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Inclusive education for students with severe disabilities has been embraced as a 
recommended practice by advocacy groups, such as the American Association on 
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities/The ARC, (2008), the National Down 

Syndrome Congress (2005), and TASH (2010), and professionals (Snell & Brown, 
2011; Westling & Fox, 2009). Although the ultimate goal of inclusive education has 
always been to achieve students' equal access to the community and full participa
tion in society, the strategies used to realize these goals have substantially changed 
since the mid-1990s. Consequently, the definition of inclusive education and what 
educational and social outcomes it should produce for students has also evolved 
(Hunt & McDonnell, 2007). 

This chapter's purpose is to summarize what is currently known about inclu
sive education for students with severe disabilities and explore the issues that will 
affect the expansion and quality of these programs in the future. Specifically, it 
1) provides a definition of inclusive education based on current knowledge, 
2) reviews the most recent research on the effect of inclusive education on student 
achievement and growth, 3) discusses what educational and social outcomes should 
drive the design and implementation of inclusive education, 4) provides recommen
dations on strategies that may increase the ability of practitioners and individual
ized education program (IEP) teams to achieve meaningful outcomes for students 
in inclusive classes, and 5) discusses areas for future research. 
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INCLUSIVE EDUCATION: 
COMMUNITY, DIVERSITY, AND COLLABORATION 

The term inclusion began to appear in the literature around 1990 (e.g., Gartner & 
Lipsky, 1987; Sailor, 1991; Stainback & Stainback, 1990). The definitions of inclusive 
education and the description of inclusion models were focused almost wholly on 
the full-time placement of students with disabilities in general education classrooms 
(Sailor & Skrtic, 1995). Although the definitions of inclusion varied, there were 
a number of widely accepted programmatic features that included first, and fore
most, the delivery of educational services to students with disabilities through full
time placement in chronologically age-appropriate general education classes, within 
the context of the core curriculum and general class activities, and in integrated 
community settings. In addition, students with disabilities attend schools that they 
would attend if they did not have an identified disability, their representation in 
schools and classrooms is in natural proportion to their representation in the district 
at large, and there is a zero-rejection district policy so that no student is excluded on 
the basis of type or extent of disability (Gartner & Lipsky, 1987; Sailor, 1991; Stain
back & Stainback, 1990). 

Contemporary discussions, however, often move beyond considering inclusive 
education as a special education service delivery model and focus on whole-school 
restructuring to create inclusive school communities in which all students are val
ued members. Emphasis is placed on educational policies and practices that ensure 
that all students have an equitable share of educational resources and can achieve 
their highest potential (Ainscow, Howes, Farrell, & Frankham, 2003; Ferguson, 
Kozleski, & Smith, 2005; Hunt & McDonnell, 2007; Sailor & Roger, 2005; Sailor & 
Skrtic, 1995; TASH, 2000); thus, the focus has shifted from inclusive education as 
special education policy and practice to designing educational arrangements to pro
mote membership and achievement of all children, regardless of their differences 
in culture, gender, language, ability, class, and ethnicity (Ainscow et al., 2003; Fer
guson et al., 2005; Saldana & Waxman, 1997; TASH, 2000). In addition, emphasis is 
placed on unifying school resources and integrating categorical programs in ways 
that benefit all students in general education classrooms (Ferguson et al., 2005; 
Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998; Sailor & Roger, 2005). 

All students in a successful inclusive school are presumed competent and able 
to benefit from the general education curriculum. Educators not only have high 
expectations for all students, but they also believe that they (the educators) can 
gain the knowledge and skills they need to effectively teach all students by engaging 
in collaborative working arrangements with other educators and family members 
(Ainscow et al., 2003; Ferguson et al., 2005; Hunt, Hirose-Hatae, Doering, Karasoff 
& Goetz, 2000; Sailor & Roger, 2005; Snell & Janney, 2005; TASH, 2000). Collabora
tive teaming provides the vehicle for blurring the lines between general, special, and 
bilingual education and other categorical programs to create a unified school sys
tem that "anchors its work in curriculum content, students' performance, and learn
ing assessment strategies, all of which reflect learning outcomes that are valued by 
local communities and families and informed by national and state standards, cur
riculum frameworks, and assessment strategies" (Ferguson et al., 2005, p. 7). Fiscal 
and staff resources are allocated to promote the academic achievement and social 
development of all students in the school, and educational services are planned and 
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. , d by qualified general and special education teachers and paraprofessional deliver e . 
0 

) 
ff (Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998; Sailor & Roger, 20 5 . 

