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Schools need demanding and d1st1nct1ve special education that is clearly

focused on instruction and habilitacion.® Abandoning such a conception ot ;

special education is a prescription for disaster. But special education hasg Focus QUESTION
mncreasingly been losing its way in the single-minded pursuit of full inclusion. |

Once, special education’s purpose was to bring the performance of students
with disabilities closer to that of their nondisabled peers in regular classrooms, to
move as many students as possible into the mainstream with appropriate sup-
port.” For students not in regular education, the goal was to move them toward
a more typical setting in a cascade of placement options.” But as any good thing
can be overdone and ruined by the pursuit of extremes, we see special educa-
tion suffering from the extremes of inclusion and accommodation.

Aiming for as much normalization as possible gave special education a
clear purpose. Some disabilities were seen as easier to remediate than others.
Most speech and language disorders, for example, were considered eminently
remediable. Other disabilities, such as mental retardation and many physical
disabilities, were assumed to be permanent or long-term and so less remedia-
ble, but movement foward the mainstream and increasing independence from
special educators were clear goals.

The emphasis in special education has shifted away from normalization,
independence, and competence. The result has been students’ dependence
on whatever special programs, modifications, and accommodations are possi-
ble, particularly in general education settings. The goal seems to have become
the appearance of normalization withotit the expeciation of competence.

Many parents and students seem to want more services as they learn what
is available. Some have lost sight of the goal of limiting accommodations in
order to challenge students to achieve more independence. At the same
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time, many special education advocates want all
services to be available in mainstream settings,
with little or no acknowledgment that the services
are atypical. Although teachers, admunistrators, and
guidance counselors are often willing and able to
make accommodations, doing so is not always in
students” best long-term interests. It gives students
with disabilities what anthropologist Robert Edger—
ton called a cloak—a pretense, a cover, which actu-
ally fools no one—rather than actual Competcnce.4

In this article, we discuss how changes in atti-
tudes toward disability and special education, place-
ment, and accommodations can perpetuate
disability. We also explore the problems of ignoring
or perpetuating disability rather than helping stu-
dents lead fuller, more independent lives. Two
examples illustrate how we believe good intentions
can go awry—how attempts to accommodate stu-
dents with disabilities can undermine achievement.

“But he needs resource....” Thomas, a high
school sophomore identified as emotionally dis-
turbed, was assigned to a resource class created to
help students who had problems with organization
or needed extra help with academic skills. One of
the requirements in the class was for students to
keep a daily planner in which they entered all
assignments; they shared their planner with the
resource teacher at the beginning of class and dis-
cussed what academic subjects would be worked on
during that period.

Thomas consistently refused to keep a planner
or do any work in resource (he slept instead). So a
meeting was set up with the assistant principal, the
guidance counselor, Thomas, and the resource
teacher. As the meeting was about to begin, the
principal announced that he would not stay because
Thomas felt intimidated by so many adults. After
listening to Thomas’ complaints, the guidance
counselor decided that Thomas would not have
to keep a planner or show it to the resource teacher
and that the resource teacher should not talk to him
unless Thomas addressed her first. In short, Thomas
would not be required to do any work in the class!
When the resource teacher suggested that under
those circumstances, Thomas should perhaps be
placed in a study hall, because telling the parents
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that he was in a resource class would be a misrep-
resentation, the counselor replied, “But he needs the
resource class.”

“He’s too bright....” Bob, a high school fresh-
man with Asperger’s Syndrome, was scheduled for
three honors classes and two Advanced Placement
classes. Bob’s IEP (individualized education pro-
gram) included a two-page list of accommodations.
In spite of his having achieved A’s and B’s, with just
a single C in math, his mother did not feel that his
teachers were accommodating him appropriately.
Almost every evening, she e-mailed his teachers
and his case manager to request more information
or more help for Bob, and she angrily phoned his
guidance counselor if she didn’t receive a reply by
the end of the first hour of the next school day.

A meeting was scheduled with the IEP team,
including five of Bob's seven teachers, the county
special education supervisor, the guidance counselor,
the case manager, the princpal, and the county
autism specialist. When the accommodations were
reviewed, Bob’s mother agreed that all of them
were being made. However, she explained that Bob
had been removed from all outside social activities
because he spent all night, every night, working on
homework. The accommodation she demanded was
that Bob have no homework assignments. The autism
specialist agreed that this was a reasonable accommo-
dation tor a child with Asperger’s Syndrome.

