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Best Academic Practices for Inclusive Classrooms 

Margaret E. King-Sears 

Concerning the title of this article: What is meant by "best?" Best means the finest, the 
greatest, the highest. "Best" for whom? Effective inclusion is best for everyone, not just stu-
dents with disabilities. "Academic" practices toward what type of goal? Is the academic goal 
for a given student in the cognitive, affective, or psychomotor domain of learning? For ex-
ample, a student with a learning disability may be working on cognitive IEP goals that em-
phasize reading and writing skills. A student with emotional or behavioral disorders may have 
affective IEP goals that emphasize ways to deal effectively with frustration. If a student with 
severe cognitive disabilities has affective IEP goals related to communicating during social 
situations, is the communication considered a cognitive area, or even a psychomotor area, for 
that student? A student with a physical disability may have psychomotor IEP goals that re-
late to reaching, manipulating, and movement. For each of these students, academics can en-
compass any of the domains of learning. Academic practices, therefore, are not confined to 
traditional content achievement areas such as reading, mathematics, and science. 

Conversely, are there best academic practices for exclusive, or segregated, settings? 
Baker ( 1994) contends that servicing students in separate environments came about through 
measurements that indicated a student was not successful in the mass educational system of 
the times, and not as a result of measures comparing students' success in noninclusive edu-
cational practices to inclusive ones. Similarly, Sobsey and Dreimanis (1993) note that a seg-
regated service delivery model did not develop as a result of empirical research or evaluation. 

More recently, court decisions have placed the burden of proof on school systems to 
provide data that describe students' performance in inclusive environments with supple-
mentary aids and services prior to removing students from these environments to more seg-
regated ones (Yell, 1995). Baker concludes that current evidence that does compare stu-
dents' achievement in integrated to segregated environments does not support the use of 
noninclusive environments for the education of students with disabilities. 

A mistaken impression of inclusion is that special education is not needed. The fallacy 
is that if more students with disabilities spend more time in general education classrooms, 
the numbers of students who need specialized services diminish such that the quantity of stu-
dents for a special educator's caseload eliminates the need for as many special education 
teachers. On the contrary, the need for specialized services and special educators is not re-
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duced when inclusion occurs. After reviewing empirical re-
search about the effects of inclusion on students with and 
without disabilities, Sobsey and Dreimanis (1993) conclude: 

Research to date leaves little doubt that the vast major-
ity of students with intellectual disabilities do better in 
integrated classrooms rather than special education 
programs. This finding should not be interpreted as 
implying that the total withdrawal of special supports 
and services would be in the best interests of students 
with intellectual disabilities. It is only the delivery of 
special education services in segregated settings that is 
called into question-not the need for individualized 
and intensive education. (p. 10) 

"Inclusion" as a term means different things to different 
people. For purposes of this article, I use a definition from 
York, Doyle, and Kronberg (1992): Inclusion is students with 
disabilities (a) attending the same schools as siblings and 
neighbors, (b) being in general education classrooms with 
chronological age-appropriate classmates, (c) having individ-
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ualized and relevant learning objectives, and (d) being pro-
vided with the necessary support. Inclusion is not students 
with disabilities who (a) must spend every minute of the 
school day in general education classes, (b) never receive 
small-group or individualized instruction, and (c) are in gen-
eral education classes to learn the core curriculum only. 

"Full inclusion" is not addressed in this article because of 
the misconceptions about what it is and if it even exists sepa-
rate from inclusion. Despite considerable rhetoric about full 
inclusion in the literature, in my opinion it often is misrepre-
sented. Brown et al. (1991) note that nowhere in the literature 
do they find any professional who is saying that all students 
with all disabilities should always receive all of their instruc-
tion in general education classrooms. 

Members of the 100% club argue that only by spend-
ing every minute of each school day in regular educa-
tion classrooms can true, whole, full, meaningful, and 
pure integration/inclusion be realized .... The 100% 
club may not have a member. The authors do not 
know anyone, nor could they find a printed reference, 
that argues that all the students of concern should 
spend 100% of their school time in regular education 
classrooms. (p. 40) 

The best academic practices for inclusive classrooms are 
the methods that have the greatest desired impact in affective, 
psychomotor, and cognitive areas of academics for students 
with and without disabilities who are receiving most, if not 
all, of their differentiated, individualized, and appropriate 
learning, social, and instructional experiences together. 

PLACEMENT AND QUALITY INSTRUCTION 

The focus for inclusion has to emphasize both where 
things are happening and what types of practices are being 
used. For example, Kluwin and Moores (1985) noted that 
secondary students with hearing impairments who were inte-
grated into general math classes were achieving more than 
matched counterparts at segregated schools. Yet the factors 
impacting higher achievement levels (e.g., higher expecta-
tions, exposure to greater quantities of demanding material, 
availability of individual support, and teachers trained in 
mathematics), they contended, could have been used in the 
segregated placement as well. 

In a second study on the mathematics achievement of stu-
dents with hearing impairments who were taught in different 
placements, Kluwin and Moores (1989) again found that the 
quality of the instruction, not the placement, was the main pre-
dictor of students' achievement. Although they did find, not 



surprisingly, that student background factors were a primary 
determinant of achievement and that student achievement was 
considered when deciding whether or not to mainstream a 
youngster, the placement the youngster received in and of it-
self was not connected to achievement. Specific characteris-
tics of quality placement included a supportive teacher, regu-
lar and extensive reviews of the material, direct instruction, a 
positive climate, and requirements that students work. 

Similarly, Fewell and Oelwein (1990) found that the amount 
of time children with developmental disabilities spent in main-
streamed preschool settings was not a factor alone that could im-
pact better developmental outcomes. They concluded that the 
curriculum used and the quality of instruction had powerful ef-
fects on the children's acquisition of skills. 

Hunt, Farron-Davis, Beckstead, Curtis, and Goetz (1994) 
evaluated the effects of placement on students with severe dis-
abilities in general education versus special education classes. In 
some areas these researchers found significant differences favor-
ing the students who were included ( e.g., taught in an academic 
context, student with others, and student actively engaged). 
Other areas may not have attained significant results, but more 
positive results accrued to the students in inclusion. Students 
who were included initiated more interactions with peers with-
out disabilities, and peers without disabilities initiated more in-
teractions with the students with disabilities. In other areas, the 
findings showed significant differences favoring students in the 
special classes (student working alone, taught basic skiWcritical 
activities). 

Although one may argue that placement is less important than 
the quality of instruction, that argument cannot be made without 
the stipulation that some opportunities for quality instruction for 
some students simply are not available in segregated programs. 
Furthermore, segregation can occur within school buildings. Stu-
dents need not attend a separate school to feel isolated. A person 
also can be isolated within a group setting, such that physical 
presence in a group may not meaningfully include a student. 

In short, the content and quality of an educational program are 
critical factors to consider when determining which service de-
li very option is appropriate for any given youngster with a dis-
ability. Not surprisingly, instructional variables also have con-
sistently emerged for general education students as having the 
potential to influence their achievement positively (Wang, Haer-
tel, & Walberg, 1993). Those researchers also found that in-
structional variables are correlated more powerfully with 
achievement than demographic, policy, and organizational vari-
ables. What may matter more than who the student is, or where 
he or she is from, or how the school system is organized, or what 
the educational policies are-is how good the instruction is for 
each student in the classroom. 
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LA YING THE FOUNDATION FOR INCLUSION 

For inclusion to succeed, four foundational components 
are necessary upon which to "build" best practices. Founda-
tional structures for inclusion are a shared vision, information 
about the change process, preparation, and ongoing support. 

Shared Vision 

Perhaps the most important start toward a shared vision 
that supports inclusion is that educators value and believe that 
students with and without disabilities should be together 
more in their learning and playing experiences at school. 
Misinformed preconceptions about inclusion and its effect on 
students can prohibit educators from envisioning an inclusive 
classroom with benefits for all students. 

Research can provide information about students' progress 
in inclusive classrooms. For example, one concern about in-
clusion is the effect it will have on the academic achievement 
of students without disabilities. Parents, administrators, and 
general educators want to be satisfied that inclusion will not 
hold back other students. Several researchers have noted that 
academic achievement of typical students is not affected ad-
versely under inclusion ( e.g., Jenkins, Speltz, & Odom, 1985; 
Liddiard, 1991). Other researchers have found significant 
gains for students without disabilities when inclusion occurs 
(e.g., Bear & Procter, 1990). 