sta The collaborative teaming process provides opportunities ~or general an~ spe-
. 1 ducators and family members to share their knowledge, skills, and expenen~e 

cia.; ntify strategies to individualize learning, increase students' engage_ment_ m 
t~ i e tional activities and support the development of positive social relat10nships 
eG~~:greco, Cloning~r, Dennis, & Edelman, 2002; Hunt, Soto, Maier, & Doering, 
(003· Udvari-Solner & Thousand, 1995). Support plans generated through c~llab-
2 t" 'e processes are based in real-life (local) knowledge and a shared repertmr: of 
ora iv_ ces with the child and implementing the individualized supports reqmres 
expenen ' bT (G. t 1 2002· joint enterprise and shared responsibility and accounta i ity iangrego e a ., , 
Hunt et al., 2003; Mortier, Hunt, Leroy, De Schau_wer, & Van Hove, 201~): . . 

Faculty and staff in inclusive classrooms stnve to create communities I~ wh~ch 
all students are valued members, and em~hasis is placed on the value of d1~ersity, 
multiculturalism, social justice, and belongmg for everyone (Hunt et al., ~000, ~o~n, 
2006; Sapon-Shevin, 1990; TASH, 2_00~) .. Teachers pr~mote co~mun~ty bmldm~ 
b employing strategies to increase md1vidual students sense ?f identity and s_elf 
Y th while at the same time, increasing the students' capacity for cooperat~on, 

~~:rdepend~nce, and respect for cultural, language, and a~ility differences. Prior
ity is given to implementing facilitation strategies and social supp_orts to d~velop 
positive social relationships and friendships between classmates :iv.1th and w1th~ut 
disabilities. Students are given ongoing and structured opporturnt1es to. recogn~ze 
each other's accomplishments. Literature is used to teach lessons addressmg eqmty, 
cultural and ability diversity, and social justice, and regula_rly sc~eduled class meet
ings may be used for problem solving and conflict resolut10n (Gibbs, 1994; Hunt et 
al., 2000; Kohn, 2006; Sapon-Shevin, 1990). . . 

Designing curriculum and employing instructio~al practices and tech_nologies 
that make the core curriculum accessible and meanmgful to a~l stu~en~s is a fi~al 
key dimension of inclusive schools. Universal Design for Learrn~g ~rmc1ples gmde 
curriculum development to ensure that 1) content is presented m different ways to 
increase accessibility, 2) students are given the opportunity to ex~ress what th~y 
know through multiple means, and 3) attention is giv~n t? engagmg students_ m 
learning activities by stimulating their interest and mo_ti_vat10~ (Cent~r for _Applied 
Special Technology [CAST], 2012; Curry, 2003). In ad?it10n, d_1fferentiated_mstruc
tion is used to develop and implement curricular and mstruct10nal adaptat10ns and 
modifications needed to increase accessibility and engagement f?r all st~dents, 
align IEP goals of students with disabilities with the general educat10n curn~ulum, 
and support student progress in achieving those goals (Janney & Snell, 1997, Weh
meyer, 2006). 

RESEARCH ON THE EFFECT OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 

Research on the effect of inclusive education has examined a number of different 
outcomes for students and can be categorized into two b:oad ~roups. Th~ first and 
largest group of studies examined the immediate effect of mclus1ve educat10n on stu
dent educational achievement and social connectedness. The second grou~ focused 
on the effect of inclusive education on students' postschool outco~es. ~his area of 
research has received surprisingly little attention in spite of the obv10us importance 
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of understanding how inclusive education affects the quality of students' lives after 
they leave school (Hunt & McDonnell, 2007; Ryndak, Alper, Hughes, & McDonnell, 
2012). The following section summarizes the research on the short- and long-term 
outcomes of inclusive education. 

Short-Term Outcomes of Inclusive Education 

Research on inclusive education addressed a number of issues, including its effect 
on student achievement and learning, social connectedness, the characteristics and 
contexts of the instruction that students receive, and the validation of curriculum 
and instructional strategies that support students in general education classes (Hunt 
& McDonnell, 2007). A full review of this literature is beyond the scope of the pres
ent chapter, so we focus on selected studies examining the relative effectiveness of 
inclusive education on student achievement, friendships and social connections, and 
quality of instruction that students receive in inclusive education classes. 