The teachers of the honors classes explained
that the homework in their classes, which involved
elaboration and extension of concepts, was even
more essential than the homework assigned in AP
classes. In AP classes, by contrast, homework con-
sisted primarily of practice of concepts learned in
class. The honors teachers explained that they had
carefully broken their long assignments into seg-
ments, each having a separate due date betore the
final project, and they gave illustrations of their
expectations. The director of special education
explained the legal definition of accommodations
(the mother said she’d never before heard that
accommodations could not change the nature of
the curriculum). The director also suggested that,
instead of Bob’s sacrificing his social life, perhaps
it would be more appropriate for him to take stan-
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dard classes. What Bob’s mother was asking, he
concluded, was not legal. She grew angry, but she
did agree to give the team a “litdle more time” to
serve Bob appropriately. She said she would “be
back with her claws and broomstick” if anyone
ever suggested that he be moved from honors clas-
ses without being given the no-homework accom-
modation. “He’s too bright to take anything less
than honors classes, and if you people would pro-
vide this simple accommodation, he would do just
fine,” she argued. In the end, she got her way.

Attitudes Toward Disability
and Special Education

Not that many decades ago, a disability was consid-
ered a misfortune—not something to be ashamed
of but a generally undesirable, unwelcome condi-
tion to be overcome to the greatest extent possible.
Ability was considered more desirable than disabil-
ity, and anything—whether a device or a service
that helped people with disabilities to do what
those without disabilities could do was considered
generally valuable, desirable, and worth the effort,
cost, and possible stigma associated with using it.
The disability rights movement arose in response
to the widespread negative attitudes toward disabil-
ities, and it had a number of desirable outcomes. It
helped overcome some of the discrimination against
people with disabilities. And overcoming such bias
and unfaimess in everyday life is a great accomplish-
ment. But the movement has also had some unin-
tended negative consequences. One of these is the
outright denial of disability in some cases, illustrated
by the contention that disability exists only in att-
tudes or as a function of the social power to coerce.”
The argument that disability is merely a “social con-
struction” is particularly vicious in its effects on social
justice. Even if we assume that disabilities are socially
constructed, what should that mean? Should we
assume that socially constructed phenomena are not
“real,” are not important, or should be discredited? If
so, then consider that dignity, civil rights, childhood,
social justice, and nearly every other phenomenon
that we hold dear are social constructions. Many

social constructions are not merely near and dear to
us, they are real and useful in benevolent societies.
The important question is whether the idea of dis-
ability is useful in helping people attain dignity or
whether it is more useful to assume that disabilities
are not real (i.e., that, like social justice, civil rights,
and other social constructions, they are fabrications
that can be ignored when convenient). The denial of
disability is sometimes expressed as an aversion to
labels, so that we are cautioned not to communicate
openly and clearly about disabilities but to relv on
cuphemisms. But this approach is counterproductive.
When we are able only to whisper or mime the
undesirable difference called disability, then we
inadvertently increase its stigma and thwart preven-
tion efforts.”

The specious argument that “normal” does not
exist— because abilities of every kind are varied and
because the point at which normal becomes abnor-
mal is arbitrary—Ileads to the conclusion that no
one actually has a disability or, alternatively, that
everyone has a disability. Then, some argue, either
no one or everyone is due an accommodation so
that no one or everyone is identified as disabled.
This unwillingness to draw a line defining some-
thing (such as disability, poverty, or childhood) is
based either on ignorance regarding the nature of
continuous distributions or on a rejection of the
unavoidably arbitrary decisions necessary to provide
special services to those who need them and, in so
doing, to foster social justice.7

Another unintended negative consequence of
the disability rights movement is that, for some
people, disability has become either something
that does not matter or something to love, to take
pride in, to flaunt, to adopt as a positive aspect of
one’s identity, or to cherish as something desirable
or as a badge of honor. When disability makes no
difference to us one way or the other, then we are
not going to work to attenuate it, much less pre-
vent it. At best, we will try to accommodate it.
When we view disability as a desirable difference,
then we are very likely to try to make it more
pronounced, not to ameliorate it.

Several decades ago, special education was seern
as a good thing—a helpful way of responding to
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disability, not something everyone needed or should
have, but a useful and necessary response to the atyp-
ical needs of students with disabilities. This is why
the Education for All Handicapped Children Act
(now the Individuals with Disabiliies Education
Act) was written. But in the minds of many people,
special education has been transformed from some-
thing helpfil to something awful.”

