDFPGEFTJHOJOHQSPHSBNTGPSDIJMESFOXJUITQFDJBM
needs that rely, as much as possible, on the learning objectives and
practices of the regular classroom.
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Why value it in schools?

r&EVDBUJPOJTNPSFUIBOBOBDBEFNJDQSPDFTT8FOFFEUPEFWFMPQUIF
brain and the emotions and use children’s strengths to build academic
success.
r4DIPPMT QSPWJEF UIF BEWBOUBHF PG B DPNNVOJUZ 8F MFBSO UP NPWF
beyond a collection of individuals searching for their rights to a welcoming community that works and learns and feels together.
r4UVEFOUTXJUITQFDJBMOFFETMFBSOBMPUGSPNUIFNPEFMJOHPGUIFJSBHF
appropriate peers — both socially and academically.
r/POJEFOUJGJFETUVEFOUTMFBSOBCPVUBDDFQUBODFBOESFTQFDUJOHEJGGFSences. Everyone is reminded that we all learn in different ways and at
different rates.
r5IFXPSMEJTTISJOLJOHESBNBUJDBMMZBOEDPOTUBOUMZDIBOHJOH4DIPPMT
should reflect and prepare students for the best society we know — the
one we want to help create. Surely this is one that respects and values
all its members.
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What are the core values and beliefs of our model of inclusion?
“Students belong first to the
classroom. When necessary, extra
assistance is classroom-focused and
supports rather than interrupts the
feelings of belonging and connectedness.”

r"MMDIJMESFODBOMFBSO BMCFJUJOEJGGFSFOUXBZTBOEBUEJGGFSFOUSBUFT
r"MM DIJMESFO IBWF TUSFOHUIT  BOE QBSU PG PVS SPMF BT FEVDBUPST JT UP
encourage and highlight those strengths in the classroom.
r-FBSOJOHJTBEFWFMPQNFOUBM BDUJWF DPOUJOVPVT DPOTUSVDUJWFQSPDFTT 
building on the prior experiences of the learners.
r"MMDIJMESFODBOCFJODMVEFE IBWFUIFSJHIUUPCFJODMVEFE BOENBZ 
indeed, challenge us to make inclusion a positive reality in the classroom and school.
r1BSFOUTBSFQBSUPGPVSFEVDBUJPOBMUFBN8FOFFEUIFJSJOQVUBOEXF
respect and appreciate their involvement.
r4DIPPM TIPVME CF B QMBDF XIFSF BMM TUVEFOUT BOE TUBGG FOKPZ B TFOTF
of belonging and a belief that they contribute. They should also feel
valued.
r5FBDIFST  TUVEFOUT  BENJOJTUSBUPST  BOE QBSBQSPGFTTJPOBMT XJMM HSPX
personally and professionally by working together to meet diverse
needs.
r4VDDFTTGVM JODMVTJPOBSZ QSBDUJDFT BSF QPTTJCMF  NBOBHFBCMF  BOE IBQpening in a variety of ways in a variety of places.
r"MUIPVHIBDIBOHFUPNPSFJODMVTJPOBSZQSBDUJDFDBOCFUISFBUFOJOHUP
many, it does not mean taking time away from regular students, lowering standards, or allowing identified students to “be there, keeping a
seat warm.”
r$IJMESFOBSFUIFQSPWJODFPGUIFXIPMFTDIPPM OPUPOFUFBDIFS
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— Gladys Rosencrans, district coordinator, special programs

How do we begin to be inclusive?

ro
w

rBe flexible! It is the most important characteristic needed by all staff. This
flexibility will be called upon in thinking, in planning, and in designing support models. These models need to be dynamic, changing as
learner needs alter. Listen to the voices of a few inclusive practitioners:
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In my first year here I had more resource room intervention,
which certainly took less of my energy because the kids left the
classroom. Now with the resource support in the classroom, I
need more energy but the results are well worth it.
— Steve Rosell, teacher
This inclusive school must have a community feel to it. It is a
welcoming school, with a problem-solving kind of atmosphere,
where, when concerns, issues, problems develop, rather than
throwing our hands in the air, we problem-solve in groups of two
or three or whatever. Maybe the key is flexibility....
What has also been critical is our supporting the classroom
teacher [re: a Kindergarten student who “loses” control]. We
have had to pull time from other kids and teachers in order to
intensify the support for this situation. We talk together about
VXSSRUWLQJ RQH DQRWKHU 6RPH WHDFKHUV GRQ·W OLNH LW DW ILUVW
EXWWKH\DOVRNQRZWKDWZH·OOEHWKHUHIRUWKHPZKHQDFULWLFDO
situation arises.
— Randy Cranston, consultant
7
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rBe collaborative. We truly need the expertise of all in order to make the
move toward more inclusive practices work. Teachers, parents, and
students can collaborate. We need to share our views, pose questions,
and listen carefully.
The best thing about collaboration is that adults learn from each
other. It is an ongoing, connected inservice that involves modeling and
reflection. This model has most helped one of the authors here refine
her skill as a teacher.
And another teacher, Tammy Wirick, observes: “The best thing
about collaboration is that it forces you to question whether what
you are doing is best for the children you are working with, and it
provides a mirror — it balances your thinking both emotionally and
intellectually.”