Change Process 

Planned educational changes typically have three stages-
adoption or initiation, implementation, and incorporation-as 
a permanent feature of the system (Waugh & Punch, 1987). 
Some educators resist changing toward inclusion because 
they lack information. In those instances, information must 
be provided. Other educators may be unclear about how to 
use new methods; consequently, training is necessary. Other 
educators, especially people who are skilled in using their 
current methods of instruction, may be reluctant to take the 
risks necessary to become skilled with new methods. Educa-
tors also need to feel actively involved in their school's 
change toward inclusion, and they need to participate in de-
cisions made about changes. If educators are not involved in 
the development and implementation efforts, changes toward 
inclusion are less likely to be sustained. Yell, Deno, and 
Marston (1992) reported that teachers and administrators 
alike acknowledged the difficulty of initiating change into the 
educational system as one of three major obstacles to imple-
menting curriculum-based measurement. When new proce-
dures are introduced, teachers will resist and become anxious. 
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They need to know their principal' s or system's commitment 
to the change and support for teachers while they are learning 
and refining the use of new methods. Furthermore, teachers' 
feelings of discomfort as they learn how to use instructional 
techniques new to them should be expected (Joyce & Weil, 
1986), and corresponding support must be provided (Hord, 
Rutherford, Huling-Astin, & Hall, 1987). 

Preparation and Ongoing Support 

Preparation and ongoing support are intertwined; one 
should not occur without the other. Joyce and Weil (1986) 
note that high-quality training provides excellent results. 

Important new learning involves pain, and teachers are 
well able to withstand the discomfort. In many quarters 
teachers have been undersold as learners simply be-
cause inadequate training has been provided. (p. 469) 

Staff development may be the most critical part of inclu-
sive special education services, according to Roahrig (1993). 
He recommends that the amount of money needed for staff 
development for inclusion, especially at start-up, may be 
equal to that of one staff member, but that having the teachers 
determine how the staff development money is to be used, 
rather than hiring one person who would try to meet all staffs 
needs, may be more effective. 

Similarly, Wolery, Werts, Caldwell, Snyder, and Lisowski 
(1995) report that special and general educators involved in 
inclusion consistently rated personal training and support as 
high-need areas for implementing successful inclusion. Edu-
cators consistently stated a discrepancy between resources 
they perceived they needed and those actually available to 
them. Educators who rated themselves as more successful 
with inclusion, however, had a lower discrepancy between 
needed and available resources. Furthermore, all staff train-
ing should not occur prior to teachers' trying out inclusion; 
some training and support should occur after teachers have 
had a chance to work in an inclusive situation and can target 
new areas of individualized training for themselves based on 
specific challenges. 

BUILDING THE STRUCTURE FOR INCLUSION 

The structure for inclusion cannot weather the storm unless 
the foundation for inclusion has been firmly established. 
Changes toward inclusion are more likely to be sustained and 
institutionalized if the foundational components are sturdy. 
The 10 practices featured in Figure 1 and in the ensuing dis-

cussion should not be taken as stand-alone entities but should 
be used in combination. Using only one practice well is not 
sufficient for best practice. 

The 10 practices described next should be individualized 
for specific school systems, schools, and students so the con-
tent of the practices and the process for implementing the 
practices are appropriate. Individualization of the content and 
process components, however, cannot adapt too many ele-
ments of the practices without compromising the desired re-
sults. Leaving out some elements of a practice (for example, 
leaving out the immediate corrective feedback in classwide 
peer tutoring, or collecting data for curriculum-based assess-
ment but not using the data to make instructional decisions) 
could jeopardize the practice's effectiveness. These practices 
are applicable to all students, but what teachers have to un-

Reinforcement 
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Creative and collaborative problem solving 

#1: 

#2: 

#3: 

#4: 
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Cooperative learning 

Strategy instruction 

Differentiation 

Self-determination 

Explicit instruction 

Curriculum-based assessment 

Generalization techniques 
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Peer supports 
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Best Academic Practices for Inclusive Classrooms: 
Building and Supporting Heterogeneous Methods 



derstand is that systematic implementation of key elements of 
a method (e.g., in strategy instruction, one key element is that 
students attain mastery level at certain stages) for students 
with disabilities who must have those elements may impact 
the method's effectiveness. Educators can-and should-
personalize implementation but not delete critical elements 
that contribute directly to the power of the method. 

Practice #1: Cooperative Learning 

A variety of cooperative learning techniques have empiri-
cal support for students with and without disabilities, making 
these techniques a robust and powerful choice for educators 
to use in inclusive classrooms. Jenkins, Jewell, Leicester, 
O'Connor, Jenkins, and Troutner (1994) used Cooperative 
Integrated Reading and Composition (CIRC) with hetero-
geneous groups, along with cross-age and peer tutoring, 
phonics instruction for some learners, and in-class instruc-
tional support from specialists to investigate achievement in 
reading, spelling, and written expression for students with 
and without disabilities. Significant results were obtained for 
all groups of students on all academic measures. 

The researchers note that, overall, the positive results indi-
cate the power of cooperative learning techniques, but that 
some students still required direct intensive decoding instruc-
tion in addition to the cooperative learning techniques. An 
earlier study by these researchers (Jenkins, Jewell, Leicester, 
Jenkins, & Troutner, 1991) did not produce significant re-
sults, and they suggested that the results may have been a re-
sult of eliminating key elements of CIRC (e.g., family in-
volvement and comprehension exercises). 

Kamps, Leonard, Potucek, and Garrison-Harrell (1995) 
used CIRC in third- and fifth-grade classrooms that included 
typical students and students with disabilities ( autism, learn-
ing disabilities, and behavioral disorders). When cooperative 
learning alone was used in the third-grade classroom, stu-
dents equaled or increased their quiz scores. Then the stu-
dents were taught a social skills strategy (Vernon, Schu-
maker, & Deshler, 1993) to promote cooperation and 
appropriate social interaction among the students. Students 
with and without disabilities increased their quiz scores even 
more when social skills instruction was combined with coop-
erative learning procedures. Individualizing reading levels 
was necessary for students with and without disabilities in the 
fifth-grade classroom; when all students were reading mate-
rials on their ability level, their performance improved. 

Maheady, Sacca, and Harper (1988) used classwide peer 
tutoring (CWPT) in high school social studies classrooms 
where students with mild disabilities were included. Class-
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wide peer tutoring is a procedure by which all students tutor 
each other in a reciprocal arrangement, with each student 
serving the role as tutor and tutee. CWPT has had good suc-
cess for increasing students' active participation in learning, 
which has enhanced their achievement positively (Delquadri, 
Greenwood, Whorton, Carta, & Hall, 1986). Maheady and 
his colleagues found that CWPT virtually eliminated failing 
grades for all students, and that weekly test scores increased 
an average of 21 points. 

Kamps, Barbetta, Leonard, and Delquadri (1994) investi-
gated the use of CWPT in elementary classrooms that included 
fulltime students with autism. Classwide peer tutoring was an 
effective technique for increasing students' reading fluency 
and comprehension. Concurrently, the researchers found that 
social interactions during unstructured situations increased be-
tween the students with autism and their typical peers. 

O'Connor and Jenkins (1993) noted that large differences 
sometimes were present in the task involvement of special 
education students and the amount and kind of help students 
extend to each other in cooperative learning structures. They 
investigated how elementary students with mild disabilities 
fared when cooperative learning was used. Effective cooper-
ative group learning occurred for the students with disabili-
ties when (a) students received appropriate help from a group 
member, (b) students contributed to the group effort, and (c) 
students completed the assigned task. O 'Connor and Jenkins 
found that only 40% of the students with disabilities partici-
pated successfully in cooperative learning. They attribute this 
to two special education practices: (a) one-to-one adult-stu-
dent interactions occurred during times when groups were 
working together; and (b) shortened assignments for students 
with disabilities appeared inappropriate when this resulted in 
students who seemed to have permission to stop working be-
fore the group work was completed. 

In addition to the expected teacher behaviors prior to coop-
erative group work of teaching students how to work cooper-
atively, the teacher behaviors during cooperative learning 
also could influence cooperation. Teachers who monitored by 
interfering actively with the group's processing seemed to 
negate the idea that peers were expected to help each other. 
Teachers who lowered standards unnecessarily for individual 
students with disabilities also inhibited those students' full 
group membership. O'Connor and Jenkins (1993) suggest 
that cooperative learning as an inclusion strategy may not be 
successful if traditional special education modifications (e.g., 
one-to-one assistance, shortened assignments) are used, and 
that the status of all group members' contributions can be 
heightened by the way in which teachers praise and provide 
feedback to students. 
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Practice #2: Strategy Instruction 

Strategy instruction is described here as an alternative for-
mat for working with students with disabilities that mini-
mizes a tutorial, watered-down instructional format and max-
imizes more strategy-based formats. In essence, a strategic 
format directs educators' effort away from helping a student 
keep up with the day-to-day demands of content learning and 
redirects it toward enabling the student to learn strategies by 
which to keep up with those demands himself or herself. 

For example, students with learning disabilities who learned 
a test-taking strategy scored higher on tests across content ar-
eas, which minimized the need for an adult to tutor them for 
each test (Hughes & Schumaker, 1991). Park and Gaylord-
Ross (1989) taught youngsters with mental retardation to use 
problem solving effectively to increase appropriate social in-
teractions within their work settings. Schumaker and Deshler 
(1995) describe how the strategy instruction can enable stu-
dents with disabilities to more independently think about, 
complete, and evaluate school tasks and assignments. Their re-
search (see Deshler, Ellis, & Lenz, 1996, for a comprehensive 
description of strategy research and methods) emphasizes eight 
stages for teachers to use in teaching strategies to students: 

1. Pretest and obtain students' commitment to learn a 
strategy. 

2. Describe the strategy steps (typically a mnemonic is 
used to help students remember the strategy steps; 
pictures or icons can be used with younger students 
or students with more severe cognitive disabilities). 

