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Abstract

The goal of any educational program is to help its students to maximize their fullest potential in inclusive environments. For many students with disabilities, having an inclusive environment seems to be an ideal policy. Ironically, this policy continues to be debatable and controversial.  Sometimes, the controversy or debate dominates the real mission, making the ideal goal unrealistic. Because of the condition of their disabilities, students experience educational professionals and service providers who not only downplay their capabilities and willingness to live a “normal” life, but also exclude them in educational processes. To increase normalcy in their lives, it is important that they are educated with their non-disabled peers in environments that are accessible, equitable, and inclusive. This is the premise of this presentation. 

    Using the Comprehensive Support Model to Maximize Access, Equity, and  

                             Inclusion in General and Special Education

The inclusion of students with disabilities in general education classrooms has continued to stimulate policy debates in education.  King (2003) explained that “inclusive education means that all students within a school regardless of their strengths or weaknesses, or disabilities in any area become part of the school community” (p. 152).  Inclusion is built on the principle that all students should be valued for their exceptional abilities and included as important members of the school community (Causton-Theoharis & Theoharis, 2008; Council for Exceptional Children, 1993).  As it appears, it is a matter of entitlement, an issue of belonging within an educational community on equal terms (Hall, Collins, Benjamin, Nind, & Sheehy, 2004).  Though these derivatives are positive and sometimes popular, full inclusion seems to have applicability and practicality problems; and as a policy, it continues to be controversial (Allan, 2003; Clegg, Murphy, Almack & Harvey, 2008; Cole, 1999; Craft, Chappell, & Twining, 2008; Hilton, 2006; Kauffman, 2002; Kauffman & Hallahan, 1995; Mager, 2004; Schumaker, Deshler, Bulgren, Davis, Lenz, & Grossen, 2002; Whitty, 2001).  

About two decades ago, the Council for Exceptional Children (1993) developed its policy on inclusive schools and communities. It urged policy makers to “fund programs in nutrition, early intervention, health care, parent education, and other social programs that prepare all children, youth, and young  adults to do well in school” (p.1). A few years later, Cole (1999) presented the structure of arguments that support or oppose inclusion policies, namely: (a) consequentialist argument that requires empirical methods to quantify positive and negative outcomes of inclusion policies; (b) justice argument that focuses on the importance of equality and fairness in the delivery and services to persons with and without disabilities; (c) rights argument that focuses on rights of persons with disabilities to receive services; and (d) needs argument that focuses on the specific needs of persons with disabilities.  Cole concluded that these arguments lack practicality since they fail to reconcile parental rights of educating their children and the state’s goals of reducing costs.  In the same vein, Allan (2003) argued that “barriers to inclusion extend beyond school systems and include ways of knowing (special education), ways of learning (to be a teacher); and ways of working (within accountability regimes)” (p. 178).  She added that being inclusive “means being political; listening to what children and their parents say about what inclusion means for them; and recognizing the way in which we ourselves are implicated in practices that exclude” (p. 178).  Not long ago, Clegg et al. (2008) made similar observations.  As they pointed out:  

There is a need to address service gaps but, more importantly to acknowledge the moral pressures and judgments that complicate decision making and to shift the moral compass away from individual achievement and towards engagement and relationships.  Inclusion fails not as an idea, but as a policy that has been tied to young people with disability somewhere, when what they need is the activities and relationships that support them to become someone. (p.93) 

While the debates on full inclusion take place in educational policy circles, it is dangerous to miss the big picture about educating all learners in inclusive environments. The clear goal of any educational program must be to buttress access, equity, and inclusion.  Embedded in these imperatives is social justice. 

Social justice is a central ingredient of inclusion because it is in opposition to exclusion. In addition, social justice focuses on challenging the arrangements that promote the continuation of marginalization and exclusionary practices; and it supports a foundational process of respect, care, recognition, and empathy (Theoharris, 2007).  Earlier, Fullan (2003) discussed these same proponents as essential characteristics in building an ethical school.  Within ethical schools, social justice is a major component of the belief systems of educators.  Frattura and Capper (2007) confirmed that the inclusion of students in the general education curriculum and environment is an issue of equity and social justice. They contended that in order to develop an inclusive school where all students feel as a part of the school’s community, school officials must engage in reflections about (a) the current state of the school as it relates to social justice for students with disabilities, (b) what they need to do to get there, and (c) how they are going to do it.   With inclusion, students with disabilities are able to achieve academic success and emotional stability while learning with their non-disabled peers (Hall et al., 2004). 