“Don’t get me wrong...I’m good,
but I’m not great because great
takes two.”
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— Linda Rivet, teacher
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rBe prepared to problem-solve. Each student can open a new range of
possibilities. The whole school must be a safe place for everyone.
Working with students with challenging behavior is worthwhile.
As one teacher, Linda Wingren, puts it: “The other kids love you too
because they see that you never give up on anyone and you include
everyone. We can’t afford to let go of anyone.”

©

H

aw

ke

rB

ro
w

nl
o

w

rBe a planner. Planning is key. Support personnel must work carefully
with parents and classroom teachers to design appropriate educational
experiences (to adapt the curriculum) on an ongoing basis. Plans are
best established before support personnel join the teacher in the classroom. This does not have to mean a delay in service. Support personnel should be in the classroom early in the term, observing, collecting
information, assessing student performance, scaffolding learning, and
interacting with the students. Then, armed with pertinent information,
the classroom teacher and the support personnel meet to establish their
plans, which should be monitored regularly for service to be effective.
Planning is nine-tenths of the program. One resource teacher, Gina
Rae, says that when she and teachers meet “it is a very open process.
We prioritize the needs of the class and then make a commitment to
act. We plan one term at a time and renegotiate the timetable as we
go. The teachers know it is not forever. I keep my timetable available
for all the teachers I work with. This helps us be better as a group and
helps create a school feeling for all the kids.”
rBe aware of the language used when describing students. Choice of language is powerful. It influences the thinking of others — that of the
students and their parents, as well as that of those who work with the
students in school. Always refer to students in positive language. For
example, saying “a student with learning disabilities” is more positive
than saying “a learning-disabled student.” The first focuses on the student, then a specialty, while the second suggests that the disability is
more important than the person.
Stay away from labels. Labels prevent us from understanding students. They limit our ideas of who students are and what they can
do. When our thinking falls into stereotypes, we limit students’ experiences and response. For example, how can a teacher call a child who

8
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isn’t performing a non-reader and a non-writer? The task is to find out
what is stopping the child and then figure out what to do about it.
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rBe aware of how you spend your time. Extensive testing prior to providing
a program for a student is costly in terms of time and personnel. Vulnerable students should not be left to flounder with the regular classroom curriculum and expectations pending a formal assessment. With
support personnel helping the teacher in the classroom, observations
of a student’s interactions with others can begin immediately. These
observations then become the nucleus of a profile of strengths and
needs that lead to the necessary programming adaptations or scaffolding. Although a formal assessment might sometimes be required, most
planning for student programming is based on ongoing data collection
in a variety of learning situations. It is also tied to the curriculum learning outcomes and to classroom experiences. This planning is interactive and closely monitors a student’s progress.
“When I’m in the class I know I’m connecting to the curriculum that’s
being taught in the classroom,” says principal and resource teacher,
Randy Cranston. “I can scaffold for the students and teach them the
necessary skills.... I also find the students are more motivated when
their support occurs in the regular classroom.”
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rIf you are support personnel, be prepared to play a key role in beginning and
maintaining an inclusive focus. Accurate record-keeping is a mandate.
Ongoing dialogue among staff regarding student needs and the effectiveness of the intervention or scaffolding can often be initiated by
support personnel. The modeling of positive language about students
helps sharpen thinking. You are in a special position when it comes to
influencing the growth of a learning community in a school. Remember: Inclusion is not focused on one population. It is making everyone
feel that they are important and a part of the school. Behaviors ranging from welcoming to encouraging and from supporting to problemsolving are all practiced in a strong community. Students can capitalize
on the social aspects of learning and, as members of a community,
share the highs and lows of the individuals within it.
Why does the connectedness of the group matter?
The importance of inclusion, as advocated here, is that parents, students,
and staff all have a voice and feel they are a part of a strong community.
It can be seen as being part of a team. Teachers who teach in ways that
include all students find that their classrooms change. Naryn Searcy, a
secondary teacher, eloquently sums up what she has found: “The community becomes richer and it becomes more inclusive. Many students
have strengths and talents that we never see in our classrooms because
there is no place for them to show them. Students now take notice of
other’s strengths, learning things about each other that they never knew
before, encouraging and supporting each other, and learning to respect
each other in new ways.”
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