3. Model the strategy by talking aloud about thinking 
while performing the strategy. 

4. Verbally practice the strategy steps until the student 
has memorized the steps. 

5. Use controlled practice and feedback. Students per-
form the strategy on ability-level, or easier, content; 
feedback is structured explicitly to move from 
teacher feedback to students ' self-evaluation. 

6. Use advanced practice and feedback. Students ' per-
form the strategy on advanced, or grade-level, content 
with feedback that promotes students' self-evaluation. 

7. Posttest (same format as pretest; allows direct com-
parisons of student's performance before and after 
use of the strategy). 

8. Generalize. Although this is a formal, last stage, a fo-
cus throughout strategy instruction has been on where, 
when, why, and how the student can use the strategy. 

The stages of instruction require students to master infor-
mation at key junctures: verbal practice, controlled practice, 

advanced practice, and posttest. Students' active involvement 
in learning is required throughout, with an emphasis on stu-
dents' acquiring and using more proactive behaviors such as 
goal-setting and self-evaluation. 

Strain, Kohler, Storey, and Danko (1994) describe instruc-
tional stages and mastery requirements for preschool children 
with autism who learned to self-monitor their social interac-
tions in school and at home. The three stages of initial in-
struction were (a) demonstration and modeling, (b) practice 
with the adult and other children, with adult feedback, and ( c) 
practice with other children. During the final stage, the chil-
dren had to demonstrate mastery performance (e.g. , exchange 
four skills within a IO-minute period) before they could move 
to the next phases of self-monitoring. 

Irvine, Erickson, Singer, and Stahlberg (1992) taught high 
school students with moderate to severe mental retardation to 
use picture schedules to initiate tasks at school. Later the stu-
dents used the same self-management system to initiate tasks 
at home. When the students were being trained to use the self-
management system, mastery of 100% performance of the 
tasks without prompting was required. Although more time ( all 
students mastered the required components after 5 consecutive 
days of practice) was necessary for the students to attain mas-
tery, if the students could not perform the behaviors at a suffi-
cient level during controlled situations, they could not be ex-
pected to perform the behaviors sufficiently in other situations. 

Nelson, Smith, and Dodd (1992) found that the time dura-
tion of instructional sessions for students with learning dis-
abilities who learned a summary skills strategy ranged from 
43 minutes per session when initial instruction was occurring 
to 16 minutes per session for the final instructional session. A 
similar decrease in time was evident for the students when 
they used the strategy independently; independent reading 
sessions lasted 33 minutes initially and decreased to 16 min-
utes. The amount of time the students with disabilities need 
to achieve fluency and mastery of a strategy must be avail-
able, even if the rest of the class can acquire the elements of 
the strategy more quickly. 

For teachers, the issue of competing demands is raised: If 
most of the class understands, what happens to the students 
who need more time to understand? What is the cost-benefit 
of proceeding with instruction when most of the students are 
ready to move on? What' s the cost-benefit of proceeding 
with instruction when the few students who are not ready to 
move on also need to know the preceding information to 
move on and understand the new content? Mastering key 
pieces of information is necessary during instruction; stu-
dents will not use the strategy independently if they do not 
achieve mastery (Scanlon, Deshler, & Schumaker, 1996). 



A strategic approach to this dilemma is to minimize or 
eliminate special education instruction focusing solely on a 
tutorial approach that provides students with support to learn 
the day-to-day and week-to-week content (weren't most kids 
pulled for services like that?) and replaces that special educa-
tion instruction with teaching robust strategic procedures in 
which the students learn how to make notecards (the FIRST 
Letter Mnemonic Strategy), how to understand more of what 
they read (the Paraphrasing Strategy), and how to decode 
multi-syllable words (the Word Identification Strategy). 
Whether the strategic instruction occurs in the general educa-
tion classroom or in another setting should be less of an issue 
for inclusive classrooms than the issue of what students are 
learning how to do that they can use (a) independently, (b) in 
a variety of classes, and ( c) to meet performance demands 
from a range of instructors. 

The sessions for intensive and extensive strategic instruc-
tion may be a time when homogeneous groups of students 
who need to learn a strategy (the group may include students 
with disabilities, students who are at-risk for school failure, 
and so on) are formed to receive instruction that includes 
mastery and generalization of the instruction enabling them 
to more independently and correctly apply a set of rules, prin-
ciples, or techniques across subjects, teachers, and materials. 
Although the concept of homogeneous groupings may seem 
to be in contrast to inclusive classrooms where heterogeneous 
groupings are emphasized, I contend they are not, depending 
on what is taught. If students are kept in heterogeneous 
groups all the time at the expense of a select subgroup of stu-
dents learning strategies that will enable them to accomplish 
tasks across content areas more independently, that may be 
an inappropriate use of heterogeneous groups all the time. 

Again, look at the cost-benefit for students. If they can 
spend one to two months of daily instruction learning a strat-
egy they can use for the rest of the school year and the next 
school year and in out-of-school settings, too, what is the cost 
to them versus the benefit of the alternative of being tutored 
by someone who helps them pass each test and make the 
grade for each semester but doesn't teach them how to learn 
how to learn by themselves? 

Stainback and Stainback ( 1990) emphasize the range of in-
structional possibilities available when teachers use differen-
tiated techniques within heterogeneous groupings. They also 
acknowledge, however, that homogeneous groupings are ap-
propriate at times. 

Heterogeneous grouping should occur whenever pos-
sible. However, some students may need to be homo-
geneously grouped occasionally for instruction within 
a class or across classes according to their interests, 

needs, and capabilities . . .. When such groupings oc-
cur, they should be based on the instructional needs of 
the students as they relate to the instructional focus of 
the class or grouping, rather than according to a cate-
gorical label such as retarded, normal, or gifted. Care 
also must be exercised to minimize such groupings to 
the greatest extent possible; but when they are used, 
they should be flexible, fluid, and short term to avoid 
the development of a tracking system and to allow stu-
dents to move in, out, and across the groupings ac-
cording to their needs and interest. (pp. 13, 14) 

Practice #3: Differentiated Instruction 
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A fair amount of evidence suggests that even when students 
with mild disabilities (e.g. , learning disabilities) are taught by 
general educators who are receptive to their presence and who 
promote their progress, the instruction is not differentiated 
systematically to meet their individual needs (see Schumm & 
Vaughn, 1995, for a research review). An issue becomes how 
much a general educator can differentiate his or her instruc-
tion. The factors underlying this issue include: (a) the quantity 
and quality of training experiences for that educator about stu-
dent characteristics and effective practices for teaching a stu-
dent with specific characteristics, (b) the extent to which an 
educator is willing to provide differentiated instruction, ( c) the 
quantity and quality of support provided by a special educator 
who is knowledgeable about how to differentiate within gen-
eral education curriculum and environments, and (d) how 
much educators know about how to effectively implement co-
teaching, co-planning, and problem-solving activities. 

Categories for Curriculum Differentiation 
Switlick (1997) and Giangreco, Cloninger, and Iverson 

(1993) describe categories of curriculum differentiation for 
students with disabilities. Their categories are expanded in 
Table 1 to include curriculum differentiation for students who 
are high achievers or gifted. For some differentiation areas, 
the content and concepts are the same. According to Switlick: 

1. An accommodation is a modification to the delivery of 
instruction or method of student performance that does 
not significantly change the content or conceptual dif-
ficulty of the curriculum. A student who is completing 
fewer math problem-solving activities than the other 
students may be receiving an accommodation. 

2. An adaptation is a modification to the delivery of in-
struction or method of student performance that 
changes the content or conceptual difficulty of the 
curriculum. An example of an adaptation is to have 
the student attempt to identify the main characters 
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and setting of a story while the other students focus 
also on the plot, subplots, problem, and resolution. 

3. Parallel instruction is a modification of the delivery of 
instruction or method of student performance that does 
not change the content area but does significantly 
change the conceptual difficulty of the curriculum. An 
example of parallel instruction is to have most students 
work on solving fraction problems and a student with 
moderate disabilities work on counting from 1 to 10. 

4. Overlapping instruction is a modification of the stu-
dent performance expectations while all students take 
part in a shared activity or delivery of instruction that 
changes the content area and the conceptual diffi-
culty of the curriculum. For example, in a coopera-
tive group the students are tape-recording the rough 
draft of a play they are creating, and a student with 
physical and cognitive disabilities is using an adap-
tive switch to activate the recorder and working on 
following one-step directions and working on hold-
ing up his head for extended periods of time. 