The full-inclusion movement did have some
desirable outcomes. It helped overcome some of
the unnecessary removal of students with disabilities
from general education. However, the movement
also has had some unintended negative conse-
quences. One of these is that special education has
come to be viewed in very negative terms, to be
seen as a second-class and discriminatory system that
does more harm than good. Rather than being seen
as helpful, as a way of creating opportunity, special
education is often portrayved as a means of shunting
students into dead-end programs and killing
oppor‘cunity.9

Another unintended negative consequence of
full inclusion is that general education is now seen
by many as the only place where fair and equitable
treatment is possible and where the opportunity to
learn is extended to all equally.'” The argument has
become that special education is good only as long
as it is invisible (or nearly so), an indistinguishable
part of a general education system that accommo-
dates all students, regardless of their abilities or
disabilities. Usually, this is described as a “unified”
(as opposed to “separate”) system of education. '’
Special education is thus something to be avoided
altogether or attenuated to the greatest extent pos-
sible, regardless of a student’s inability to perform in
a general setting. When special education is seen as
discriminatory, unfair, an opportunity-killing sys-
tem, or, as one writer put it, “the gold-plated gar-
bage can of American sc:hooling,”12 then it is
understandable that people will loathe it. But this
way of looking at special education is like seeing the
recognition and treatment of cancer as the cause of
the problem.

The reversal in zattitudes toward disability and
special education—disability from undesirable to
inconsequential, special education from desirable
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to awful—has clouded the picture of what special
education is and what it should do for students with
disabilities. Little wonder that special education
stands accused of failure, that calls for its demise
have become vociferous, and that contemporary
practices are often more disabling than enabling
An unfortunate outcome of the changing attitudes
toward disability and special education 1s that the
benefit of special education 1s now sometimes
seen as freedom from expectations of performance.
It is as if we believed that, if a student has to endure
the stigma of special education, then the compen-
sation should include an exemption from work.

Placement Issues

Placing all students, regardless of their abilities, in
regular classes has exacerbated the tendency to see
disability as something existing only in people’s
minds. It fosters the impression that students are
fitting in when they are not able to perform at any-
where near the normal level. It perpetuates disabil-
ities; it does not compensate for them.
Administrators and guidance counselors some-
times place students in programs for which they do
not qualify, even as graduation requirements are
mcreasing and tests are mandated. Often, these
students’ festing is modified although their curriculum
is not. The students may then feel that they have
beaten the system. They are taught that the system is
unfair and that the only way to win 1s by gaming it.
Hard work and individual responsibility for one’s edu-
cation are often overlooked—or at Jeast undervalued.
Students who  consistently fail in a particular
curriculum must be given the opportunity to deal
with the natural consequences of that fact as a
means of learning individual responsibility. For
example, social promotion in elementary and mid-
dle school teaches students that they really don’t
have to be able to do the work to pass. Students
who have been conditioned to rely on social pro-
motion do not believe that the cycle will end until
it does so—usually very abruptly in high school.
Suddenly, no one passes them on, and no
one gives them undeserved credit. Many of these
students do not graduate in four years. Some never
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recover, while others find themselves forced to deal
with a very distasteful situation.

No one wants to see a student fail, but to alter
any standard without good reason is to set that same
student up for failure later in life. Passing along a
student with disabilities in regular classes, pretend-
ing that he or she is performing at the same level as
most of the class or that it doesn’t really matter
(arguing that the student has a legal “right” to be
in the class) is another prescription for disappoint-
ment and failure in later life. Indeed, this failure
often comes in college or on the job.

Some people with disabilities do need assis-
tance. Others do not. Consider Deborah Groeber,
who struggled through degenerative deafness and
blindness. The Office of Affirmative Action at the
University of Pennsylvania offered to intercede at
the Wharton School, but Groeber knew that she
had more influence if she spoke for herself.
Today, she is a lawyer with three Ivy League
degrees."” But not every student with disabilities
can do or should be expected to do what Groeber
did. Our concern is that too many students with
disabilities are given encouragement based on pre-
tense when they could do much more with appro-
priate special education.

