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Introduction
Why Change?

This book is written not as a critique of special education as it exists today. 
It is written with the intent to put forward some big ideas about how the 
education of learners with disabilities can be structured in the future. It has 
been more than 40 years since the passage of Public Law (P.L.) 94-142: The 
Education for All Handicapped Children Act. I had the honor of speaking 
at the 40th anniversary celebration of what we now call the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 2015 hosted by leadership in the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Offi ce of Special Education and Rehabilitation 
Services and Offi ce of Special Education Programs, the latter of which is 
responsible for the full implementation of IDEA. 

That event provided me an opportunity to consider all that had hap-
pened in those 40 years. As a special educator who entered the fi eld only 
5 years after the law was passed and 2 years after it had to be fully imple-
mented (1978), I have had the chance to observe, fi rst hand, the impact of 
this important civil rights legislation. By any indicator, the passage of P.L. 
94-142 was a watershed moment for students who had been left out of the 
education system before its adoption by Congress. I personally remember 
adolescents with severe disabilities coming to school, into my classroom in 
Irving, Texas, for the very fi rst time in their lives. 

Further, P.L. 94-142 did more than simply open the school door; from 
the beginning, the law prioritized educating learners with disabilities along-
side their nondisabled peers in general education settings. The least restric-
tive environment language as it was written originally in P.L. 94-142 and as 
it exists today in IDEA varies slightly, but the intent has not changed: that 
children with disabilities be educated in regular classes with their nondis-
abled peers, with the specially designed instruction and supplementary aids 
and services they need in order to succeed.

I have had the privilege of meeting and getting to know a number of the 
people who were instrumental in the passage of P.L. 94-142, who litigated 
the cases that led to the Act, and who helped craft the language in it. We 
have talked about elements of the Act that played out differently than they 
anticipated. I’m of the impression, for example, that they never intended for 
the individualized education program (IEP) requirements to become such a © H
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2 Strengths-Based Approaches to Educating All Learners with Disabilities

contentious, bureaucratic process. But, I’m sure if you asked them whether 
they were proud of the accomplishment, their unanimous response would 
be yes. 

I also have known people with disabilities who came of age before 1975 
and were denied the right to a free, appropriate public education. I was 
reminded as I talked with and listened to them that IDEA was and is, fun-
damentally, a civil rights act on a par with the Civil Rights Act of 1965. In 
landmark civil rights cases on behalf of children with intellectual disability 
and their families leading up to P.L. 94-142, the courts interpreted the due 
process clause of the 14th Amendment as requiring equal protection under 
the law with regard to the right to education for all. It is not coincidental 
or trivial that the 14th Amendment was adopted in the wake of the Civil 
War and the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1866, and has been used to 
ensure citizenship rights and equal protection in situations ranging from the 
rights of former slaves, to women’s voting rights, to the inherent inequality 
of racially segregated public schools, and, yes, to IDEA’s assurance of access 
to a free, appropriate public education for all students. For children and 
youth with disabilities and their families, IDEA is, indeed, fi rst and foremost 
a civil rights act.

No, this book is not intended as a response to the current law or sys-
tem. Are there improvements to special education as we know it today that 
need to occur? Yes, certainly. But that is not what compels me to write this 
book. Let’s celebrate the incredible achievement that 40-plus years of IDEA 
deserves. 

But, let’s also recognize that 40-plus years is a long time. There have 
been fundamental changes to the family, American culture, society, and to 
schools and the children who go to them since Gerald Ford inked his name 
on P.L. 94-142. For one, the number of children served under IDEA has dou-
bled since the 1976–1977 school year, from just over 3.5 million children 
with disabilities ages 3–21 to just under 7 million students in 2015–2016. 
In 1972, 78% of American K–12 schoolchildren were White. In 2013, that 
percentage was 50%, and the National Center for Education Statistics pre-
dicts that by 2025, it will be down to 46%. Meanwhile, it is estimated that 
Hispanic children, who made up only 6% of students in public schools in 
1972, will constitute 29% of the students in public schools in 2025 (nces.
ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_rbb.asp). In 2015–2016, 16% of 
all children receiving special education services (as a percentage of total 
enrollment in public schools) were African American, surpassed only by 
American Indian/Alaska Native children at 17% (nces.ed.gov/programs/
coe/indicator_cgg.asp). Both are highly disproportional compared with the 
percent of African American or American Indian/Alaska Native children in 
the total school population (only 15% and 1%, respectively). 