Table 2 provides explicit information about overlapping 
curriculum differentiation that can occur when a standard sci-
ence curriculum (for typical students and students with mild 
disabilities) is used along with a functional life skills curricu-
lum (for students with moderate to severe cognitive or devel-
opmental disabilities). All students are working together dur-
ing science curriculum instruction, but the activities are 
differentiated for a student whose IEP goals stem from a 
functional life skills curriculum. 

In the curriculum differentiation of Giangreco, Cloninger, 
and Iverson ( 1993): 

1. The same curriculum is used with all students for 
whom no differentiation is needed. 

2. In multilevel curriculum differentiation, all students 
work on the same content but some students may 
work on different levels of the content so the con-
cepts may be different. 

3. Overlapping curriculum is identical to Switlick's 
(1997) definition: Students are participating in the 
same activity, but a student may be working on dif-
ferent content and concepts altogether. 

The version of curriculum differentiation shown in Table 1 
expanded to include enrichment curriculum choices illus-
trates how teachers also differentiate for students who are 
high-achievers or are characterized as gifted. For general ed-
ucators who already differentiate their instruction for students 
who are gifted, exposure to the three models in Table 1 pro-
vides more concrete information on differentiation that high-
lights what they are doing already for some groups of stu-
dents, such as students who are gifted, and applies similar 
planning processes to include more groups of students (stu-
dents at-risk, students with disabilities). Educators may find 
multiple intelligence theories and Dimensions of Learning 
frameworks to be useful guid~s in differentiating. 

IEPs to Guide Differentiation 
The content of IEPs, when they are developed by teams 

(including general educators, special educators, therapists, 
parents, and sometimes the student and the student's peers), 
can provide meaningful and valuable information. When IEP 
goals and objectives do provide qualitative and quantitative 
information, teachers can use them as a guide for determin-

TABLE 1 
Differentiation of Curriculum for Students with Heterogeneous Learning Needs 

Curriculum Content Concept 

Enrichment same minor/major changes 

Same Standard same same 

Accommodation Strategic same same 

Multilevel Adaptation same minor changes 

Parallel same major changes 

Overlapping Overlapping different different 
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TABLE2 
General Education Science and Functional Life Skills Curricula Overlapped 

Science - Solutions 

General Education Science Curriculum 

1 . Observe and describe the properties of substances. 

2. Observe, identify, and classify a solution or a liquid. 

3. Observe, describe, and make inferences about the 
properties of liquids. 

4. Observe and describe the interaction of solids and 
liquids. 

5. Observe and describe the properties and inter-
actions of substances. 

6. Observe and describe the effects of temperatures 
on liquids. 

Life Skills Curriculum 

1. Prepare tray. Measure dry materials by using a 
measuring cup and spoon. Mix materials into water 
and stir with spoon. Identify clear and cloudy. 

2. Participate with peers. Get tray of materials. 
Practice turn-taking and communicating whether 
substance is cloudy or clear. 

3. Fill bottles with warm water. Count aloud the 
number of drops to go into the water as another 
student uses the dropper. Clear materials from 
table. 

4. Participate with peers. Use stopwatch by pressing 
button to start and stop. Decide if tube is warm or 
cold. 

5. Pass out trays. Have students stir the mixtures and 
communicate whether the crystals disappeared or 
stayed in the water. Stay within the group area. 

6. Participate with peers. Stir substances into the 
water. Put materials away and clean area. 

Source: From J. Hlass, J. Jorden, L. Lightner, & D. Nagle (1995). Integration of life skills: General education curriculum andfanc-
tional life skills curriculum (p. 51). Unpublished manuscript, Johns Hopkins University, Rockville, MD. Used by permission. 

ing appropriate modifications within general education class-
room routines, activities, and instruction. Figure 2 provides 
an example of how modifications are linked to the IEP. Gian-
greco, Dennis, Edelman, and Cloninger (1994), however, 
found, in their analysis of IEP content, that for students who 
were deaf-blind and attended general education classes either 
full-time or part-time, goals and objectives frequently are (a) 
broad, inconsistent, and poorly connected to general educa-
tion contexts (e.g., "improve communication skills"), (b) list-
ing content for staff (e.g., "reposition every hour") instead of 
content for the student, and (c) discipline-specific (e.g., "dur-
ing therapy sessions ... " or "improve occupational therapy 
skills") instead of team-specific. When IBP content does not 
provide sufficient information that can guide differentiation 
decisions, the education team should expand on its content so 
the accomplishment of IEP goals and objectives are con-
nected more explicitly to classroom instruction and activities. 

Higher-Order Thinking Skills 
Carnine ( 1991) presents research on curricular interven-

tions for teaching higher-order thinking to students with and 
without learning disabilities. Students with learning disabili-
ties who were taught in middle or high school science, math, 
or health classes achieved high scores (in some studies the 
differences were statistically significant) on critical content 
related to higher-order thinking skills (e.g., reasoning, under-
standing concepts, problem solving). He makes an important 
distinction between curricular interventions and instructional 
approaches by describing curricular interventions as aca-
demic content that is analyzed and communicated via curric-
ular materials to promote understanding, transfer, and reten-
tion among all students. Carnine contends that to accomplish 
higher order thinking skills (such as concepts, rules , strate-
gies, algorithms), the underlying processes have to be taught, 
and that the primary underlying theory for each type of skill 
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Student Jason, a student with significant fine-motor difficulties 

IEP Goal: To grasp and release objects from assisted to unassisted using real-life situations 

Activity: Jason is a 2nd grade student with multiple disabilities, including significant fine-motor difficul-
ties. His IEP includes occupational therapy goals. The occupational therapist has suggested 
that Jason be given opportunities to practice his newly acquired skills in real-life situations. 
Jason's class eats lunch in the cafeteria and moves through the line to purchase items such as 
milk, juice, snacks, and a complete lunch. As the students are moving through the lunch line, 
Jason will: 

(a) choose appropriate food items and place these items on his tray 

(b) have a peer buddy place the items on the tray for him 

Which modification would you use in this situation? _________ _ 

Answer: (a) Jason's IEP goal is to grasp and release objects. Moving through the cafeteria line and 
grasping and releasing food items provides a real-life opportunity to practice the skill. In this 
case, Jason should get the items for himself. Support may be provided by a peer who has 
been given direct instruction in how to assist without picking the items up for Jason. 

Source: From T. L. Bruff, J.C. Jacksits, L.A. Marchineck, & K. D. Sandleitner (1996). Modifying instruction in diverse class-
rooms (p. 43). Unpublished manuscript, Johns Hopkins University, Rockville, MD. Used by pennission. 

FIGURE 2 
Linking Modifications to IEP Goals 

rests on the "sameness" features. He suggests that curricular 
content has to be organized around important samenesses as a 
means of teaching a larger variety of students with more het-
erogeneous learning patterns (such as students with mild dis-
abilities and students at-risk for school failure). 

Multi-Age Groupings 
Some schools are beginning to use multi-age groupings in 

which students from more than one grade receive differenti-
ated instruction (Miller, 1995). Multi-age groupings can as-
sist with some of the logistical components of differentiated 
instruction because more than one teacher is available, and 
when homogeneous groupings for direct instruction occur, 
the teachers can vary student groupings across grade levels. 
For example, in a first/second multi-age group, both teachers 
form reading groups according to skill level, and, when they 
combine the grades, they avoid duplicating skill groups 
across grades and within one classroom. 

Flexible groupings that change as needed also characterize 
multi-age grades; they create an atmosphere in which all stu-

dents are grouped differently and regrouped when their per-
formance indicates the need to regroup. All students receive 
individualized instruction based on their performance levels, 
so no students are singled out for individualized instruction. 
Although student groupings are homogeneous for some con-
tent, large-group instruction and heterogeneous groupings-
in which cooperative learning activities are used and differ-
entiated learning objectives are targeted-are clearly evident. 

Practice #4: Self-determination 

Field and Hoffman (1994) propose a model for self-deter-
mination that includes five components for students: 

1. Know yourself. 
2. Value yourself. 
3. Plan. 
4. Act. 
5. Learn. 

Their definition of self-determination is the student's "abil-
ity to define and achieve goals based on a foundation of 



knowing and valuing oneself' (p. 164). Teaching students 
how to self-manage their behaviors can be used to promote 
self-determination. Self-management systems have enabled 
students with disabilities-across a wide range of ages, dis-
ability areas, severity levels, behaviors, and settings-to ac-
complish tasks and control behaviors more independently. 

Moreover, when students with disabilities have been taught 
how to use self-management systems effectively, the onus for 
external behavior management systems shifts from needing an 
adult to manage and implement the external system to the stu-
dent's being responsible for his or her own system of control. 
Effective inclusive classrooms do not just accommodate stu-
dents with disabilities; methods that promote students' inde-
pendence are evident. The range of possibilities for teaching 
students initial self-determination behaviors by using self-
management systems is wide. Some examples follow. 

• Middle school students with behavior problems sub-
stantially increased appropriate peer interactions and 
decreased inappropriate interactions after learning self-
evaluation techniques (Falk, Dunlap, & Kem, 1996). 