Inclusion in schools is not far removed from the social justice reform movement in education.  In fact, it is an issue of social justice since it cannot and will not be a reality in schools where students are segregated from their non-disabled peers in curriculum and instruction (Theoharris, 2007).  Students with disabilities have historically been excluded from learning aside their non-disabled peers, denied access to the general education curriculum, and educated in programs with little to zero accountability (Artiles, Harris-Murri, & Rostenberg, 2006). Due to this lack of accountability, students with disabilities get subjected to educational programs that do not prepare them for life. As a result, they lack the basic skill sets of reading, writing, and mathematics.  Since we do not generally live in homogenous or separatist society, our students with disabilities must be provided with programs that are accessible, equitable, and inclusive.  This is the focus of my presentation. 

The Quest for Accessible, Equitable, and Inclusive Educational Placement 

The 1954 Brown v. Board of Education case opened the doors for parents and educators to argue for equal accessibility to schooling for students with disabilities (Obiakor & Utley, 2004).  The doors were further opened by the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  In 1994, the world conference on special needs education, concluded that “regular schools with [an] inclusive orientation are the most effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and achieving education for all” (Foreman & Arthur-Kelly, 2008, p. 110).  Within inclusive classrooms, students feel connected to their peers and have access to meaningful, rigorous general education curricula (Causton-Theoharis & Theoharis, 2008).  Approximately 70 percent of students with disabilities are serviced with the general education classroom amongst their non-disabled peers (King, 2003); however, some students with exceptionalities are educated in separate facilities from their non-disabled peers.  As Katisyannis, Yell, and Bradley (2001) observed, more than 1.75 million students with exceptionalities failed to receive educational services, forcing families to seek costly educational services outside the public sphere. 
From a legal perspective, special education is supposed to provide an avenue through which children with disabilities are guaranteed to receive specifically designed instruction to assist them in maximizing their highest potential.  Special education is a necessary component of public education that provides services to students with exceptionalities; and it includes effective methods of specially designed instruction for students who require specific, controlled, monitored, and intensive content (Hockenbury, 1999).   In addition, it provides these students with an education that achieves meaningful outcomes while simultaneously experiencing learning as valued members of general classes and schools (Ford, Davern, & Schnorr, 2001).  Historical exclusionary practices, such as educating students with disabilities within separate facilities and outside of the general education are contradictory to the goals of educating students in the least restrictive environment (LRE). 
The LRE mandate of the Education of All Handicapped Children’s Act of 1975 was later reauthorized as a mandate of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990 and 1997 and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004.  The LRE mandate stated that students with disabilities must be educated with non-disabled peers to the “maximum extent appropriate,” “and that they may be removed from the general education environment only if they cannot be satisfactorily educated with the use of supplementary aides and services” (Hosp & Reschly, 2003, p. 68).  Further, the LRE ensures that these students must have access to the general curriculum and be taught with their non-disabled peers (Turnbull, 2003).   As a result, fully integrated applications of learning strategies designed originally for students with disabilities are implemented, and scores on the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 have increased as sanctioned accountability measures for all students have increased (Sailor & Roger, 2005).  In other words, where students are educated and placed can influence their performance.   


It is common knowledge that placement decisions can cause “unrealistic expectations, prejudicial generalizations, illusory conclusions, and deceptive self-aggrandizement” (Obiakor, 2001, p. 84). It is also critical to know that different placement options can benefit students with disabilities.  As a placement option, inclusion is where students are serviced within the general education environment with their non-disabled peers.  Resource is where students are pulled out of the regular education environment and serviced outside of the regular environment, usually in the special education classroom. Self-contained or most restrictive placement (MRP) is where students, with moderate to profound needs, remain in a special education classroom for the majority of their school day.  Alternative placement is where students are serviced outside of the general public school.  And, institution is where services are provided to children in a day or residential treatment center or the like.  Though these placement options are debatable, many researchers have found inclusion to be beneficial to students with and without disabilities.  For instance, Pugach and Warger (2001) stated that the general education environment is optimal for the greatest success in education. Furthermore, many parents and professionals of students with disabilities have agreed that most students with disabilities should receive the greatest portion of their education within the general education classroom with their non-disabled peers (Cardona, 2009).  Earlier, Klinger and Vaughn (1999) analyzed 20 studies that investigated the perceptions of learning of over 4,659 students in kindergarten through 12th grade. Among this group of students, 760 students had high incidence disabilities.  The studies revealed that students with disabilities wanted to (a) learn the same material, (b) use the same books, and (c) enjoy homework and grading practices as their non-disabled peers.  
      To achieve equitable and inclusive placements, collaboration and consultation of all stakeholders must be at the forefront.  Elsewhere (Obiakor, 2001, 2007), I suggested the following placement principles to increase access, equity, and inclusion: 
· Race and culture can matter in the placement of students.

