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Inclusive Education Practices: 
Ensuring Success for Every Teacher and Student 

Abstract 

In this article the authors take a look at developing a 
new framework for inclusive education. They believe that 
inclusive education should be considered the norm but feel 
that it is viewed negatively in many cases due to the lack 
of a clear vision and adequate, ongoing support for teachers 
with inclusive classrooms. The authors have developed a 
framework that they believe will eliminate many of the 
fears that teachers have when they have a child with special 
needs join their class. They believe that. if inclusion is 
approached differently, some day we will all consider 
ourselves teachus, rather than general education teachers 
and spectal education teachers. 

Rationale for Restructuring the 
Inclusion Process 

Throughout their careers of teaching children in both 
general and pecial education setting , the authors have 
observed a lack of consistent. ongoing profes ional 
development and ubsequent upport sy terns for teachers 
who are participating in the move toward more inclu ive 
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educationaJ practices for all children. 
While the idea of inclusion has sometimes received 

negative feedback, the authors affirm that it cenainly has 
the potential to be successful, if implemented under the nght 
circumstances within a well-planned framework. The 
premise of inclusion is sound; however, without a well
defined systems structure for implementation, that potential 
wi ll not be reached. Structure, after all, influences behavior: 
"When placed in the same system, people, however different. 
tend to produce similar results"(Senge, 1990,p. 42). 

It is important to look at the structures of inclusion 
rather than the behaviors of those involved. Everyone will 
be able to experience success. We cannot look to blame 
individual people; instead, we need to refer back to our 
overall plan for the answers. In many ituations the current 
structure has produced adverse effects for teachers. Thi 
has had adverse effects on the children, and has led to 
dissatisfaction among involved community members. 

At pre ent, there is a lack of con istent support systems 
for inclusive education. By looking at the systematic 
structure of inclus ion, the authors believe that " key 
interrelationships .. .influence behavior over time"(Senge, 
1990, p. 44). These arc the interrelationship among 
variables such as cost, skill level. resources and on-going 
professional development. 

Successful change can only occur when those mo t 
directly involved in the inclusion process take part in the 
design and implementatJon of the change strategy. The 
authors rcnund us that "Change is a process rather than a 
ingle event and that change take place lowly at the 

personal rather than the systems level" (fhomas. Correa 
& Morsink. p. 238). 

When IDEA slated that all children de erved an 
appropriate educauon in the least restnctJve ettmg, many 
school districts immediately moved children with special 
needs into the classroom without preparing for or providing 
for this change with the proper upport sy terns. 

It is the belief of the authors that mclu,ive clas rooms 
will become the norm when: 

• teachers hare a common vi ion with thctr school 
di trict and community llw all children can and 
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should be included in general education settings. mean only those children who are able to keep up with the 

• teachers are systematically provided with scope and pace of a given curriculum. All means all. 

opportunities to develop and regularly re-visit To "educate" conjures up a pletho ra of synonym~ 

essential skills that support inclusion. which when offered as uch, can be recognized for their 

• the resources and incentives provided to the general inhere~t flexibility. To guide, to chool, to train, to teach, 

education teachers become an integral part of a to enlighten, to inform and to instruct do not preclude a 

collaboratively designed action plan. variety of levels of ability in cognitive, social, emotional, 
physical or adaptive skills. In fact, the autho rs contend that 

This article looks at the design of a new framework those terms actually recognize, and to some extent promote, 

that will address the needs of the teachers who have the obvious diversity of skills distinct among human beings. 

children with special needs in their classrooms. It is the It is when we begin to place limitatio ns on terms, such as 

authors' hope that this new framework will make the educate that we engage in prejudicio us limitations of 

experience of inclusion a more positive experience for all opportunity for education and social justice. To educate 

children. all students, then, does not call for further qualification or 
quantification. Regardless of the nature or severity of the 
individual student's needs or abilities, inclusion is right. 

Using Common Language: Not all global communities yet agree, but at least the United 
States recognizes the right to a free, appropriate education 

What is Inclusion? (l.D.E.A., 1990). 