Or, consider the digital revolution. A single tablet PC today has the 
computing power equivalent to 5,000 desktop computers in 1985 (Schwab, © H
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Introduction 3

2017). Personal computing didn’t exist in 1975, nor did personal access to 
the Internet. Technology wasn’t a consideration, fundamentally, in P.L. 94-
142. 

And, let’s face it, the framers of P.L. 94-142 were working from an 
incomplete knowledge and experience base. In the 150 years leading up to 
1975, the country had warehoused, sterilized, segregated, and legally dis-
criminated against people just like the children the law was now seeking to 
include in public schools. The Americans with Disabilities Act, affording 
Americans with disabilities full protection from discrimination and ensur-
ing equal access to the benefi ts of society, wasn’t even passed until 16 years 
after P.L. 94-142 came into existence. The John F. Kennedy administration 
provided the fi rst serious impetus to community inclusion for children with 
disabilities—and in many ways P.L. 94-142 was the crowning achievement 
of the parent movement spawned by the Kennedy initiatives. However, the 
institution census in America for people with intellectual disability did not 
peak until 1979, when more than 250,000 children, youth, and adults were 
institutionalized in state-run facilities. P.L. 94-142 was amazingly progres-
sive in its call for the education of learners with disabilities alongside their 
nondisabled peers; still, the primary models that the framers and early spe-
cial educators had to work from were segregated models. 

So, this book is written not as a criticism of existing special education 
or of the existing federal law. But, 40-plus years is a long time. Much has 
changed in society and education. This book is written to examine ideas 
for going “beyond” special education in the sense of looking at some of the 
big ideas that should drive future educational experiences for learners with 
disabilities. Some of these ideas have been discussed quite broadly; others 
remain under the radar. The ideas are not necessarily my own. I can’t even 
claim originality for the subtitle of this book. In 1987, pioneering special 
educators Alan Gartner and Dorothy Kerzner Lipsky published a paper in 
the Harvard Educational Review titled “Beyond Special Education Toward 
a Quality System for All Students.” That article was a refl ection on 10 years 
of the implementation of P.L. 94-142, and the authors presented their rec-
ommendation for the Regular Education Initiative, criticizing the separate 
special education system and arguing for a single education system for all 
children. Gartner and Lipsky’s seminal paper was, clearly, a critique of exist-
ing law and a challenge to change the system. I suppose any effort to effect 
change is, at least nominally, critical of efforts that preceded it. But that is 
not my primary focus. And, while most of the ideas are not mine originally, 
I hope that because of my experiences I am able to synthesize knowledge 
and information to take those ideas forward in ways that might be at least 
thought provoking.

So, why write this book? Why change? Because it’s 2019. Everything 
else has changed. It’s not even like everything that is in P.L. 94-142 was 
invented from whole cloth in 1975. The Council for Exceptional Children © H
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4 Strengths-Based Approaches to Educating All Learners with Disabilities

(CEC), which of course is the fi eld’s most visible professional association, 
held its 53rd annual conference in 1975, so there was already a half-century 
of practice in special education when P.L. 94-142 was passed. Many of the 
ideas codifi ed in P.L. 94-142 go back years before the law was enacted. The 
federal Bureau of Education for the Handicapped (the precursor to the Of-
fi ce of Special Education Programs [OSEP]) preceded P.L. 94-142 by almost 
a decade (it was established in 1967). Congress passed the Education of the 
Handicapped Act (P.L. 91-230) in 1970, providing grants to stimulate states 
to implement special education. In an editorial to a 1977 article discussing 
the importance of P.L. 94-142, Fred Weintraub, who as head of Govern-
mental Relations for CEC at that time had a lot to do with crafting the 
law and getting it passed, stated that the Act “is not revolutionary in terms 
of what it requires nor is it revolutionary in terms of a role for the federal 
government” (p. 114). P.L. 94-142 was the cumulative effort of what was 
known from at least the mid-1960s onward.

