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1

Intr oduction

“Special education class is the place they make you go to do the things 
you’re not good at all day long.”

These words of wisdom were spoken by Kevin, a middle school stu-
dent with autism* who spent most of his school day in a segregated class-
room for students with signifi cant disabilities. When overwhelmed, 
Kevin sometimes exhibited behaviors like hand fl apping and rocking. He 
presented as a child with low communication skills, but he actually had 
a lot to say.

One day, when Kevin and his older brother were waiting on a corner 
after school, his brother was struck by gunfi re, sustaining relatively minor 
injuries. However, there is nothing “minor” about getting shot, and the 
incident left the entire family traumatized. Kevin’s parents wanted to 
move their children to another school within the district, away from the 
scene of the incident. But Kevin’s disability was a sticking point. His mom 
and dad were distressed by the regression their son had experienced in 
the wake of his brother’s shooting, and they wanted to ensure he had the 
best opportunities possible. Would it be better for him to stay where he 

*This diagnosis is formally known as autism spectrum disorder (ASD), but we will use autism for 
brevity and to avoid the term “disorder.”
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2 Your Students, My Students, Our Students

was, with no disruption of service? What other options were available to 
him in other district schools?

Seeking answers, Kevin’s parents attended workshops sponsored by 
the state parent training and resource center. There, they learned about 
a new possibility for Kevin: that he might be educated in a general educa-
tion classroom. As luck would have it, the district was piloting schoolwide 
inclusive education practices at one middle school and one high school as 
part of a research study. The boys transferred to these schools. Kevin left 
his traditional “special education” behind, and this change transformed 
his life.

Kevin no longer spent his days compelled to do things he wasn’t good at 
all day long. Yes, he required a bit of support in general education courses, 
but the study project plan spelled out systems for responding to the aca-
demic, behavioral, and social needs of all enrolled students. For example, 
when Kevin’s individualized education program (IEP) team noticed that 
he did not participate in any extracurricular activities, they created goals 
for him that included attending a dance and a football game and joining an 
after-school club. Kevin later remarked, “When did the school teach every-
one else to go to these things? How come I never learned to make friends?”

Kevin thrived in his new environment. During the summer before his 
junior year in high school, he earned an enviable amount of money debug-
ging software for a local tech fi rm. After graduating from high school with 
honors, he earned an undergraduate degree in engineering and went on to 
work for a company that—like Microsoft, JPMorgan Chase, and  Walgreens—
prioritizes hiring people with autism. As enterprise application software 
company SAP’s Silvio Bessa has noted, corporations recruit people with 
autism because they need the “analytic mindset” that allows them to col-
lectively “think outside of the common boundaries” (SAP, 2013).

Today, Kevin proudly identifi es himself as a person with autism and 
says that he “works well with NTs” (neurotypicals, a neologism for peo-
ple without autism) and appreciates “what they have to off er, too.” His 
inclusive workplace is an extension of the inclusive schooling he was fi rst 
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Introduction            3

introduced to in middle school. The world experiences Kevin as a fully 
integrated member of society. He pays taxes, gets stuck in traffi  c jams, 
laments the losses suff ered by his favorite sports team, and wishes his 
romantic life were better. In other words, Kevin is pretty much like every-
one else. Yet he is also himself. He has autism, engages in some repeti-
tive behaviors when he is feeling stressed, and sometimes struggles with 
communicating with colleagues in the workplace. The diff erence is that 
he is in a professional community that seeks to understand his diff erences 
while never overlooking the human condition that binds us all together.

Where We Are and Where 
Our Schools Aren’t (Yet)
Globalization has fl attened our world, and it’s also supported greater 
accessibility to information and services. As one simple example, look at 
the accessibility features available on your smartphone. You can change 
the font size and alter colors to make the contrast sharper and therefore 
easier to read. There is voice recognition software that allows you to text 
and search without typing out words. Voicemail messages can be read 
through transcription. These and other innovations refl ect the sensibil-
ity that “design is a way in which we can uphold a person’s dignity and 
human rights” (Burke, 2017). They grew from the intersection of people 
with and without disabilities participating together in the social and 
physical world.

And yet school remains a place where these intersections are system-
atically minimized. This is the result of 200 years of viewing disability 
through a medical model that catalogs impairment rather than considers 
disability as a social construct that is shaped by policy, theory, and ethics. 
It’s impossible to untangle disability from race, culture, and economics, 
and equity cannot be realized if some members of society—and members 
of school communities—are marginalized and segregated. As a retired 
superintendent who oversaw the shift to inclusive education practices 
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4 Your Students, My Students, Our Students

in his school district would remind his principals, “Show me your master 
schedule, and I’ll tell you what your values are.” Who within a building has 
and does not have access to “regular classes” is often a refl ection of who 
and what matters to the educators who work there.