Academic Achievement and Student Learning Several studies directly 
compared the academic achievement of students in inclusive and separate educa
tional programs (Cole, Waldron, & Majd, 2004; Fisher & Meyer, 2002; Peetsma, Ver
geer, Roeleveld, & Karsten, 2001). For example, Fisher and Meyer compared the 
development of adaptive behavior and the social competence of two matched groups 
of students with moderate to profound disabilities who were educated in general 
education classes for the majority of the school day or in self-contained special edu
cation classrooms. They found that only the students served in inclusive educational 
programs made significant gains in adaptive behavior and social competence. Com
parisons between the groups showed that gains in adaptive behavior were signifi
cantly higher for students in inclusive classes than those in self-contained classes, 
and no significant differences in gains were found in social competence. 

A common criticism of inclusive education is that placing students with disabili
ties in general education classrooms will negatively affect the achievement of peers 
without disabilities (Kauffman & Hallahan, 1995). Studies that have directly exam
ined this issue, however, found that there is no effect on the academic performance 
of students without disabilities when students with severe disabilities are included 
in general education classes (Cole et al., 2004; McDonnell et al., 2003; Sharpe, York, 
& Knight, 1994). 

For example, McDonnell et al. (2003) examined the educational achievement 
of 14 students with severe disabilities served in general education classes and 545 of 
their peers without disabilities enrolled in five elementary schools. The achievement 
of students with severe disabilities was measured using a standardized assessment 
of adaptive behavior in a pre-post design. The academic performance of students 
without disabilities was measured using scores from a state-mandated, criterion
referenced test in reading/language arts and mathematics. A posttest-only control 
group design was used to compare scores of students without disabilities enrolled 
in classes with one of the students with severe disabilities to students enrolled in 
classes that did not include students with severe disabilities. The authors found that 
13 of the 14 students with developmental disabilities made significant gains in adap
tive behavior, and no differences were found between the two groups of students 
without disabilities in either reading or math performance. 
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Friendships and Social Connections Numerous studies examined how 
. elusive education affects the development of friendships and the social connec-
1~ between students with and without disabilities (Boutot & Bryant, 2005; Cole tions . . & 
& Meyer, 1991; Fryxell & Kennedy, 1995; Hunt, Farron-Davis, Beckstead, Curtis, 
Goetz, 1994; Kennedy & Itkonen, 1994; Kenned~, Shukla, & Fr~xell, .1997). Th~se 
studies suggested that there are numerous social ~en~fits of ~nclus1ve educat10n 
when practitioners take active steps to promote social mteract10ns between peers 
with and without disabilities. . . . 

Fryxell and Kennedy (1995) compared the social mter~ct10ns of two rr:atched 

Ups of students enrolled full time in general educat10n classes or m self-
~ d' ntained special education classrooms. They found that students serve m gen-
~~al education classes had significantly more social contacts with peers without 

d. abilities than students enrolled in self-contained classrooms. Students served 
lS . h b · general education classes on average had more than seven times t e num er 
~ contacts per day with peers without disabilities than students serv.ed in self
contained special education classes. Students enrolled in general educat10n classes 
also received significantly more social support from others during the school day 
and provided more social support to their peers without disabili~ies than. stu?~~ts 
in self-contained classes. Finally, the mean number of peers without d1sab1hties 
identified by students with severe disabilities as members of their social networks 
was 17 times higher for students served in the general education classes than those 
served in self-contained classes. 

Hunt et al. (1994) conducted a program evaluation examining the effects of 
placement in inclusive and separate special education progra~s o~. ~ n~m.b.er of 
variables including the extent to which students with severe d1sabiht1es irntiated 
and engaged in social interactions with peers. The researchers conducted six o?ser
vations with randomly selected stratified samples of students based on seventy of 
disability. These observations were conducted with two students in each of eight full 
inclusion and eight special education classes. They found students in inclusive edu
cation programs had higher rates of initiating social interactions with peers. These 
social interactions were significantly more social than task oriented for students less 
affected by intellectual disability. Both groups of students with severe disa?ilities 
enrolled in inclusive education programs had significantly higher rates of reciprocal 
interactions with peers without disabilities. 

Quality of Instruction The nature and quality of instruction that stu
dents with severe disabilities receive in general education classes is another area 
of research that has received a substantial amount of attention (Foreman, Arthur
Kelly, & Pascoe, 2004; Hunt et al., 1994; Logan & Keefe, 1997; ~cDo.nnell, T~or
son, McQuivey, & Kiefer-O'Donnell, 1997; Soukup, Wehmeyer, Bashmskl,. & .Bovai~d, 
2007). These studies found that the instruction provided to students m mclusive 
educational settings is comparable with or superior to the instruction provided to 
students in separate educational settings. Furthermore, the more time students 
spend in general education classes, the more likely it is that they will participate in 
instruction that is aligned with the general education curriculum. 