• Children with autism using self-management systems 
increased their appropriate play behaviors in unsuper-
vised settings (Stahmer & Schreibman, 1992). 

• An adolescent with learning disabilities and behavior 
disorders used self-monitoring to improve his on-task 
behaviors and academic skills across special and gen-
eral education settings (Prater, Hogan, & Miller, 1992). 

• Teenage students with autism were taught how to fol-
low a schedule to make transitions in an after-school 
program; when students learned to make the transi-
tions on their own, an adult no longer had to prompt 
them when it was time to move from one activity to 
another (Newman et al., 1995). 

Van Reusen, Deshler, and Schumaker (1989) report that 
high school students with learning disabilities who were 
taught how to self-advocate during their individualized edu-
cation program (IEP) conferences contributed important and 
relevant information to their educational plans. Furthermore, 
86% of the goals on the IEPs for students who were taught 
how to participate effectively in their IEP conferences con-
tained content they generated during the conference, in con-
trast to the IEPs for a control group of students, which con-
tained only 13% content they identified. 

Practice #5: Explicit Instruction 

Gersten, Carnine, and Woodward (1987) describe direct 
instruction as having six critical features: 
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1. An explicit step-by-step model. 
2. Development of mastery at each step. 
3. Process corrections for student errors. 
4. Gradual fading from teacher-directed activities to 

students ' independence. 
5. Use of adequate, systematic practice with a range of 

examples. 
6. Cumulative review of newly learned concepts. 

Direct instruction teaching procedures have enabled tu-
dents with and without disabilities to learn content. More re-
cently, however, educators have been exploring the use of 
constructivism, which is less structured and teacher-directed 
than direct instruction. Constructivist teaching and learning 
has been emphasized particularly in general education class-
rooms, leading to questions about how well that type of 
teaching results in efficient learning for students with, in par-
ticular, mild disabilities (Harris & Graham, 1996). Rosen-
shine and Stevens (1986) suggest that direct instruction pro-
cedures may be more effective when the content is more 
structured (e.g., vocabulary, grammar, factual information, 
general rules) than when content is less structured (e.g., ap-
preciation, analysis of literature, problem solving in specific 
content areas, discussion of social issues). 

What is emerging today regarding direct instruction versus 
constructivism is that students with disabilities (a) benefit 
most from direct instruction procedures, (b) can learn within a 
constructivist framework when teaching procedures are more 
explicit initially, and (c) should not be taught using an "either-
or" perspective; both are needed to promote effective, effi-
cient, and independent learning. Most students with disabili-
ties will not thrive in a classroom setting that does not provide 
elements of explicit instruction that include demonstration, 
guided practice, independent practice, active learner involve-
ment, and meaningful connections of content to real life. 

Mercer, Jordan, and Miller (1996) describe effective math 
instruction for diverse learners that promotes students' active 
involvement in and self-regulation of learning. They note that 
a teacher's sole reliance on a traditional constructivist ap-
proach for math instruction (i.e., minimal teacher support, 
emphasis on discovery, eventual self-regulation) is not suffi-
cient for learners who need more teacher support and explicit 
instruction. They note that a constructivistic classroom places 
many demands on learners-demands that many learners 
with learning disabilities, for example, have trouble meeting 
without explicit instruction from an expert-the teacher. 

Their steps for explicit instruction are: 

1. Introduce the lesson. 
2. Describe and model the skill or strategy. 
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3. Use scaffolding to guide practice and interactions. 
4. Conduct independent practice to mastery. 
5. Provide feedback. 
6. Teach for generalization and transfer. 

Mercer et al. (1996) note that implicit instruction (e.g., 
when the teacher models the skills or strategy) also occurs 
throughout explicit instruction as a complement to the di-
rected instruction. Discovery of rules and procedures is more 
directed and controlled so errors are not learned or practiced. 

Practice #6: Curriculum-Based Assessment 

Curriculum-based measurements (CBM-repeated meas-
ures on long-term goals) and curriculum-based assessment 
(CBA-repeated measures on long-term goals or short-term 
objectives) can indicate to teachers that their teaching meth-
ods are resulting in desirable achievement gains for individu-
als or groups of students (Marston, 1988). Teachers who col-
lect data frequently (e.g., before, during, and after instruction) 
using direct observation techniques (e.g., the number of math 
problems the student can solve correctly, how well the stu-
dent verbalizes the correct application of problem-solving 
methods) and use those data to make instructional decisions 
(is cooperative learning working? is more practice required?) 
have students who accomplish more and higher academic 
goals (Wesson, Skiba, Sevcik, King, & Deno, 1984). 

Fuchs and Fuchs (1986) found an effect size of .70 on stu-
dent achievement when teachers gathered and used systemat-
ically gathered formative evaluation measures. When teachers 
used data-evaluation rules (i.e., analyze student data at regular 
intervals and make instructional changes based on data) the ef-
fect size was higher than when teachers used judgment alone. 
When teachers graphed data, the visual stimulus of the 
graphed data resulted in higher effect sizes than when teach-
ers simply recorded their data. Although the time needed for 
teachers to collect data and use it to make instructional deci-
sions can be a barrier to using curriculum-based assessment, 
the benefits that promote student achievement and actively in-
volve the students often can make it worth their while. 

Gersten, Keating, and Irvin (1995) state that an assessment 
is not valid for informing instruction unless there is evidence 
that the assessment information is used by teachers as in-
tended, and that it results in improved learning. One could ex-
trapolate from their view, then, that teachers who use assess-
ment only to give a grade or to fill in a score are not using 
valid assessments. Assessments must be used to improve 
learning for students, and they cannot be used to improve 
learning for students unless they also are used to guide teach-

ers' decision-making during learning, not solely or primarily 
at the end of the unit of instruction. 

Fuchs, Fuchs, Hamlett, Phillips, and Bentz (1994) investi-
gated the use of curriculum-based measurement in general ed-
ucation classrooms where students with learning disabilities 
were included. They found that the students in classrooms 
where CBM that included specific instructional recommenda-
tions was used achieved greater gains. The CBM general edu-
cators used a computer program to facilitate implementation 
of CBM decision making and to involve the students in read-
ing and interpreting their graphs and skills profiles. General 
educators in this study seemed to need specific recommenda-
tions, provided via the computer software program, to use the 
CBM student data for planning instruction. 

Several researchers have looked at different assessment 
models, including curriculum-based assessment, as described 
above, and performance assessments based on the curricu-
lum, and measured students' performance in heterogeneous 
settings. Dalton, Tivnan, Riley, Rawson, and Dias (1995) 
found that students with learning disabilities and students 
who were low-achieving and average-high achieving ob-
tained significantly higher scores on a performance-based 
science assessment than when paper-and-pencil assessments 
were used. Those authors also note the value of diversifying 
assessment formats (for example, using multiple intelligence 
pathways) for all students so the assessment format does not 
prevent students from demonstrating their knowledge and ap-
plication of skills and concepts learned. 

When developing and using varied assessment formats, 
teachers must remain focused on what the learning goals are. 
Having demonstrated a procedure may tell you that a person 
can demonstrate the procedure but may not tell you why cer-
tain choices were made during the procedure and let you 
know that the student understands the underlying principles 
and concepts of that procedure-the learning goals. 

Although facts tests and paper-and-pencil products receive 
criticism for not inducing higher-order thinking skills or being 
relevant/meaningful measures of content, teachers also must 
realize that the same criticisms can arise with performance-
based or authentic assessments if they are not constructed 
carefully to measure critical thinking. For example, in one in-
clusive classroom of fourth graders (students with physical 
disabilities, cognitive disabilities, and typical students) who 
were learning geometry, the students were required to draw a 
picture of their bedrooms to illustrate the geometry patterns. 
Although the teacher may have considered this an authentic 
and performance-based assessment, some students could draw 
a picture of their bedroom but not identify the geometric pat-
terns. Without also assessing the identity of the geometric pat-



terns (which was the learning goal), the illustration itself does 
not demonstrate the intended learning outcome. 

Another teacher who assigned projects based on multiple 
intelligence theory for the heterogeneous groups in her class-
room ( composed of typical students and students with serious 
emotional disturbance) realized midway through the unit that 
although students were enjoying the varied choices in proj-
ects and getting excited about making different projects, she 
had omitted the learning goals or standards that each project 
was supposed to accomplish. Some teachers have found grad-
ing rubrics useful to inform students at the beginning of in-
struction about standards that will be used in evaluating pro-
jects. 

