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Is Inclusion the Answer?

Inclusion is one of the most passionately

debated issues in public education today. Full

inclusion, defined as placing all students with

disabilities in general education classes, has

three main components: the integration of spe-

cial education students into the mainstream

classroom, educational planning and program-

ming, and the clarification of responsibility

for appropriate instruction (Heinich 292). Al-

though the intent of inclusion is to provide

the best care for all children by treating both

special and general education students equally,

some people in the field believe that the full

inclusion of disabled children in mainstream

classrooms may not be in the best interest of

either type of student. Disabled children will

not benefit from a general education program

unless the school is prepared to accommodate

their needs; if placed in a school where their

needs are not met due to low funding, unpre-

pared teachers, or a lack of necessary re-

sources, they most likely will suffer. For

these reasons, the merits of full inclusion

over partial inclusion or separate programs are

questionable.

Although individual children learn differ-

ently, students classified as “special needs”

require significantly different types of in-

struction because of their physical, mental, or

1"

Writer’s last name and
page number 1/2" from top
of page

1/2" indent 
(or 5 spaces)

1"

1"

1"

Writer’s name

Instructor’s name

Course

Date

Title, centered

Opening definition of
“inclusion,” citing sources
in parentheses

Thesis established

Brief overview of paper’s
development following
thesis

Double spacing throughout

1/2"

➤

➤



A WRITER’S RESEARCH MANUAL A Sample Research Paper 605

emotional state. The degree of differentiated

instruction that they require, and how best to

provide it, is the basis of the ongoing debate

about inclusion. Initially, full inclusion

sounds like a wonderful step toward implement-

ing the democratic belief that all people in

all environments are to be treated as equals.

In her lecture at William Rainey Harper Col-

lege, however, Barbara Radebaugh explained the

positions of the two major national teacher or-

ganizations on this issue.

The American Federation of Teachers (AFT)

disagrees with full inclusion, believing that

special needs students learn best in separate

programs where they can receive the specialized

instruction their disabilities require. On the

other hand, the National Education Association

(NEA) favors “appropriate inclusion,” a less

extreme approach, in which each special needs

student would receive a combination of general

and special education throughout the school day

(Radebaugh). In this way, students would expe-

rience the general classroom while still re-

ceiving some degree of specialized instruction.

While the teacher organizations debate the

benefits of inclusion in terms of how disabled

students learn best, other groups oppose inclu-

sion because of how the changes might affect

them. At a typical school, if a disabled stu-

dent were to be placed in general education

classrooms, the school would have to undergo

changes including teacher training and a larger

staff, both to assist the special needs child
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and to aid other students’ adjustment to an in-

clusive environment (Block 6-7). Some opponents

of inclusion include the parents of non-learn-

ing disabled students who fear that these

changes will result in less attention for their

own children and thus slow their academic

progress. Other opponents, such as local tax-

payers, cite the cost of these changes as rea-

sons against inclusion (Rios).

In response to such arguments, protective

laws have been enacted to ensure disabled per-

sons equal access to appropriate public educa-

tion, regardless of extra cost or others’

fears. The Education for All Handicapped Chil-

dren Act of 1975 mandates that schools must

provide free public education to all students

with disabilities. The main tenets of the 1975

legislation declare that all learners with

handicaps between the ages of three and twenty-

one have the right to a free public education

and an individualized education program involv-

ing both the school and the parents. Also pro-

tecting the disabled is the Individuals with

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which calls

for serving children with disabilities in the

least restrictive environment possible, and

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, which

guarantees disabled people access to services

provided by any institution that receives fed-

eral funding (Heinich 293).

Society has made great strides in protect-

ing the rights of disabled students, and inclu-

sion theoretically upholds their right to free
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and equal education. There is still concern

about the actual implementation of inclusive

practices, however. In California, for example,

journalist Denise Rios explains a situation

whereby, as more parents opt to place children

with special needs in regular classrooms,

“state and education officials are grappling

with several issues that could affect the fu-

ture of special education. At the top of their

list is funding.” According to Rios, finan-

cially strapped school districts use as much as

25% of their general funds to pay for federally

mandated special education programs. Officials

explain that this high percentage is a result

of the federal government’s not fulfilling its

monetary promises, costing local districts in

California about $600 million a year (Rios).

Money must be taken from other scholastic areas

to supplement the lack of funding designated

for special education.

To help offset the expensive cost of inte-

grating disabled students into the regular

classroom, California officials contend that

the federal government promised to fund 40% of

program costs when federal mandates guarantee-

ing access for special education students were

passed in 1975. However, government contribu-

tion has actually averaged only 7% or 8% of

program costs (Rios). While money ideally

should not be an issue when it comes to the

well-being of students, the figures in a situa-

tion such as this are troubling. Since special

education may demand a large amount of the
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already tight funds that most districts are

working with, schools may be forced to use a

high percentage of these limited resources on a

minority of students, rather than the entire

school. Without proper financial support from

the government, money unfortunately does become

an issue when it threatens to undermine the

well-being of the majority of students.