Logan and Keefe (1997) conducted an observational study examining the 
instructional context, teacher behavior, and engaged behavior of 30 elementary 
students with developmental disabilities enrolled in general education and self-
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contained special education classrooms. Their analysis showed that students 
enrolled in general education classes received a greater proportion of their instruc
tion through academic rather than functional daily living activities as compared 
with students served in special education classes. In addition, they found that stu
dents in general education classes received more one-to-one instruction and more 
attention from the classroom teacher than students in self-contained classrooms. 
Finally, no differences were found between the two groups on their level of task 
engagement. 

Soukup et al. (2007) examined the extent to which 19 students with severe dis
abilities gained access to the general education curriculum in various educational 
placements. Students were divided into three groups: students (n = 6) who spent 
between 75% and 100% in general education classes, students (n = 7) who spent 
between 51 % and 74% of the school day in general education classes, and students 
(n = 6) who spent less than 50% of the school day in general education classes. Stu
dents were observed using the Access Code for Instructional Structure and Student 
Response (Access CISSAR) during science and social studies classes. The authors 
found that students who spent more than 75% of the school day in general education 
classes were working on core curriculum standards during 98% of the day; students 
who spent between 51 % and 75% of the school day in general education classes were 
working on core curriculum standards during 93% of the observation intervals; and 
students who spent less than 50% of the school day in general education classes 
worked on core curriculum standards during 46% of the observation intervals. 

Effect of Inclusive Education on Postschool Outcomes 

Although there is a substantial base of research examining the immediate effect 
of inclusive education on students' learning and quality of instruction, the amount of 
research examining the effects of these programs on students' postschool quality of 
life is surprisingly limited (Ryndak et al., 2012). Several studies reported improved 
adjustment to employment for students enrolled in general education classes, espe
cially if they had taken general vocational education classes (Baer et al., 2003; Benz, 
Lindstrom, & Yovanoff, 2000; Benz, Yovanoff, & Doren, 1997; Blackorby, Hancock, 
& Siegel, 1993; Heal, Khoju, & Rusch, 1997; Ryndak, Ward, Alper, Montgomery, & 
Storch, 2010; Wagner, Blackorby, Cameto, & Newman, 1993; Wagner, Newman, 
Cameto, Levine, & Garza, 2006; White & Weiner, 2004). For example, White and 
Weiner (2004) conducted a correlational study examining the relationship between 
educational placement and community-based instruction on employment outcomes 
for 104 young adults with severe disabilities. One of the strongest predictors of paid, 
community employment for these students following school was the degree to which 
they were included in general education contexts with age-appropriate peers prior 
to graduation. 

Inclusive education also appears to have a positive effect on students' adjust
ment to community living (Blackorby et al., 1993; Heal & Rusch, 1995; Heal et al., 
1997, Ryndak et al., 2010). Ryndak et al. conducted a retrospective qualitative study 
that examined the effect of inclusive education on two individuals with severe dis
abilities who attended the same self-contained class when they were 15 years of 
age. Data sources included 1) observations at age 15 and 25; 2) interviews with the 
individuals with severe disabilities, family members, friends, and adult services pro
viders; and 3) educational and adult services records. One of these individuals was 
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'd tified as the student in his or her class less affected by intellectual disability, and 
1 h:11other was identified as the student most affected by disability. The first student 
t emained in self-contained classes in subsequent school years, whereas th~ ~econd 
~tudent received services in general education class.es. ~~ree years after e~1tmg the 
ducational system, the student more affected by d1sab1hty, yet educated m general 

:ducation classes, consistently had been employed as a judicial sy~tem gov.ernment 
employee, living in an apartment with weekly support for budgetmg and mdepen
dent functioning, and participating within an .extensive social. support netv':'ork. In 
contrast, the other student had lost numerous Jobs and at the time was workmg at a 
sheltered workshop, living with family members, and had no social support network 
beyond family members. 

WHAT OUTCOMES SHOULD DRIVE INCLUSIVE EDUCATION? 