Tindal, Rebar, Nolet, and McCollum (1995) studied varied 
instructional outcomes for students with learning disabilities in 
content classes. They emphasize the impact of curriculum 
structure on assessment and instruction by noting that higher-
order learning (which they claim can be measured in tradi-
tional and nontraditional formats) can be achieved for hetero-
geneous groups of students when a unit is reorganized to focus 
on concepts and principles. Students with and without learning 
disabilities whose teachers had reorganized their content and 
used content enhancements (e.g., graphic organizers) when de-
livering instruction scored comparably on assessment formats 
(that included selection and production responses), a range of 
knowledge forms (including facts, concepts, principles), and 
higher-order thinking skills (such as prediction, evaluation, 
and application). The relative standing of students with learn-
ing disabilities in some of the areas assessed (problem-solving 
essay) changed in that the students moved from well below the 
class average to very near it. The researchers further note that 
the ensuing instruction must be preceded by curricula shifting 
from a compilation of facts to be memorized to rearranged, 
reprioritized, and relevant concepts and principles. 

When general educators use instructional methods with 
heterogeneous groups of learners, to look only at the group's 
average score is not sufficient. Disaggregated scores from 
heterogeneous groups can provide the teacher with more spe-
cific information about how each group, or representative 
students from each group, is performing. By looking at the 
performance of the varied groups within the classroom, the 
teacher can make more informed decisions about how well 
the instruction is working. In one method, called HALO 
(Deshler, 1992; King-Sears & Cummings, 1996), scores on 
assessments are separated for four groups of students within a 
classroom: High achievers or gifted students, Average 
achievers or typical students, Low achievers or students at-
risk for school failure, and Other students or students with 
disabilities. The progress for students' scores across HALO 

categories should indicate that all groups are progressing. 

Practice #7: Generalization Techniques 
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Imperative in educators' knowledge of effective inclusive 
methods is educators' knowledge of where they are taking the 
whole class, as well as where they are taking each individual 
student, in any given curriculum. What students will be learn-
ing, why they are learning that information, and how that in-
formation applies in real-world living must be established at a 
macro level before selecting any method to use at a micro level. 

Mundschenk and Sasso ( 1995) prepared typical peers to 
interact with students with autism during free-play sessions. 
As part of the training, the peers were involved in generating 
situations and social interaction behaviors instead of using 
situations and behaviors designed by the researchers. By us-
ing the peers' existing repertoire of behaviors and by eliciting 
their perspectives on situations, the researchers conjectured 
that more natural behaviors and opportunities for interacting 
with students with autism, rather than more artificial situa-
tions and behaviors, may have occurred in their study. Dur-
ing their baseline measures, Mundschenk and Sasso con-
firmed that peer interactions with the students with autism did 
not occur naturally; the peers needed training on how to in-
teract. Consequently, the researchers were interested in how 
many typical peers had to be trained on interactions before 
generalization would occur. After analyzing data in which up 
to five peers were trained for interactions, the researchers 
concluded that only when three trained peers interacted 
within the free-play sessions did generalized initiations and 
responses from typical peers and the students with autism oc-
cur. Although they caution against assuming that three is a 
magic number, their results are instructive in that training all 
typical peers may not be necessary before interaction behav-
iors begin to have a ripple effect across a group of students. 

Cole and Meyer (1991) studied students with severe dis-
abilities in integrated and segregated environments. They 
found that the students in integrated environments scored sig-
nificantly higher in four areas of social functioning. The inte-
grated students initiated more contacts, obtained more cues, 
were more accepting of assistance, and indicated their prefer-
ences more than their counterparts in segregated environ-
ments. Furthermore, students in segregated environments 
tended to regress instead of making gains in several social 
functioning areas. The researchers conjectured that skills 
taught for community participation in segregated schools 
may not have offered the variety of natural opportunities 
available in integrated schools to allow those skills to gener-
alize. In this situation, the placement does seem to matter as a 
pivotal part of the instruction; generalization environments 
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must be readily available for generalization to occur. 
Antia, Kreimeyer, and Eldredge (1993) studied the social 

interaction of young children with hearing impairments in in-
tegrated settings, and they compared two treatments con-
ducted in small groups (four to six children). One group was 
taught a more structured social skills approach, and the other 
group was provided an integrated-activities intervention. 
Both groups were similar in increasing their interactions with 
peers of different hearing status, although more frequent in-
teractions occurred for same-status peers than with different-
status peers. Children in the integrated-activities approach, 
however, increased their interactions with each other signifi-
cantly as a result of the intervention. The authors surmised 
that the integrated-activities approach was more amenable to 
generalization because the intervention occurred during typi-
cal play activities. 

One also could surmise that the social skills approach was 
solely classroom-based without explicit instruction within the 
real environment. That is, the "controlled" environment of 
the classroom may have to be followed by the "advanced" or 
"real" environment of the playground as part of the social 
skills instruction. This situation could be akin to a traditional 
approach from special educators or related service personnel 
who note the discrepancy between what students with dis-
abilities can do well within self-contained or controlled envi-
ronments/materials/instructions, but the students' behaviors 
do not shift easily into the real environments. Teaching for 
generalization throughout instruction and as an explicit com-
ponent of instruction continues to be necessary (Ellis, Lenz, 
& Sabomie, 1987; Haring & Liberty, 1990); if the general-
ization components are not evident then the chances for gen-
eralization are minimized greatly. 

Not only do adults need to design and deliver generalization 
methods during instruction, but the students also need to be in-
volved actively in the rationale for learning and using the spe-
cific content in other places, with other people, and during dif-
ferent circumstances. Connell, Carta, and Baer (1993) taught 
preschoolers with developmental delays how to self-assess 
and recruit teacher praise. When the children were taught how 
to both self-assess their behaviors and recruit reinforcement 
from adults, their active engagement during other classroom 
situations ( outside the targeted situation) increased. 

Students with disabilities who are taught how to use self-
management procedures have used those systems more 
successfully to generalize their behaviors to other situations, 
settings, and people. Self-management (note that self-man-
agement also is used as a self-determination behavior) sys-
tems have enabled students with disabilities to (a) reduce 
disruptive classroom behaviors in special and general edu-

cation classrooms (Rhode, Morgan, & Young, 1983), (b) in-
teract appropriately in unsupervised settings (Pierce & 
Schreibman, 1994 ), and ( c) increase appropriate social in-
teractions in school and at home (Strain, Kohler, Storey, & 
Danko, 1994). 

Practice #8: Collaboration 

With a multitude of methods to choose from when imple-
menting inclusion in general education settings (Bradley, 
King-Sears, & Switlick, 1997; Thousand & Villa, 1990; 
Udvari-Solner & Thousand, 1995), educators grapple with 
selecting effective and appropriate methods for individual 
students with disabilities, juggling the use of those methods 
in heterogeneous classrooms where other students may or 
may not benefit from the same methods, and monitoring stu-
dents' progress to ensure that any method used is having the 
desired effects. The most effective inclusive methods are de-
termined, implemented, and monitored by a team of people 
(including educators, parents, peers, other school personnel, 
and community agency personnel) who are collaborating. 
W arger and Pugach ( 1996) suggest that collaboration among 
educators toward inclusion starts with a careful and critical 
examination of the general education curriculum when in-
cluding students with mild disabilities. The focus then moves 
from a more traditional emphasis on the student as the prob-
lem to a more progressive emphasis on the learning environ-
ment and how the demands of that environment affect all the 
students, not just a student with a learning problem. 

Utley (1993) suggests a variety of ways by which to facil-
itate and measure teaming to promote inclusive services. Her 
endorsement of transdisciplinary teams, in which personnel 
provide direct and indirect services, is shared by many other 
professionals to accomplish inclusion ( e.g., Downing & Bai-
ley, 1990; Gallivan-Fenlon, 1994). Reed (1993) noted further 
that more comprehensive and coordinated recommendations 
can be done in less time when assessment teams use a trans-
disciplinary approach. A transdisciplinary approach to team-
ing is one in which each professional' s unique skills, typi-
cally delivered to the student directly from that professional, 
are shared and transferred across people. Thus, the speech/ 
language pathologist would be working within a transdisci-
plinary model to actively share information and skills with 
general educators, special educators, parents, and others; 
therapy is promoted throughout the youngster's day. In a 
transdisciplinary approach, a speech/language therapist 
would not cease providing direct services to the youngster, 
but the therapist would work more closely with other team 



members toward integrating the service across the day. A 
therapist also might deliver direct services within the context 
of the classroom environment instead of a more isolated ther-
apy session. Co-teaching often is the form of delivery 
(Walther-Thomas, Bryant, & Land, 1996). Key components 
of a transdisciplinary approach are collaboration, coopera-
tion, and coordination. 

Effective inclusive classrooms feature collaboration not 
only among adults but also among students. Rainforth (1992) 
describes how general educators who had included students 
with severe disabilities in elementary classrooms learned 
more about disabilities both from adult teammates and from 
the typical students. One reason the students were able to in-
form the teachers was because this model for inclusion used 
an incremental approach beginning with kindergarten instead 
of the whole school. By the time the group of students 
reached first and second grades, their cohesiveness as a com-
munity of learners seemed well developed and their knowl-
edge about how to include their peer with severe, profound, 
or multiple disabilities surpassed their teacher's knowledge. 
One teacher commented, "The kids are growing up learning 
sign language. The kids are growing up seeing things people 
used to call grotesque as commonplace" (p. 10). 