If students with disabilities and their peers without disabilities are 
to achieve at higher levels, increase the satisfaction they experience in 
life, and contribute as members of the community, the education system 
needs to change—and this will be no easy task. It requires undoing the 
marginalization of people with disabilities that dates back centuries and 
changing the expectations for students with disabilities. Yet we must try. 
The current system is not working for many students, and that’s a prob-
lem we cannot ignore.

Understanding the Human Experience
Disability is part of the human experience. Once viewed as a static binary 
construct (disabled/not disabled), disability is now understood as a dimen-
sion of a person’s identity, alongside race, ethnicity, language, gender, 
sexual orientation, and experience. It is the intersection of these “iden-
tity infl uences” that make each of us who we are. To segregate students 
according to a single identity infl uence—disability—is to sentence them 
to a “literal disenfranchisement” that marginalizes and threatens their 
identify as citizens of the world (Kliewer, Biklen, & Kasa- Hendrickson, 
2006, p. 186).

Further, the practice of setting up separate classrooms and schools 
for the education of students with disabilities also limits the experiences 
of students without disabilities. Consider that about 10 percent of the 
student population has a disability. This means an equal percentage of 
families—10 percent—have the experience of either rearing or growing up 
with a child who has a disability. What does that mean for the 90 percent 
of students and families—the future employers, co-workers, landlords, 
neighbors, medical professionals, law enforcement offi  cers, teachers, and 
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Introduction            5

parents—who may not have opportunities to spend time around people 
with a disability and get to know them as individuals with personalities, 
quirks, challenges, and successes? It’s not an overstatement to say that 
society would be changed for the better if every school child had the 
chance to know and learn alongside people with disabilities and see them 
as peers. It’s not about pity; it’s about the recognition of fundamental 
rights and human dignity.

The good news is that there are places where inclusive education is 
happening. These schools are populated by teachers and leaders who rec-
ognize that students with disabilities are rightfully part of general edu-
cation classrooms. They are working relentlessly to align supports and 
services with the students’ needs and, in so doing, ensure that every single 
student has a full and powerful learning experience. These schools and 
systems are models of success, and they can be a guide for undertaking 
widespread change.

Characteristics of Successful 
Inclusive Practice
American teachers often assume that the United States leads the world in 
special education, largely because of the decades-old legislation mandat-
ing that students with disabilities be served by public schools. But many 
other countries have also been successfully including students with dis-
abilities for decades. Take, for example, Italy’s approach to inclusion, 
which departs from the U.S. system in several important ways. In their 
study of Italian schools, Giangreco and Doyle (2015) describe four funda-
mental attributes that distinguish inclusive eff orts in Italian schools from 
those in the United States. Let’s look at them one at a time.

A Universally Welcoming Environment
It’s widely acknowledged that open and welcoming environments lead 

to engaged students and families, and that increased engagement yields 
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6 Your Students, My Students, Our Students

better long-term outcomes for students. We have yet to meet teachers 
who don’t aspire to be inviting and welcoming to students and their fami-
lies. But for families of students with disabilities in the United States, the 
reality does not always match the espoused aspiration. Too many parents 
fi nd they must advocate for their children to be included or adequately 
served in general education classrooms. Students with signifi cant dis-
abilities are too frequently served in segregated settings for part or even 
all of the school day. More than 20 percent of students with multiple dis-
abilities are educated in segregated environments (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2017).

By contrast, the norm in Italian schools is that students of all levels of 
ability, including those with signifi cant disabilities, spend their full day in 
general education classrooms. According to Giangreco and Doyle (2015), 
Italians are often shocked to hear that many students with disabilities in 
the United States are denied access to the general education classroom 
and only receive services in special education classrooms. They add, “For 
the most part, including students with disabilities in Italy is not contro-
versial, an experiment, a passing fad, or a right that needs to be earned by 
meeting certain criteria or functioning at a particular level. Students with 
disabilities are welcomed simply because they are human” (p. 26).

 A Narrow Defi nition of Disability
Giangreco and Doyle point out that the Italian category “disability” 

applies only to students with more signifi cant needs. What the United 
States would diagnose as learning disability, for example, is not seen as a 
disability in Italy; it’s simply part of the range that any general education 
teacher is expected to support. In the United States, 10 to 15 percent of 
students in a typical school qualify for special education services, which 
they receive on the basis of their individualized education plans (IEPs). 
But in Italy, only 2 to 3 percent of students are identifi ed as having a dis-
ability for which they require specialized supports. Most of the students 
in the United States with IEPs would not be considered to have a disability 
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Introduction            7

in Italy; they would simply fall into Italian education’s broader scope of 
“normal.” Italian laws do require that students who have learning needs 
receive appropriate accommodations, but no student needs to have a dis-
ability label to receive this support.