When inclusive practices are implemented,

teachers as well as students are forced to un-

dergo dramatic classroom changes. Teachers feel

a great deal of pressure in this debate in that

many believe that they are not adequately

trained to teach students with disabilities ef-

fectively. They are concerned that special

needs students will therefore not receive the

instruction that they need to succeed, and

these teachers may be frustrated by their in-

ability to provide appropriate instruction

(Block 7). Without significant help from spe-

cial education teachers in the regular class-

room, teachers fear that inclusion could result

in disaster due to their frustrations, lack of

appropriate training, and students’ distraction

levels. Linda Jacobson describes the dilemma of

general education instruction: “Because special

education teachers often float among classes,

regular classroom teachers sometimes are left

on their own.” She also notes the AFT’s criti-

cism of inclusive practices when “teachers are

promised resources and training to make inclu-

sion work, but school systems often don’t de-

liver” (Jacobson).

Community College of Baltimore County pro-
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fessor Beth Hewett finds that while teachers

receive information about a specific student’s

disability and how to offer fair classroom

treatment, this information is usually only

cursory. She eloquently echoes Jacobson’s con-

cerns through firsthand experience:

Our experiences with these students

often are frustrating and unsatisfy-

ing because we do not know enough

about how to help them. Recognizing

our limited knowledge and skills in

helping students with disabilities to

read and write well, we often floun-

der and leave teaching situations

feeling that we have missed a key op-

portunity to help a student address a

particular challenge. Many of us

would welcome rescue through more

practical knowledge of the problems,

better training to recognize and deal

with them, and access to technologi-

cal tools that address special needs.

We sense that our students would be

equally grateful if we were better

prepared. (Hewett 1-2)

After observing the methods of teachers at

the Landmark Institute, a private postsecondary

institution renowned for its work with learning

disabled students, Jacob Gaskins notes the im-

portance of putting students through a battery

of diagnostic testing and then teaching specif-

ically to these diagnoses in a variety of

modalities. In an institution like Landmark,

with a student/faculty ratio of approximately 3
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to 1, teachers are able to tailor their in-

struction to give students personal attention.

The sheer number of teachers, all of whom have

training specific to all types of learning dis-

abilities, along with access to, and training

in how to use, supplemental learning tools, en-

ables them to meet the wide range of needs and

disabilities they encounter (73). Because these

resources are not often adequately provided in

public schools, however, many teachers wonder

if inclusion is truly beneficial for students

who have disabilities that require specialized

instruction.

Some parents of disabled students and some

disabled students themselves also do not agree

with full inclusion. Mary Mushard explains in

her article, “Special Schools Fall Victim to

Inclusion,” that many disabled students prefer

to learn in a special education school because

they like the small class sizes, the nurturing

staff specifically trained to teach special

needs students, the family atmosphere, and the

many available specialized services. The par-

ents of these students do not want to disrupt a

system which their children are happy with and

are afraid that their children will “fall

through the cracks” in the general educational

system. Unfortunately, many special education

schools are being closed due to low enrollment,

mainly because those parents who support inclu-

sion have taken their disabled children out of

special schools and placed them in regular edu-

cation classes. Among parents who do favor in-

clusion, some nonetheless worry that the coun-
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try is moving away from special education

schools too fast for solid special education

programs to be established in the general

schools (Mushard).

As a solution, pull-out programs--in which

disabled students are in the regular classroom

for part of the day and special instruction

classes for the remainder of the day--have been

suggested. In this way, disabled students would

have daily classroom instruction as well as

one-on-one instruction. These programs offer a

compromise to address the concerns of some edu-

cators that the individual needs of disabled

students would be neglected when they are inte-

grated into the general classroom (Block 7).

However, while ensuring that at least part of

the students’ day will consist of instruction

tailored to their needs, these programs do not

ensure that the students’ time in the general

classroom will be productive. These programs

are promising, but only to the extent that the

students will also be receiving quality in-

struction in the general classroom; otherwise,

they simply shorten the amount of unproductive

classroom time. Thus, there is still a need for

teacher training and adequate resources to help

meet the needs of disabled students when they

are not in the special education classes

(Urbina).

Despite individual beliefs about which

system is best, we can reasonably assume that

the majority of society supports efforts to

provide all children with the best possible

care and education. When considering inclusion,
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it is necessary to look at the big picture by

considering everyone involved. Unless the

school is adequately prepared to provide proper

services and meet students’ individual needs,

inclusion truly may not be the best solution

for disabled students. If we want our children

to be as successful as they possibly can be,

each individual should be assessed and placed

where he or she will learn most effectively,

whether in a general classroom, a special edu-

cation classroom, or a combination of both.

While many people support inclusion because

they feel that it is wrong to exclude anyone,

they must also look at the potential problems

inclusion may cause. Disabled students should

receive proper respect for their needs without

the intrusion of policy, funding, and what oth-

ers, particularly those who are uninformed

about the issue, decide they want.
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