Teachers involved in this program taught about disabilities 
in their classrooms both as a formal part of the curriculum 
and incidentally, as appropriate. Including the students with 
disabilities was not always easy and stress-free, but the teach-
ers were not alone. Students also were active participants in 
collaborative problem-solving activities in which they part-
nered with adults to adapt activities. Several teachers found 
that involving the class in problem solving was more logical 
and natural because the students often saw the need for adap-
tations first, had a vested interest in solutions, and were influ-
ential in implementing solutions. Another teacher commented 
that students developed more creative, and sometimes easier, 
adaptations than the teachers did. 

Effective inclusive classrooms are nurtured by collaboration 
both from students and from adults in the school. Many pro-
fessionals, however, are realizing the magnitude of issues ( e.g., 
violence, dysfunctional home life) that children today bring to 
the classroom that seem insurmountable even given the best 
and most school resources. While acknowledging the degree of 
success he and his colleagues attained using differentiated, co-
operative methods in elementary classrooms, Jenkins et al. 
( 1994) also despair that some of the students needed more in-
tensive services than are available currently in public educa-
tion. To better address the needs of some youth with (and with-
out) disabilities, collaboration must extend beyond school 
personnel to include community agency personnel within a 

transdisciplinary model (Dikel, Bailey, & Sanders, 1994). 

Practice #9: Proactive Behavior Management 
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Carpenter, Musy, and King-Sears (1997) synthesized re-
search on effective behavior management methods and found 
that interventions occur at three levels within a school: 
schoolwide, classroom, and individual. Proactive behavior 
management interventions are those that most effectively pre-
vent problems from occurring. These interventions are in-
structional in orientation, promote a positive learning climate, 
are made up of responsive and dynamic interventions, and 
benefit from teachers' experiencing collegial interactions. For 
example, features of an effective schoolwide discipline pol-
icy include (a) a proactive approach to managing behavior 
that is consistent across the school, (b) clear and consistent 
school rules, (c) frequent and positive communication with 
families, (d) collegial teams that support individual teachers 
and students, and (e) training and involvement that ensure a 
safe, secure school environment. 

O'Neill, Williams, Sprague, Horner, and Albin (1993) 
found success in providing support for teachers working 
with students with severe problem behaviors (such as bit-
ing, kicking, hitting) by using a Teacher Support System. 
Case studies of seven students revealed that four of the stu-
dents with moderate to severe mental retardation and/or 
autism were maintained in an inclusive placement after their 
teachers received assistance from members of the Teacher 
Support System. For the three students who were placed in 
more self-contained environments, the authors stated that 
staff turnover and inconsistent and ongoing program imple-
mentation were factors. The Teacher Support System's 
function was to provide technical assistance that went be-
yond consultation. Teachers needed initial training and as-
sistance as they began to implement interventions, followed 
by ongoing support (including assistance in monitoring the 
effects of the interventions). 

Flicek, Olsen, Chivers, and Kaufman (1996) report that 
students with emotional or behavioral disorders who were in-
tegrated into a combination fourth- and fifth-grade classroom 
increased their scores on a behavior checklist completed by 
their teachers such that by the end of the year in the Com-
bined Classroom Model, their behaviors were within the av-
erage range. Furthermore, they (typical peers and peers with 
learning disabilities) maintained their academic standings and 
report card grades ( decreases were not evident arising from 
their enrollment in this model). In addition, they achieved 
significant gains in mathematics applications. Techniques 
used in the Combined Classroom Model included (a) co-
teaching, (b) weekly social skill lessons, and (c) behavior 
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management level systems. 

Practice #10: Peer Supports and Friendships 

Staub, Schwartz, Gallucci, and Peck (1994) used observa-
tions, videotaped samples, and interviews to determine the ef-
fects of inclusion of four students with moderate and severe 
disabilities on four of their peers without disabilities. Two of 
the three classrooms the students were in used multi-age 
groupings and cooperative learning. In particular, friendships 
between the students with disabilities and their peers without 
disabilities were studied. What emerged were four descrip-
tions of friendships, ranging from a helping relationship to 
more of a typical friendship. All of the friendships were de-
veloped outside of a tutorial or instructional context and were 
initiated by the students themselves, not by an adult. 

The researchers noted that once the friendships were es-
tablished, the students without disabilities began to take on 
more of a caretaker role in three of the four friendships. To 
place a subjective descriptor on this role for students without 
disabilities is difficult. In some instances the role of care-
taker can be good, and in other instances the role of caretaker 
may inhibit the student with a disability from becoming 
more independent (Does a peer always prompt the student 
with a disability to complete classroom routines instead of 
the student completing those routines on his or her own 
when capable of doing so?). 

Hunt, Alwell, Goetz, and Sailor (1990) found that high 
school students with severe disabilities who were taught to 
increase their conversation skills (both initiating and main-
taining a conversation), with instruction occurring across a 
variety of school settings and with several general education 
students serving as communication partners, the high school 
students with severe disabilities engaged in social interac-
tions independently and decreased their inappropriate behav-
iors. The students with severe disabilities used communica-
tion books, photographs, and line drawings to assist them and 
their peers with dialogue. 

Brady, Martin, Williams, and Burta (1991) investigated the 
influence of social play activities with nondisabled peers on 
the motor and social responses of students with severe, mul-
tiple disabilities. The peers were taught how to interact with 
the students during brief training sessions ( 15 minutes) across 
a week (total of 1 hour of initial training for the peers). The 
researchers concluded that the peers increased their social be-
havior toward the students. Also, targeted motor behaviors 
(e.g., reaching, holding head upright) increased for each of 
the students with severe, multiple disabilities. Interestingly, 
for the student whose motor behavior included reaching, the 
left arm was targeted because the student had preferred that 

arm over time as a result of limitations on his right side; how-
ever, during peer interactions the student's motor behavior in-
creased with both arms. Several adults noted that this was the 
first time they had seen him reaching with his right arm and 
were surprised that he had that ability-one that seemed to 
"unlock" as a result of peer interactions. 

Kamps, Leonard, Vernon, Dugan, and Delquadri (1992) 
found that first-grade students without disabilities and their 
peers with autism could be taught social skills effectively 
within small groups in which social skills were targeted for 
all students, not just the students with autism. The types of 
social skills that were instructed-participating in conversa-
tions, giving and receiving compliments, taking turns and 
sharing, helping others and asking for help, and including 
others in activities-were appropriate for all of the students. 
Furthermore, Kamps et al. determined that focusing instruc-
tion on fewer social skills with more practice activities was 
more efficient than teaching more skills without adequate 
practice. This concept of "less is more" seemed to benefit 
not only the students without disabilities but also the stu-
dents with autism by providing more concrete demonstra-
tions of appropriate behaviors. 

Haring, Breen, Pitts-Conway, Lee, and Gaylord-Ross 
(1987) found that peer tutoring or a special friends program 
between typical high school students and students with 
autism, severe mental retardation, moderate mental retarda-
tion, and deaf/blindness was successful in increasing the so-
cial interactions between typical students and their peers with 
a variety of moderate to severe disabilities. A control group of 
typical peers who were not involved in either the peer tutoring 
or the special friends program experiences did not increase 
their social interactions. This research lends some credence to 
the argument that simply placing students in physical proxim-
ity may not alone induce interactions; that some type of train-
ing program has to occur; and that the type of training pro-
gram (e.g., special friend, peer buddy) may not matter as 
much as that training does occur. 

Ferguson et al. (1992) describe integration efforts in which 
physical proximity was a goal resulting in the creation of 
"bubble kids" or "velcro kids." They note that physical inte-
gration can be a "step on the way" to inclusion, and that true 
inclusion has the potential to flourish in the context of "rein-
vented" schools in which people develop "flexible, creative 
learning environments that include and are responsive to a 
full range of human diversity, including disability, race, cul-
ture, learning style, intelligence, personal preference, socioe-
conomic class, and family and community priorities" (p. 36). 

Haring and Breen (1992) recruited junior high students to 
participate as part of a social network for two students with 



moderate and severe disabilities. The students with disabili-
ties received the majority of their educational services in sep-
arate classrooms, but they were mainstreamed during lunch 
and transitions between classes. Teachers reported that dur-
ing these unstructured parts of the day, the students had few 
appropriate interactions with their peers without disabilities. 
Typical peers were recruited to form a social network, taught 
how to interact (including the use of a self-evaluation scale), 
and assigned a specific time during the day to interact with 
the students with disabilities. Concurrently, one student with 
disabilities was taught to self-monitor his behaviors while in-
teracting by pressing a wrist counter for each appropriate so-
cial response. By teaching the student with disabilities to self-
monitor his interactions, the student himself became even 
more actively involved in the intervention versus being a pas-
sive recipient of an intervention. 