Educators generally share a common understanding of Why Inclusion? 
the Language they use in their respective corners of the 
field; this is sometimes referred to as jargon. However, the 
misunderstandings that often occur among them can While the focus of this article is on creating more 
usually be traced to the variation of terms that exist in how effective inclusive practices in general education by 
they use or interpret their jargon. When initial clarification increasing the supports to classroom teachers, the authors 
of terms is not addressed prior to entering into discussions, feel some obligation to articulate an indirect, yet very 
making program and placement decisions, or even writing significant reason for this article. Inclusion is more than a 
professionally about given topics, teachers may bypass philosophy. It is more than a nice thing we do for children 
each other, and misinterpretations result. Such is often the with special needs. The authors believe that schools in 
case when the topic is inclusion. which all children are educated in general education 

The most common misunderstanding seems to revolve classrooms are likely to have communities in which all 
around the use of the terms inclusion and mainstreaming. people enjoy positive social relationships, equal access to 
In interactions with educators around the globe, the authors services, equal opportunities for employment and housing 
have frequently noted the discrepancies that exist in the clear and in general, fuller, richer lives. We must "have the 
understanding and differentiation of these terms, and they courage to deal with the resistance (we) encounter as a 
believe that much of the resistance to inclusion stems from result of emotional turmoil and cognitive dissonance people 
this confusion. Clarifying these terms is crucial to the degree typically experience when (we) go through . .. change" 
of progress they hope for in the implementation of inclusive (Villa, et al, p. 177). 

I 
educational practices . Inclusion has been defined and While the issue of prejudice is not popularly presented 
redefined by many, but perhaps the most succinct and or confronted, the authors are genuinely concerned that 
accurate definition is offered by Villa, Thousand, Nevin and the perpetuation of separate and unequal schooling will 

I Malgeri ( 1996). Inclusion happens when " ... all students are do little to change the attitudes of society. Why inclusion? 
educated in general education classrooms ... " (p. 171 ).1bis Because it is the right thing to do. Everyone benefits. 
definition is clear and comprehensive, and it should suffice 
as the defining yardstick by which we measure true inclusive Inclusive Classroom: practices. However, for many educators, elaboration appears 
to be essential. There is a lack of trust, it would appear, in What are the Barriers? 
the use of only a few words-especially in the discipline of 
teaching in which e laboration is usually valued and Inherent in any change process are barriers that need 
encouraged. to be overcome, and such is the case when restructuring a 

All students can only mean one thing: all students- framework by which successful inclusion might occur. 
students with and without disabilities. h does not mean some Understanding the barriers to inclusion helps us to 
children or only healthy, able-bodied children. It does not 

I 
understand the barriers to restructuring the framework. 
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In the implementation of inclusion, a system must be 
aware of the philosophical, organizational and instructional 
barriers. When proactively and honestly addressed, these 
barriers are minimized or eliminated, and implementation 
of inclusion can effectively occur. 

Philosophical barriers have engaged advocates and 
critics of inclusion for many years, and the authors do not 
presume that they can be eliminated in a singular event. 
Change is, after all, a process. However, the volume of 
available research in the professional literature from the 
past twenty or so years, too comprehensive to fully include 
here, should not be ignored. Perhaps the real issue here, 
however, is the extent to which it has not always been 
considered by all of the participants in the process
teachers, administrators, school boards and state officials
when malting critical decisions about the placement of 
children with special learning needs. They have not 
produced a body of contrary evidence to support their lack 
of implementation of inclusion. Could it be that the 
evaluation of their current practices have not been held up 
to scrutiny because their process of change has not required 
this feedback? If we are to learn together what works and 
what doesn't work, " ... mastering the practices of dialogue 
and discussion ... " (Senge, 1990, p. 237) will lead to mutual 
understanding, and subsequently, forward progress in the 
way in which we educate all children. Conflicting visions 
th.at we have heretofore thought of as fundamental to the 
issue of change may, in fact, be superficial, and the resolution 
of the philosophical conflicts, therefore, may be more 
immediately possible than we had previously believed. 
Organizational barriers are generally about the ways in which 
funding is supplied for services in our schools. Few parents 
or teachers have a clear understanding of such issues, and 
yet it is often this very issue that impedes the implementation 
of new programs or procedures. The framework suggested 
by the authors calls for an investment in a revised process 
intended to improve the inclusive practices in schools today. 

This revised process urges a multidisciplinary team 

approach, such as site-based school management, in which 
all team members can then make informed decisions about 
how monies are allocated. Those systems in which this 
representative support is provided do experience consistent 
success, and inclusion remains as a permanent part of the 
structure of the school. When teachers , parents, 
administrators, and school communities are convinced that 
change has made a difference for even the most challenging 
students (Thomas, Correa and Morsink. 1991 ), then change 
becomes "business as usual". The sense of ownership of 
the plans for change, and an understanding of what it takes 
to make the change happen-investment and a willingness 
to look at the fundamental rather than superficial barriers 
and concems--make a considerable difference. Funding 
change meets with reluctanee and resistance, and yet the 
evidence is there to suggest that the investment is a sound 
one. Isn't thts, after all, what "appropriate education" 
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(l.D.E.A., 1990) is all about? 
Instructional barriers are the third critical implementation 

obstacles. How are general education teachers supposed to 
accommodate for children with physical, cognitive, 
emotional or other learning handicaps? What knowledge 
and information do they need? What, if any, additional 
training is called for? How will that training come about? 
What curriculum and additional resources are necessary? 
What technology or additional materials are going to make 
the difference between success and failure? 