 General Education Ownership of All Students
Given the narrower defi nition of disability in Italy, it is not surprising 

that general education teachers have a sense of ownership for the learn-
ing of all students in their classroom, including those who, in the United 
States, might be identifi ed as having multiple or severe disabilities. In 
U.S. classrooms, students with more signifi cant disabilities almost always 
have additional support in the classroom, usually assigned to the student. 
Most U.S. students with signifi cant disabilities also spend part or all of 
their day at school in segregated, special education classrooms (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2017).

By contrast, few “special education classrooms” exist in Italian schools. 
The presence of students with learning needs is expected in general edu-
cation classroom, meaning “pullout” services are rare. Italian general and 
special education teachers collaborate and develop solutions for educat-
ing all students in the same classroom. Additional support is available to 
many general education classrooms, but only for part of the day or week. 
Both the general education teacher and special education teacher or para-
professional support all students, not an assigned subset.

 Less Reliance on Paraprofessionals
In the United States, there is an increasing reliance on paraprofession-

als to provide instruction to students with disabilities, with families and 
teachers commonly making the case for one-on-one assistants attached 
to individual students (Giangreco, 2013). Often seen as a cost-eff ective 
way to get individualized support to more students, paraprofessionals are 
charged with supporting instruction, oftentimes beyond the scope of what 
they have been trained and prepared to do. Italian schools, on the other 
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8 Your Students, My Students, Our Students

hand, rely very little on paraprofessionals, and the paraprofessional’s role 
is largely to provide assistance with feeding, toileting, and mobility within 
the classroom and around the school; it is not instruction. Italian schools 
view the design of intervention and supports as the responsibility of the 
general and special education teachers.

Transforming Inclusive Education 
to Serve Every Student
In a team-based model of inclusive education, all students receive the 
benefi t of support within the general education classroom setting. The full 
scope of this approach’s benefi ts may be impossible to measure fully. Con-
sider that because true inclusion elevates teaching practices in general 
education classrooms, many students will likely never need “supplemen-
tal” instruction or intervention. Students who might have been identifi ed 
as at risk for school failure under older models will succeed without inter-
vention and never be stigmatized, labeled, or othered.

Benefi ts for Students Needing Support
Decades of special education studies have demonstrated that students 

who are taught in inclusive settings show higher achievement than those 
who are pulled from the general education classroom (Cole, Waldron, 
& Majd, 2004; Manset & Semmel, 1997; Rea, McLaughlin, & Walther-
Thomas, 2002; Westling & Fox, 2009). Students with learning diff erences 
who are served in inclusive settings are also more likely to pursue post-
secondary education (Baer et al., 2003; Flexer, Daviso, Baer, Queen, & 
Meindl, 2011; Joshi & Bouck, 2017; Lombardi, Doren, Gau, & Lindstrom, 
2013; Rojewski, Lee, & Gregg, 2013). Inclusion’s benefi ts to students with 
learning diff erences, however, extend beyond academic achievement. 
Inclusive service delivery also leads to higher social and communication 
outcomes for students (Calabrese et al., 2008; Foreman, Arthur-Kelly, 
Pascoe, King, & Downing, 2004; Katz, Mirenda, & Auerbach, 2002).
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Introduction            9

Stories like Kevin’s appeal to our sense of human rights and social jus-
tice. The right to be included should have been suffi  cient to ensure that 
Kevin participated fully in his schooling from the very beginning. But 
what drives us—and you—is fi guring out eff ective ways to support all stu-
dents. We maintain that supporting students with a wide variety of learn-
ing profi les in the general education classroom is good for everyone, and 
research backs this view. Szumski, Smogorzewska, and Karwowski (2017) 
performed a meta-analysis of 47 studies examining the eff ect of inclusive 
education on students without disabilities. The almost 5 million students 
from seven countries—including the United States and Canada—did not 
have disabilities but were educated in inclusive classrooms. The research-
ers found a small but positive eff ect on the academic and social growth of 
these students. In their conclusion, the researchers made this statement:

This result may be important to educational policymakers 
responsible for decisions about the promotion of inclusion, but 
also to parents of children without [special educational needs]. 
Even more importantly, the main eff ect of this meta-analysis 
supplements and supports argumentation in favor of promot-
ing inclusion. . . . The eff ects we obtained—both the main eff ect 
and the results of moderator analysis—consistently support the 
concept of inclusive education, understood as eff ective school 
for all. (p. 47)

Benefi ts for Educators and Other Professionals
Szumski and colleagues also describe inclusive education as a vehicle 

for “a radical concept of educational system transformation” (p. 47). The 
desired outcome, of course, is ensuring access and high achievement for 
all students. One of the reasons inclusion works so well for everyone is 
that it elevates the quality of instruction in the general education class-
room. When general education teachers have a broader range of learning 
profi les in their classrooms, they have to adapt and gain new strategies 
to teach each of these students. Some of these new strategies are gained 
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