I also recognize that the Act has been reauthorized and updated periodi-
cally to address critical societal and educational issues that have arisen since 
its passage and to infuse innovative ideas and practices into it, but the fact is 
that much of the structure of P.L. 94-142 remains the same, for good or for 
ill. But, 2019 is not 1975. In many ways, it’s not even 1999 or 2009. The 
rate of change has increased. It is time to look at how we might structure the 
education of learners from 2020 and beyond.

There are two other topics that belong in this Introduction. First, my 
career has been focused mostly on the education of learners with intellec-
tual and developmental disabilities, although through our research we have 
worked extensively with students with learning disabilities and, to lesser de-
grees, students across all other disability categories. My thoughts in this vol-
ume will, necessarily, be infl uenced by my experiences. And, I would argue, 
it was mainly the students that I have worked with who were the impetus 
for P.L. 94-142, although not the sole benefi ciaries. But, it is my experience 
that the issues I raise have a universality across disability categories and, 
indeed, across children, so I attempt to speak about all children and not just 
the children I have worked with most closely.

And, I have already mentioned my own experiences as infl uencing what 
will be in this book. Among the pioneers in the fi eld of intellectual disability, 
in which, as I mentioned, I have spent much of my career, was psycholo-
gist Seymour Sarason. Known primarily as the founder of the Yale Psycho-
Educational Clinic and as a pioneer in community psychology, Sarason was 
important to the fi eld of intellectual disability at a critical juncture in its 
development. Sarason had worked for several years at a state institution for 
people with intellectual disability, and that experience taught him a great 
deal about the importance of context in understanding human development. 
Sarason was among the fi rst researchers to emphasize the role of context in 
conceptualizing disability, writing in 1985 that “mental retardation is never © H
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Introduction 5

a thing or a characteristic of an individual, but rather a social invention 
stemming from time-bound societal values and ideology that makes diagno-
sis and management seem both necessary and socially desirable” (p. 233). It 
took the fi eld almost 3 decades to catch up, but current conceptualizations 
of intellectual disability emphasize person–environment fi t or social–ecolog-
ical factors. 

I bring up Seymour Sarason because when I consider what books most 
infl uenced me, professionally, over the past 2 decades, I see that several were 
relatively short books addressing issues that were critical to the fi eld at the 
time they were published. Not coincidentally, many of these were authored 
by Sarason. I’m thinking particularly of The Predictable Failure of Educa-
tional Reform: Can We Change Course Before It’s Too Late?, written in 
1990; Revisiting “The Culture of the School and the Problem of Change,” 
written in 1996; and Charter Schools: Another Flawed Educational Reform 
and Political Leadership and Educational Failure, both written in 1998. 
What made these books relevant and memorable to me was that (a) they 
were written by an author with clear credentials but were very readable, not 
overly burdened by the minutia of typical academic scholarship; (b) they 
addressed very timely topics when those topics were most relevant; and (c) 
they were readable not only because of their writing style, but because they 
were relatively short and could be read quickly. 

I don’t claim to have Sarason’s wisdom or credibility. I do claim to 
have 40 years of practice in the fi eld in the roles of a direct support work-
er, a special educator, a researcher, a teacher-trainer, and, throughout that 
time, an advocate. This book is written in the same tradition as Sarason’s 
books. I believe that multiple forces are merging to create an opportunity 
to fundamentally change how learners with disabilities are educated and to 
move us beyond “special education” as we know it today.  Strengths-based 
approaches to disability are moving education away from a focus on diag-
nosis and remediation to a focus on schoolwide instruction for all students, 
characterized by features of personalizable education, and incorporating 
the role of technology, student-directed and self-determined learning, and 
technology-driven assessment linked to instructional decisions. I hope not 
to overburden this book with professional citations, but will work hard to 
ensure that statements I make are grounded in fact as well as my personal 
experience. To the degree that this short book makes you think about how 
things are done and what might change, it will have served its purpose. 
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