These are important questions, and they are uppermost 
in the minds of teachers as the momentum of inclusive 
education moves forward. How can change possibly occur 
without proper planning? How can we expect teachers to 
welcome inclusion when they feel insecure in their 
knowledge and skills bases? 

Inclusive Education: 
A Paradigm for Change 

The dual focus for the changes needs to occur 
systemically-inclusion and supports for teachers in this 
change process-bring with them several essential 
prerequisite conditions, as suggested by Tucker ( 1984). 
Inclusive education is timely and appropriate. It carries 
with it a reasonable chance of success. Perhaps most 
critical in the process, however, is its potential to be more 
effective than current practices are demonstrating. Tucker 
(as cited in Thomas, Correa and Morsink, 1991) suggests 
that when plans for change " . . . are designed with built-in 
responses to the personal needs of those affected by the 
change .. . " and when communication " ... with those 
affected by the change ... " occurs, then the plan for change 
is not likely to be rejected (p. 239). Thomas, et aJ ( 1991) 
suggests that identification of real and potential supporters 
who believe in the need for change will meet with less 
resistance, and real progress can then be made 

Knoster (1991) offered a useful framework for 
managing complex change in which the following formula 
was suggested as a predictor of the success of change: 

+incentives 
+resources 

+ an action plan 

=change 

While functionally sound in many ways, the authors 
believe that a succe sful change can only occur when then: 
is an clement added to the formula: evaluation. The 
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mutually-defined vision accompanied by sufficient skills 
to carry it out, with reasonable (and critically essential) 
incentives and resources in place, and a well-developed 
action plan requires a constant review of results, feedback 
from the participants in the plan, and an opportunity for 
constant revision. The confusion, anxiety, resistance and 
frustration that Knoster (1991) tells us will exist when an 
element is missing, will only be compounded by a sense 
of hopelessness and apathy when feedback is not 
welcomed, and a linear, open-ended process is used. 

effective team in order to accomplish positive change is 
hard work. According to Katzenbach and Smith (1993), 
the six elements involved for successful teaming are: 

The generic change strategies suggested by Tucker 
( 1984) also ignore the evaluation elemenL He recommends 
the following interventions to facilitate change: 

L Call attention to a contradiction. 

2. Use research. 
3. Lower the situational conflict (involve persons in 

social interactions). 
4. Adopt two or more options. 
5. Identify the alternative solutions, citing the probable 

consequences. 
6. Apply a historical approach. 
7. Appeal to values and traditions. 

Again, while fundamentally sound and useful for many 
purposes, the authors resist accepting this paradigm without 
modification to include a formative evaluation componenL 

Costa and Kallick ( 1995) offer an important feedback 
spiral, which builds in the critical aspect of assessment 
and critique. "Organizations and individuals who do not 
think and act in terms of feedback spirals remain oblivious 
to the data coming to them" (p. 28). The spiral connotes a 
contmuous forward progress, which, in and of itself, seems 
to be an appealing result of the spiral feedback. However, 
when applied to inclusive education. there is an ultimate 
goal: to educate all children in general education. When 
that i actueved, there will be a continuing need for revision 
in best practices, but the goal of inclusion will not change. 

A process evaluation must exist within the framework 
in order for inclusion to continue to be effccuve m its 
implementation. 

Building a Shared Vision: 
A Framework for Change 

The authors want to build further upon the known 
models for change. Within the context of rapid change in 
pubhc education, there generally has not been enough 
prcparanon and groundwork laid as schools have begun to 
mclude special needs children within the general education 
settmg. Planrung for inclusive etas rooms requires a multi
disciplinary approach: all those affected working together 
as a team with a unified vision. Working at becoming an 

4 

l. small numbers, so that each member of the team 
can communicate easily and frequently; 

2. adequate levels of complementary skills; 
3. a truly meaningful purpose; 

(Inclusion must be a collaborative decision; not 
something that is decided solely by administration. 
All of the team members must support its success.) 

