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TASH Briefs Congress on Inclusive Education 
and Implications for Policy

Washington, DC (July 17, 2009)— TASH, the leader in advocating for human rights for people with significant disabilities, reported to Congress and education advocates that state-by-state data reveals major disparities in how students with disabilities are educated – differences which cannot be explained by disability diagnosis or extent of disability.  The topic was the focus of a recent Capitol Hill briefing sponsored by TASH.

“Although decades of research shows that students with and without disabilities both benefit academically and socially from inclusive classrooms, many states still aren’t getting the message,” said Barbara Trader, executive director of TASH.  ”The ideal educational setting occurs when all students are taught the same content with their unique learning needs accommodated.  Yet the range of educational inclusion is huge—from 17% inclusion in the worst states to 94% in the best.”
According to the US Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), students with developmental disabilities such as autism, intellectual disabilities (mental retardation), and multiple disabilities were the least likely to be educated in general education classes for most of the school day. In the 2007-2008 school year, at least 56.5% of students with mental retardation received all of their instruction in a special education classroom or separate school, with NO access to the general curriculum.  
Yet, according to Carolyn Teigland, Ph.D, Superintendent of Cecil County Schools (MD), these students are very capable of learning academic content.  At the TASH briefing, Dr. Teigland reported extensive academic gains of students with and without disabilities from 2002 to 2008, as a direct result of the District’s commitment to transforming general education classrooms to include 100% of special education students.   At the time their transition began, only 59% of all students with disabilities were included in more than 80% of the school day; now, well over 90% of all students with disabilities are included.  During that time, special education students showed a 31% improvement in elementary reading; 24% improvement in elementary math.  Middle school student also showed substantial academic gains, and test scores for general education students also improved across the board.  

 “Students can’t be members of their school communities if they aren’t there,” said Dr. Teigland.  “They can’t build relationships with peers if they don’t have a chance to interact with them, and they can’t learn the critical content of the general education curriculum if they aren’t taught it.” 

So why are students placed in segregated classrooms, even though it’s clear they won’t do as well academically and in life as adults, and we know how to include them?  According to Elizabeth Kozleski, Ph.D., Arizona State University, many districts in many states automatically assume students with certain labels can’t learn, and should not be placed in general education classrooms, even though the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act expressly prohibits classroom placement based on diagnosis.  
 “My parents wanted me to be included in regular classes, and have the same opportunities as kids without disabilities, “ said Justin Valenti, a middle school student at Lakelands Park Middleschool in Montgomery County, Maryland.  “ At first, the school didn’t think this was a good idea, and they wanted me to go to a different school.  In the end, they agreed 
with my mom and the lawyer and I’ve been included in regular classes ever since. Being included has allowed me to learn and do the same things as the students without disabilities.  By having me in their class, students without disabilities learn that I want to and can learn the same things they’re learning. Being included has given me the chance to learn and do a lot of things that I would not have done in a special education classroom.” 
To ensure that students with severe disabilities receive the same quality of education as their general education peers, TASH recommended the following policy changes to Congress.  These changes, based on decades of education research, are also known to improve education outcomes for all students and are not likely to increase costs once resources are directed in a more unified, vs. segregated, way.  

Recommendations:

· University programs must prepare teachers for a wide variety of students, especially those who have been traditionally denied participation with their peers in school, and consequently have experienced less than full participation in society. All teacher preparation programs should ensure that teachers are prepared to employ a Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework in the design of lessons and student assessments. A highly qualified teacher must not only know content, but must also know how to apply the principles of universal design for learning to that content.  School systems must offer professional development in UDL and preventive Positive Behavior support (PBS) strategies for teachers who did not have this preparation in their university program.

· State certification programs must require a common platform of knowledge, skills, and dispositions for all teachers so that they can engage and teach students who are at the margins of society and who have been marginalized by society. 

· All students must be expected to become proficient in the same curricular content, and participate in assessments of that content. Students with severe disabilities have demonstrated they CAN learn – they must not be offered a parallel or lesser curriculum: history shows us that this leads to segregation and unnecessary isolation of students because of their disability label. 

· Students with severe disabilities must be included in all accountability measures to evaluate the impact of educational decisions. 

· The type of statewide assessment a student takes must have no bearing on school placement decisions. Include and define the Least Restrictive Environment in NCLB with the same weight and importance currently in IDEA.  

· Incorporate a UDL framework in the language of NCLB and IDEA.  The UDL framework should be the base for a Response to Intervention approach. UDL allows ALL students to be supported in general education and provides for a wide variety of students with diverse learning needs, not just those related to identified disabilities. 
 “All students should be able to go to their neighborhood school and attend general education classes with their neighbors and friends,” said  Carol Quirk, President Elect of TASH.  "This is a right, not a privilege, defined by IDEA. Parents should not have to hire a lawyer so that their child with a disability can go to the same school as their sisters and brothers. And students should not have to fight to get the accommodations and modifications that are already identified in their IEP. However, this is the everyday fight of many, many families across the country.”
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