Bimonthly network meetings were held for problem-solv-
ing and progress-reporting discussions. As a result of the so-
cial network, appropriate responding for one student with dis-
abilities increased during the unstructured situations from 
20% of the available opportunities (during baseline) to 38% 
(when students from the social network prompted and initi-
ated interactions) to 81 % (when the student used self-moni-
toring). Maintenance checks one and two months later indi-
cated an ongoing high frequency of interactions. For the other 
student, appropriate responding skills increased to 78% (self-
monitoring and maintenance phases were not implemented 
for this student). 

Haring and Breen (1992) note that forming and supporting 
the social networks seems a more effective, efficient, and nat-
ural way for students with disabilities to learn how to partici-
pate in nonstructured contexts. Furthermore, direct adult sup-
port was not necessary to initiate and maintain these 
interactions. The intervention seemed to rely more on peer-
controlled and peer-generated procedures (with the adult as 
the facilitator) than on adult-controlled procedures. 

Peer supports and friendships may be more readily avail-
able when youngsters with disabilities participate in commu-
nity activities, such as recreation programs. Bernabe and 
Block (1994) found that modifying rules for a girls softball 
league to include a girl with moderate to severe disabilities 
did not affect her teammates' or other teams' performance. 
The girl's batting average, under the modified rule that she 
could use a batting tee, was not significantly different from 
the mean batting average for the rest of her team. The student 
also seemed to be well received by her teammates, which 
may not be surprising in this situation because she already 
was included in her neighborhood middle school. Her on-task 
behavior improved so that by the end of the season, she 
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needed less frequent reminders to direct her attention to rele-
vant aspects of the game. 

MAKING SURE THE INCLUSIVE 
STRUCTURE STANDS 

Once teachers have received initial training in best prac-
tices for inclusion, one should not presume that those prac-
tices will be implemented correctly, systematically, and 
painlessly without additional support and technical assis-
tance. Progress for students and adults should be evident, re-
inforcement for all should be available, ongoing improve-
ment and refinement should be a goal, and creative, 
collaborative problem solving should continue. Waugh and 
Punch (1987) note that teachers want to know if their invest-
ment in new methods is likely to yield a greater return on fac-
tors such as student achievement and personal satisfaction. 
The progress of students-with and without disabilities- has 
to be evident. If teachers perceive that the personal cost of 
planning and implementing new methods is too great and re-
sults in little student progress, new methods may not be con-
tinued. 

To feel comfortable all the way through change toward in-
clusion, even for people who want the change and are acting 
as the change agents, is not possible. Who has dieted and lost 
weight and enjoyed not eating their favorite foods? What 
makes the pain of dieting worth it? The benefit is derived 
when one looks better and feels healthier. What helps a per-
son to stay on a diet despite the pain? Comments from others 
that reinforce dieting efforts and encourage one to "stick with 
it." What administrators and other change agents (the change 
agents for inclusion do not necessarily have to be the admin-
istrator; effective change efforts involve change agents from 
different levels and sources including teachers, other staff 
members, parents, and students) have to realize is that (a) 
change will not be easy and smooth, (b) support must be pro-
vided, and (c) support needs and methods will vary. 

Scanlon, Deshler, and Schumaker (1996) note that sec-
ondary content teachers who learned and used strategic in-
struction designed to enhance learning for students with mild 
disabilities within heterogeneous settings were successful in 
using the methods but did not experience consistent signifi-
cant academic gains for all students with disabilities. The 
teachers reported that, although they would have liked to 
have had more time to emphasize the strategic processes in 
their teaching and they realized how the instruction would 
benefit their students with and without disabilities, they per-
ceived that they also faced competing demands for their time 
in class related to content coverage. 
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Gersten, Morvant, and Brengelman (1995) note that gen-
eral educators are constantly balancing priorities. Increased 
success for students with disabilities is only one of many pri-
orities competing for teachers' time. Similarly, Gelzheiser 
and Meyers ( 1996) found that general educators seem well 
aware of the benefits to individual students with disabilities 
when those students are included, but that more persuasive 
evidence for inclusion includes advantages for the teacher 
and the classroom as a whole. The cost of such instruction for 
some students has to be offset by the benefits for all students. 

Greenwood et al. (1993) found that using a computer pro-
gram designed to assist teachers as a "consultant" when they 
were implementing Class Wide Peer Tutoring programs was 
effective in prompting the teachers (a) when students were 
not being challenged enough or they were receiving material 
too difficult for their level, and (b) to examine varied reasons 
about why the method may not be being implemented cor-
rectly, such as too few sessions scheduled. The computer 
program was developed to help ensure fidelity of treatment, 
provide problem solving, and promote support. In a series of 
studies, Greenwood and his colleagues found that for teach-
ers who still were working on getting the basic elements of 
Class Wide Peer Tutoring in place, the computer program 
typically responded with those elements and addressed dif-
ferential group achievement. For teachers who had those ba-
sic elements in place, however, the computer program was 
able to focus on problems and concerns for individual stu-
dents. What the computer program was able to do was to 
identify implementation problems and offer advice for ad-
dressing those problems. 

Fuchs, Fuchs, and Hamlett ( 1994) also note how computer 
software can be used with curriculum-based measurement to 
enhance the effectiveness and efficiency with which teachers 
implement and use CBM. In particular, the use of technology 
was instrumental in complementing teachers' efforts to indi-
vidualize instruction and make decisions on teaching based 
on students' data. When teachers are able to use such tech-
nology, the logistical barriers surrounding individualization 
can be minimized. 

Gersten, Morvant, and Brengelman (1995) studied peer 
coaching as a way to bring research-based teaching practices 
into general education classrooms to improve the quality of 
reading instruction for students with learning disabilities. 
Over 3 years of working with general and special educators, 
they reached several conclusions that coincide with those of 
others who have studied the change process (Hall & Loucks, 
1978; Joyce & Weil, 1986; Loucks-Horsley & Roody, 1990; 
Wisniewski & Alper, 1994): 

1. Changed practices are implemented in an "up-and-
down" pattern that reflect how hard it is to alter cur-
rent practice and how tough it can be to integrate new 
patterns into a teacher's repertoire. 

2. New practices, although they may seem uncompli-
cated for one professional, require extensive time to 
master. Joyce and Weil (1986) recommend 12 to 14 
applications of a new practice to enable a person to 
feel more comfortable with that practice. 

3. An implicit, yet unintended, message when teachers 
are told to use new practices is that they have been 
doing things "wrong" and they feel as if they are be-
ing evaluated, not assisted or coached, when they are 
trying something new. Ongoing refinement, continu-
ous improvement, and risk taking have to be encour-
aged and supported. 

4. Teachers report that what can offset the uncomfort-
able feelings of trying something new are the perfor-
mance gains they see from their students as a result 
of the new practice. 

5. Teachers have to be informed about the "why" of the 
new practice, not just the "what" and "how." The ra-
tionale is especially important for teachers to under-
stand theory and research premises that support new 
practices. 

What content should be taught in an educational program 
that effectively includes students with a range of disability la-
bels and severity? What makes a quality program for those 
youngsters? And how can the appropriate content and quality 
instruction be delivered for them when different content and 
other types of quality instruction also have to be delivered to 
typical students in a general education setting? Educators 
who are creative and collaborative problem solvers are find-
ing unique, practical, and effective ways to make inclusion 
work for them and their students (Thousand, Villa, & Nevin, 
1994). Rarely can one person accomplish inclusion alone, 
and never can inclusion be successful using only one method; 
Just as a synergy occurs when people work together, so does 
a synergy occur when students with disabilities are exposed 
to a variety of effective practices. 

The best academic practices for inclusion are instructional 
techniques that promote achievement, independence, and in-
terdependence of individual students-with and without dis-
abilities-within settings that include students who have a 
range of learning needs as a learning community. Hetero-
geneous groupings often are used, but not without individu-
alization, differentiation, and heterogeneous techniques. The 
heterogeneously grouped settings should be (a) attained for 



the majority, if not all, of the school day, (b) individualized 
such that each student-with and without disabilities-
achieves academically and socially, and (c) monitored so 
achievement gains are evident. Sometimes those practices 
may be delivered in small groups, frequently in large groups, 
and sometimes one-to-one instruction. What's most impor-
tant for the students is the quality of instruction. What's most 
important about the instruction is that the content target 
meaningful and relevant learning. What's most important for 
teachers is the training and support that promote their comfort 
with effective inclusive practices. What's most important for 
the students is that they have multiple opportunities through-
out their school careers to learn, work, and play with peers 
who are different from them, and that those differences are 
valued, accepted, and appreciated. 

Consider this: How many practitioners, who today are re-
sponsible for developing, validating, and implementing in-
clusive practices, were schooled themselves in environments 
rich in such diversity? The prospect is exciting that tomor-
row's practitioners-who may be receiving instruction right 
now in classrooms that promote acceptance and achievement 
by students with a wide range of learning needs-will be re-
fining today's best practices in light of their own experiences. 
At no point can any of us rest on what we know now. Our 
challenge is to continually develop and refine techniques that 
work for each student within school classroom contexts and 
more accurately mirror the work and community contexts 
within which today's students will be living tomorrow. 
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