· Placements must be based on needs and not on students’ racial or cultural identities.

· Language differences should never be misconstrued as a lack of intelligence.

· Empathy is an important ingredient of good placement.

· Good placements are usually the LREs. 
· Differences are not deficits.

· Students are best served when their due process rights are respected.

· Appropriate inclusion reduces biased exclusion of students in classroom activities.

· Prejudicial placements have devastating effects on students.  

· The unique differences students bring to the classroom must be valued.
The Case of Raul

      The placement of students with disabilities into the general education classroom ensures they participate equitably within the general curriculum (Council for Exceptional Children, 1993; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2001).  This has not been easy to achieve!  See the case of Raul below:
At the age of eight, third grader, Raul was diagnosed as a student with a learning disability.  He was bilingual and used Spanish whenever in dialogue with his father, a native of Mexico who did not speak English.  However, Raul and his Caucasian mother spoke English to one another.  The school considers Raul’s home to be a bilingual household in that both English and Spanish were frequently used in   the home environment.  Raul enjoyed math tasks and demonstrated strength within this area.  One the other hand, he was not very enthusiastic about reading.  Additionally, he had difficulty with maintaining focus while being instructed by his general education teacher.  The teacher was concerned that because Raul was so “busy” during class time he was not retaining the information from class. His teacher reported several behaviors about him that were concerning to her.  He was out of his seat more often than he was in his seat and he did not raise his hand to answer questions.  The teacher concluded that these behaviors interfered with Raul’s learning and the learning of others and clearly was indicative of a learning disability.  His reading skills appeared to be low and his teacher wanted him tested for special education services.  Raul did meet the criteria for a student with a learning disability.  Immediately, he was assigned to a special education resource teacher.  The teacher pulled Raul out of his general education classroom for reading and writing.  This was approximately one to two hours of time spent outside of his general education classroom without his friends in general education.  Raul’s reading skills did not get to grade level and his behavior did not improve. However, he remained engaged in math in the general education classroom, even when the curriculum required a large amount of reading.  On the contrary, as Raul approached middle school, whenever he had to leave his general education classroom to come to the special education classroom, the behaviors would manifest within the small group at a more intense rate than what the general education teacher reported.  It became clear that he would have been better served in the inclusive classroom.  

            Raul’s story is very common in today’s schools.  His case is complicated by his cultural and linguistic differences.  Apparently, we force such students to become a part of a system that is ultimately damaging to their academic and social achievements.  Students with disabilities, such as Raul, want to be a part of the classroom community of learners with their peers.  They do not want to be excluded or stigmatized based on their placements.  To help students like Raul to maximize their potential in accessible, equitable, and inclusive programs, I have prescribed a Comprehensive Support Model (CSM) (see Obiakor, 2001, 2008; Obiakor, Grant, & Dooley, 2002). The CSM involves the collaborative and consultative interdependent energies of several key elements (i.e., the student, family, school, community, and government).  These key elements must work together to build a strong and proactive foundation of access, equity, and inclusion.  When one element lags behind or fails, we “scotch the snake, but not kill it.”  Put another way, the “whole village” must work together to foster access, equity, and inclusion. 

             As I noted elsewhere (Obiakor et al., 2002), the CSM has mutually inclusive elements that are operational when:

· The development and use of identification, assessment, and instructional strategies function within multidimensional and cultural contexts.

· The creation of a collaborative system of community support for families has its


guiding principle in the eradication of social stereotyping based on race, ethnicity, 
national origin, gender, and socioeconomic status.

· The development of an awareness and appreciation for the many family forms values individual differences and strengths.

· The thwarting of conditions leading to violence in the home or the community cultivates a sense of safety for children and families.

· The advocacy for economic policies and human services attests to being pro-family by virtue of proven outcomes.

· The promotion of culturally competent practices in schools and in the larger society respects differences in world-views and learning styles among individuals.

· The advocacy for expanded services provides for affordable quality childcare to meet the varied needs of all families and children (e.g., infant and adolescent 24-hour care and weekend care).

· The development of collaborative community approaches to problem solving involves students, parents, schools, community leaders, and government agencies.

· The recognition that the problem in at-risk situations is not only in the individual but also in institutional barriers in the environment.

· The reconfiguration of curricula eliminates the hidden curriculum and other culturally insensitive curricula variables.

· The reinstitution of rites of passage and service opportunities cultivates a sense of belonging and resiliency in youth.

· The broadening of visions in educational reform includes economic reform and the investment in human capital.