Types of Accommodations

Two popular modifications in IEPs are allowing for
the use of calculators and granting extended time
on tests and assignments. Calculators can be a great
asset, but they should be used when calculating
complex problems or when doing word problems.
Indiscriminate use of a calculator renders many
math tests invalid, as they become a contest to see
if buttons can be pushed successfully and in the
correct order, rather than an evaluation of ability
to do arithmetic or use mathematical knowledge.
Extended time on assighments and tests can
also be a useful modification, but it can easily be
misused or abused. Extended time on tests should
mean continuous time so that a test is not studied for
first and taken later. Sometimes a test must be bro-
ken into smaller segments that can be completed
independently. However, this could put students

with disabilities at a disadvantage, as one part of a
test might help with remembering another part.
Extensions on assignments need to be evaluated
each time they are given, not simply handed out
automatically because they are written into an
IEP. If a student is clearly working hard, then
extensions may be appropriate. If a student has
not even been attempting assignments, then more
time might be an avoidance tactic. Sometimes
extended time means that assignments pile up and
the student gets further and further behind. The
result can then be overwhelming stress and the
inability to comprehend discussions because many
concepts must be acquired in sequence (e.g., in
math, science, history, and foreign languages).

Reading tests and quizzes aloud to students can
be beneficial for many, but great caution is
required. Some students and teachers want to do
more than simply read 2 test. Reading a test aloud
means simply reading the printed words on the
page without inflections that can reveal correct
answers and without explaining vocabulary.
Changing a test to open-notes or open-book, with-
out the knowledge and consent of the classroom
teacher, breaches good-faith test proctoring. It also
teaches students dependence rather than indepen-
dence and accomplishment. Similarly, scribing for a
student can be beneficial for those who truly need
it, but the teacher must be careful not to add details
and to write only what the student dictates, includ-
ing any run-on sentences or fragments. After scrib-
ing, if the assignment is not a test, the teacher
should edit and correct the paper with the student,
as she might do with any written work. But this
must take place gffer the scribing.

How Misguided
Accommodations
Can Be Disabling

“Saving” a child from his or her own negative
behavior reinforces that behavior and makes it a
self-fulfilling prophecy. Well-intentioned guidance
counselors often feel more responsibility for their
students” success or failure than the students
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themselves feel. Sometimes students are not held
accountable for their effort or work. They seem
not to understand that true independence comes
from what you know, not whom you know.
Students who are consistently enabled and not chal-
lenged are never given the opportunity to become
independent. Ann Bancroft, the polar explorer and
dyslexic, claims that, although school was a tor-
ment, it was disability that forged her iron will.'#
Stephen Cannell’s fear for other dyslexics is that
they will quit trying rather than struggle and learn
to compensate for their disability."”

Most parents want to help their children.
However, some parents confuse making life easier
with making life beiter for their children. Too
often, parents feel that protecting their child from
the rigors of academic demands is in his or her best
interest. They may protect their child by insisting
on curricular modifications and accommeodations in
assignments, time, and testing. But children leamn by
doing, and not allowing them to do something
because they might fail is denying them the oppor-
tunity to succeed. These students eventually believe
that they are not capable of doing what typical
students can do, even if they are. Sometimes it
is difficult for teachers to discern what a student actu-
ally can do and what a parent has done until an -
class assignment is given or a test 15 taken. At that
point, it is often too late for the teacher to do much
remediation. The teacher may erroneously conclude
that the student is simply a poor test-taker.

In reality, the student may have been “pro-
tected” from learning, which will eventually catch
up with him or her. Unfortunately, students may
not face reality until they take a college entrance
exam, go away to college, or apply for a job. Stu-
dents who “get through” high school in programs
of this type often go on to flunk out of cellege.
Unfortunately, the parents of these students fre-
quently blame the college for the student’s failure,
criticizing the post-secondary mstitution for not
doing enough to help. Instead, they should be
upset both with the secondary institution for
not preparing the child adequately for the tasks to
come and with themselves for their own
overprotection.
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The Benefits of Demands

Many successful adults with disabilities sound
common themes when asked about their ability to
succeed in the face of a disability. Tom Gry, a
Rhodes Scholar who has a severe learning disability,
claims that having to deal with the hardest experi-
ences gave him the greatest strength.'® Stephen Can-
nell believes that, if he had known there was a reason
beyond his control to explain his low achievement,
he might not have worked as hard as he did. Today,
he knows he has a learning disability, but he is also an
Emmy Award—winning television writer and pro-
ducer.'” Paul Orlalea, the dyslexic founder of
Kinko’s, believes God gave him an advantage m the
challenge presented by his disability and that others
should work with their strengths. Charles Schwab,
the learning-disabled founder of Charles Schwab,
Inc., cites his ability to think differently and to make
creative leaps that more sequential thinkers don’t
make as chief reasons for his success. Fannie Flagg,
the learmng-disabled author, concurs and nsists that
learning disabilities become a blessing only if you can
overcorme them.'® Not every student with a disability
can be a star performer, of course, but all should be
expected to achieve all that they can.