4. specific goal or goals, which are measurable, and 
which allow for small accomplishments along the 

way; 
5. a clear working approach; and 
6. a mutual sense of accountability. 

Teaming is not always easy, but it is an effective way to 
involve everyone in the planning, so that all members feel 
committed to making inclusion a success. Teaming requires 
patience and perseverance. When teamS collaborate, it is a 
way to increase individual strength by joining others in a 
common goal (Thomas, Correa & Morsink, 1995). It must 
be remembered by all constituents that there will be a "gap 
time" between when new ideas are implemented and results 
are realized (Senge, 1990). lt is during this time that members 
will need to give one another extra support and be united in 
their attempts to reach their goals. 

lo realizing the concept of inclusion, we can turn to 
Senge's The Fifth Discipline, in which he discusses a "shift 
of the mind" (p. 67). lnstead of looking at all the individual 
pieces of inclusion such as cost, skill level, professional 
development, and focusing on the barriers, one has to shift 
his/her mind to thinking from parts to wholes, "from seeing 
people as helpless reactors to seeing them as active 
participants in shaping their reality, from reacting to the 
present to aeating their future"(p.64). Everyone on the team 
shares responsibility for the problems generated by a system. 
Most of us think in straight lines. Shifting our thinking means 
looking at systems as circles. Each variable in the circle has 
an effect on the other. Using "systems thinking" starts with 
understanding the simple concept of "feedback" that 
demonstrates how all the actions can reinforce or balance 
one another (Senge, 1990). Using this model one can see 
how different patterns and pieces of the inclusion model 
occur again and again. 

lo using a team approach. more resources can be brought 
together and more opportunities can exist for interaction and 
bramstorming. Teachers with students who have special 
needs often feel alone and powerless to improve their 
situation, which can lead to negativity and job dissatisfaction. 
This of course affects all of their students. General educators 
and special educators must become part of the same team, 
supporting one another for the well being of all children. 
Until now there has been an attitude of your srudeots and 

The New Hampshire Journal of Education, Volume Ill 



Restructuring a Framework for Inclusive Education Practices 

Figure 1. Helmer and Hood's R-E-V-1-S-E Plan 

CHANGE 

Rethinking 

my students. Special and regular education teachers have 
often had little instructional interaction. 

The authors have developed a flow chart called the 
R-E-V-1-S-E Plan (Figure 1). This flow chart is a plan for 
designing a framework for successful inclusive education. 

The R-E-V-1-S-E Plan calls for school teams to modify 
their current policies. Change in current inclusion practices 
in the global community, using this new framework for 
restructuring the inclusion process, can then occur. 

Rethinking: 
• regular discussions about the effectiveness of the 

skills, resources, and incentives currently in place 
(Currently inclusion has been seen as a single event rather 
than an ever changing and improving process.) 

Exposing: 
• a willingness to look at fundamental solutions to 

the true barriers and concerns 
(All the players must honestly search for answers so 
inclusion will be successful for all-teachers, students, 
and parents.) 

Thi! New Hampslure Journal of Education, Vol~ Ill 

Incentives Skills Evaluation 

Vision: 
• collaboratively create a revised plan for inclusion 

Incentives: 
• a willingness to prioritize appropriate education for all 

(This will cost money but the benefits are worth the 
investment. Teachers will need a reduced class load, 
trained paraprofessionals, increased planning and 
scheduled consultation times, and funding for 
professional growth opportunities.) 

Skills: 
• genuine commitment to the vision of inclusion requires 

developing new skills 
(Supports must be real, ongoing, and sufficient or all 
attempts wilJ eventually fail.) 

Evaluating: 
• an ongoing, continuous systematic review of the 

inclusion process 
(The critical aspect of feedback must not be overlooked, 
and this assessment should drive our decision-making.) 

The authors envision this plan as a continuous loop 
where all the parts are interrelated and connected to the 
success of inclusion. 

The Successful Inclusion Loop 

When we analyze the i sues, concerns and bamers 
surrounding the issue of mclusion, and are willing to search 
for fundamental solutions within our school structure , 
inclusion means succcs for all! When teache~ are 
confident, supported, and involved in the restructuring 
process they will succeed and so will thetr students. 

The R-E-V-1-S-E Plan leading to the Successful 
Inclusion Loop ts offered for consideration ~ a po ible 
new tructure for change. When we keep our hared vi ion 
in sight, and we make a commitment to upporung teachers 
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in the change process, the students in their charge will 
succeed. With that success will come a new attitude among 
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