Using the CSM to Maximize Access, Equity, and Inclusion

      The aforementioned elements of the CSM must be functional in nature to lead to goal-directed decisions of stakeholders (i.e., students, families, schools, communities, and government agencies).  Surely, these stakeholders have to play specific and interrelated roles to foster access, equity, and inclusion and facilitate the potential for school success and completion. 
The Student’s Role in Fostering Access, Equity, and Inclusion
            The “self” is an important ingredient in the growth of students. Based on the

CSM, the student has roles to play in fostering access, equity, and inclusion.  This is not

the traditional “blame-the-victim” idea; it is the individual’s power and ability to be 
involved in his/her destiny (Obiakor et al., 2002; Obiakor & Weaver, 1995).  There are 
success stories of persons who have refused to give up when life’s crises appear 

unbearable in the face of adversities.  These persons have pulled themselves up by their 
own boot straps, even though some had boots without straps and straps without boots.  
Since the “self” is so important in increasing academic and human achievements, 
students must be taught or empowered to be resilient and believe in themselves (Brooks, 
1991; Obiakor & Beachum, 2005a).  They must be taught to build their self knowledge, 
self-esteem, and self-ideal even in the face of adversities.  Specifically, they can be 

empowered to:
· Develop self-talks and individual plans.

· Relax and not jump to conclusions.

· Learn to work collaboratively and consultatively with others.

· Engage in positive thinking.

· Talk with counselors about personal and school problems. 

· Be a part of school conflict resolution teams.

· Inform adults and parents when situations are not going right.

· Manage their time properly.

· Respect school regulations and society’s laws.

· Utilize mentors from the school and community.

The Family’s Role in Fostering Access, Equity, and Inclusion
      Families are extremely important in the education of their children. To a large
measure, family functioning and parent-child relationships can be helpful in the 
educational processes of access, equity, and inclusion (Kerka, 2000).  Parents must be proactive, involved, and supportive in school programs. Even when they cannot, they should be empowered to maximize the potential of their children (Harry, 1992). Clearly, negative home circumstances can affect school performance; and when parents are discouraged in the education of their children, they become unaware of how their children perform. We cannot divorce parents from the education of their children.  It is important that we proactively empower families to increase access, equity, and inclusion.  Kerka concluded that proactive families:
· Are well-organized, cohesive, and expressive.

· Are extroverted and manage conflict positively.

· Seek out ways to grow.

· Make decisions through the democratic process.

· Are sociable.

· Encourage individual development.

· Are emotionally engaged.

· Are willing to work with their child, school authorities, and community and government agencies.

The School’s Role in Fostering Access, Equity, and Inclusion

Schools provide fundamental nurturing environments for students’ growth. They have the power to uplift humanity especially when teachers and service providers are well-prepared. Poorly prepared, ill-prepared, or unprepared professionals negatively impact their students’ access, equity, and inclusion.  Renchler (1992) agreed that schools can increase students’ motivation by implementing polices that promote:

· Goal-setting and self-regulation.

· Student choices.

· Student achievements.

· Teamwork and cooperative learning.

· Self-assessment models rather than social comparisons.

Apparently, schools can reduce the failure syndrome (Brophy, 1998; Salisbury, 2006; William Bost, 2007; William Bost & Riccumini, 2006) by enhancing accessible, equitable, and inclusive education strategies for students.  The failure syndrome can be reversed when schools value their students, collaborate with families, work with community members, and consult with government agencies (D. King, 2003; Obiakor et al., 2002; Obiakor, Algozzine et al., 2002).  For instance, D. King concluded that teachers and service providers must arrange and modify their classrooms and programs to:

· Facilitate on-task behaviors.

· Facilitate listening and attending skills

· Facilitate academic performance.

· Make implementation of a behavior management system easy.

· Allow for large, small, and cooperative grouping and one-on-one instruction.

· Have a place for students to relax.

· Provide students with private space. (p. 12)

            In addition to the above imperatives, schools must have prudent professionals who can use common sense or intelligent approaches to solve problems of access, equity, and inclusion (Algozzine, 1995; Chomsky, 2000).  These professionals must engage all students with realistic expectations (Obiakor, 1999; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968) and avoid the myth of socioeconomic dissonance (i.e., when poverty is viewed as the ultimate cause of all students’ malaise).  Poverty does not mean that students and their parents have “poor” intelligence, “poor” self-concept, and “poor” zest for success (Gould, 1981; Hale, 2001; Obiakor, 2001, 2007, 2008; Obiakor & Beachum, 2005a, 2005b; Utley & Obiakor, 2001; Watkins, Lewis, & Chou, 2001; Williams & Obiakor, 2009).  To avoid all forms of discriminatory and derogatory actions that increase exclusion or widen achievement gaps in schools, general and special educators and school leaders must:

· Know who they are (i.e., acknowledge their strengths and weaknesses).
· Learn the facts when they are in doubt (i.e., be inquisitive about learning).
· Change their thinking (i.e., reframe their perspectives).
· Use resource persons (i.e., involve families and community members).
· Build self-concepts (i.e., encourage people to know, value, and empower themselves).
· Use divergent techniques (i.e., be multidimensional in teaching and learning).
· Make the right choices (i.e., shift paradigms and powers).
· Continue to learn (i.e., become lifelong learners).
The Community’s Role in Fostering Access, Equity, and Inclusion
The community traditionally houses a wealth of resources that students can access

for academic and social development (Ford, 2002).  Additionally, students can take advantage of the many learning opportunities that are available within the community (e.g., libraries, museums, schools, jobs, and entrepreneurial offers). When done right, these learning opportunities tend to improve access, equity, and inclusion, and in the long run, close achievement gaps. To a large extent, some communities are more forward-looking than others; and some are extremely destructive to their children and youth. Dooley and Toscano-Nixon (2002) noted that some communities are:

· Dysfunctional and struggling – In such communities, “the problem can be traced 
   

            back to either the role that community members are playing or the direction that 


            community members are following” (p. 103).

· Borderline – In such communities, “there is universal community participation 


            and the citizens rely heavily on the government to impose changes” (p. 104).

· Conscientious – In such communities, “all members assume their social and 


            moral responsibilities to their community’s social and economic growth”(p. 106).

To foster accessible, equitable, and inclusive education and increase school success rates, the goals and objectives must be to have conscientious communities that:

· Develop cutting-edge programs that build capacity for change for students at-risk.

· Help to build responsible citizens through churches, mosques, synagogues, and community agencies (e.g., YMCA, YWCA, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Boys and Girls Club, and Urban League).

· Discover softer ways to manage behavior problems and not build jails/prisons to replace schools.

· Collaborate, consult, and cooperate as they tackle perennial educational problems that confront students.

· Have as their slogan, “Together we can make a difference,” and as their principle, “It takes a whole village to raise a child.”

The Government’s Role in Fostering Access, Equity, and Inclusion

            The government cannot be divorced from the education of its citizens.  It must do whatever it can to enhance access, equity, and inclusion.  It is no surprise that the government has initiatives and laws that have been instrumental in buttressing some levels of accountability in schools and communities (Obiakor, 2004, 2007; Obiakor et al., 2002).  In many cases, they have provided funding to various institutions, school districts, and community organizations to foster access, equity, and inclusion and further create innovative educational programs such as Charter, Voucher, and Choice Schools.  Specifically, these initiatives have provided funds for school districts that mostly carter to the needs of the most vulnerable and disenfranchised in our society (Obiakor, Beachum, & Harris, 2005; Vesely, Crampton, Obiakor, & Sapp, 2008). Clearly, to effectively foster access, equity, and inclusion in education for students, it is imperative that local, state, and federal governments establish policies that: 
· Buttress positive changes and advancements in traditional programs.
· Support laws that protect students and stakeholders. For instance, due process of students, parents, and teachers must be maintained.

· Impose penalties on institutions that violate the civil rights of any student.

· Engender funding for innovative inclusive programs and techniques that work.

· Increase funding for research that discovers new ways of teaching, learning, and intervention (e.g., Response-to-Intervention).

· Bring professionals and agencies together in the form of conferences and summits. 
· Make programs accountable to their consumers/students.

· Assist institutions in shifting their paradigms and powers.

· Support the reward of visionary leaders and programs that do what they are supposed to do.
                                                                  Conclusion
            Educating students with disabilities within the general education classroom, from a policy perspective, signifies that these students are not only members within the classroom and school community, but that they are also valued as unique learners within that community.  It is important for educators and service providers to understand their role in facilitating accessible, equitable, and inclusive programs within the school and making it a part of the culture of the school in which students are learning.  It is critical for school leaders and policy makers to build consensus around the vision that all students can achieve at high levels within an inclusive community of learners.  

            I am convinced that education has the power to reduce discrimination, segregation, and social exclusion.  Similarly, I believe inclusion needs to be located within a broader social policy framework since most policies succeed when they avoid unrealistic expectations and daredevil dreams of the past, present, and future. As a realistic antidote to systemic exclusionary educational policies, the CSM provides collaborative and consultative interactions of all stakeholders, including students, families, schools, communities, and government agencies. The CSM must be incorporated into general and special education policies and programs to encourage valuing of stakeholders’ strengths. Remember, “it takes a whole village to raise a child!”  
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