Two decades ago, special educators thought it
was their job to assess a student’s achievement, to
understand what the student wanted to do and
what an average peer could do, and then to develop
plans to bridge the gap, if possible. Most special
educators wanted to see that each student had the
tools and knowledge to succeed as independently as
possible. Helping students enter the typical world
was the mark of success for special educators.

The full-inclusion movement now insists that
every student will benefit from placement in the
mainstream. However, some of the modifications
and accommodations now being demanded are so
radical that we are doing an injustice to the entire
education system.'” Special education must not be
associated in any way with “dumbing down” the
curriculum for students presumed to be at a given
grade level, whether disabled or not.

Counselors and administrators who want to
enable students must focus the discussion on realistic
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goals and plans for each student. An objective,
in-depth discussion and evaluation must take place
to determine how far along the continuum of
successfully completing these goals the student has
moved. If the student is making adequate progress
independently, or with minimal help, special educa-
tion services might not be necessary. If assistance is
required to make adequate progress on realistic goals,
then special education may be needed. Every modifi-
cation and every accommodation should be held to
the same standard: whether it will help the student
attain these goals—runor whether it will make life easier
for the student. Knowing where a student is aiming
can help a team guide that student toward success.

And the student must be part of this planning.
A student who claims to want to be a brain surgeon
but refuses to take science courses needs a reality
check. If a student is unwilling to attempt to
reach intermediate goals or does not succeed in
meeting them, then special education cannot
“save” that student. At that point, the team must
help the student revisit his or her goals. Goals
should be explained in terms of the amount of
work required to complete them, not whether or
not the teacher or parent feels they are attainable.
When goals are presented in this way, students can
often make informed decisions regarding their
attainability and desirability. Troy Brown, a univer-
sity dean and politician who has both a doctorate
and a learning disability, studied at home with his
mother. He estimates that it took him more than
twice as long as the average person to complete
assignments. Every night, he would go to bed
with stacks of books and read until he fell asleep,
because he had a dream of attending college. ™

General educators and special educators need
to encourage all students to be responsible and
independent and to set realistic expectations for
themselves. Then teachers must help students to
meet these expectations in a more and more inde-
pendent manner, Special educators do not serve
students well when they enable students with dis-
abilities to become increasingly dependent on their
parents, counselors, administrators, or teachers—or
even when they fail to increase students’ indepen-
dence and competence.

Where We Stand

We want to make it clear that we think disabilicies
are real and that they make doing certain things
cither impossible or very difficult for the people
who have them. We cannot expect people with
disabilities to be “just like everyone else” in what
they can do. The views of other writers differ:

The human service practices that cause provi-
ders to believe that clients [students| have inad-
equacies, shortcomings, failures, or faults that
must be corrected or controlled by specially
trained professionals must be replaced by con-
ceptions that people with disabilities are capa-
ble of setting their own goals and achieving or
not. Watered-down curricula, alternative grad-
ing practices, special competency standards, and
other “treat them differently” practices used
with “special” students must be replaced with
school experiences exactly like those used with
“regular” students.”’

We disagree. In our view, students with dis-
abilities do have specific shortcomings and do need
the services of specially trained professionals to
achieve their potential. They do sometimes need
altered curricula or adaptations to make their learn-
ing possible. If students with disabilities were just
like “regular” students, then there would be no
need whatever for special education. But the school
experiences of students with disabilities obviously
will not be—cannot be—just like those of students
without disabilities. We sell students with disabil-
ities short when we pretend that they are no differ-
ent from typical students. We make the same error
when we pretend that they must not be expected to
put forth extra effort if they are to leamn to do some
things—or learn to do something in a different way.
We sell them short when we pretend that they have
competencies that they do not have or pretend that
the competencies we expect of most students are
not important for them.

Like general education, special education must
push students to become all they can be. Special edu-
cation must countenance neither the pretense of
learning nor the avoidance of reasonable demands.