It is perhaps not surprising that the expected outcomes for students in inclusive 
educational programs and the curriculum models used to drive educational plan
ning have changed as the number of students served in general education classes 
has grown and the amount of time they spend in these settings has increased. Stu
dents with severe disabilities were served most often in special schools or separate 
classes located in typical schools in the 1980s and 1990s. The predominate curricu
lum approaches were person-centered ecological curricular frameworks (see Brown 
et al., 1979; Ford et al., 1989; Neel & Billingsley, 1989; Sailor et al., 1986; Wilcox & 
Bellamy, 1987). The underlying assumptions of these frameworks were that educa
tional programs should enhance students' ability to use community resources, live 
where and with whom they chose, have paid employment in typical businesses and 
industries, .and be independent and have autonomy in making their own lifestyle 
choices. Emphasis was placed on increasing students' presence and competence 
in community rather than school settings. These frameworks typically resulted 
in identifying functional IEP goals and objectives that targeted teaching routines, 
activities, and key academic and developmental skills that would have a tangible 
effect on students' immediate and future quality of life. 

It soon became clear, however, that simply making students more competent in 
community settings was insufficient to achieve students' full acceptance and mem
bership in the community. As a result, the expected outcomes of these curricular 
frameworks were expanded from increasing students' presence and participation in 
the community to developing age-appropriate social relationships and friendships 
(Giangreco, Dennis, Cloninger, Edelman, & Schattman, 1993; Giangreco & Putnam, 
1991). Social connectedness became as important in defining students' quality of 
life as having satisfying work and a comfortable home, being able to use community 
resources, and having control over one's life. 

Advocates and researchers began to emphasize the need for students to attend 
their neighborhood schools, participate in the instructional and extracurricu
lar activities of general education classes and the school, and develop meaningful 
friendships with peers without disabilities. This led to efforts to validate instruc
tional approaches and strategies that would allow students to learn content in the 
general education curriculum. Indeed, the body of research showing that if students 
with severe disabilities were provided systematic instruction, curricular adaptations 
and modifications, and adequate support, then these students could successfully 
participate in the instructional activities of general education classes and learn com-
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plex curriculum content expanded rapidly (Fisher & Frey, 2001; Gilberts, Agran 
Hughes, & Wehmeyer, 2001; Hughes et al., 2002; Janney & Snell, 1997; King-Sears: 
1999; Koegel, Harrower, & Koegel, 1999; McDonnell, Mathot-Buckner, Thorson, & 
Fister, 2001; Ryndak, Morrison, & Sommerstein, 1999). 

The passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 (PL 107-110) 
and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004 
(PL 108-446) was a watershed in how the field thought about educational outcomes 
and curriculum for students with severe disabilities. These laws created a new 
set of expectations for teachers, schools, and school districts. These two statutes 
established the requirement that IEP teams identify how students with disabilities, 
including those with severe disabilities, will be involved and progress in the gen
eral education curriculum in reading and language arts, mathematics, and science 
(Yell, Shriner, & Katsiyannis, 2006). NCLB mandated that states establish rigor
ous academic content and academic achievement standards for all students in the 
areas of reading and language arts, mathematics, and science. Academic achieve
ment standards must be aligned with the academic content standards and be incor
porated into a comprehensive assessment system that is used to assess students' 
adequate yearly progress toward mastering the academic content standards. IDEA 
2004 requires that students with disabilities participate in the statewide assessment 
system or an alternate assessment that is linked to grade-level academic content 
standards. State and local education agencies must use these asses.sment data to 
determine if students with disabilities are making adequate yearly progress in mas
tering the academic content standards. 

The enactment of these mandates has generated concern and sparked discus
sion among advocates and researchers given the broad support in the field for an 
ecological approach to curriculum development with a focus on quality of life out
comes for students with severe disabilities. Some researchers suggested that the 
IDEA 2004 mandate for all students to be involved and progress in the general edu
cation curriculum has forced a reexamination of expectations for individuals with 
severe disabilities. Wehmeyer wrote, 

We are now asked to think about the potential that students with severe disabilities 
could learn to read, do math, and engage in science. It may be hard to imagine now, 
but I am guessing that in 10 years from now we will wonder how we could not see the 
potential. (2006, p. 325) 

A growing body of research provides evidence that students with severe disabili
ties can learn complex academic skills when provided with explicit and system
atic instruction (Bradford, Shippen, Alberto, Houchins, & Flores, 2006; Browder, 
Ahlgrim-Delzell, Courtade, Gibbs, & Flowers, 2008; Browder, Mims, Spooner, Ahl
grim-Delzell, & Lee, 2008; McDonnell, Johnson, Polychronis, & Riesen, 2002; Ryndak 
et al., 1999). It has also been argued that students with severe disabilities have the 
right to full access to the general education curriculum and that "to deny someone 
an opportunity that all other members of a society are afforded should require a 
compelling rationale" (Courtade, Spooner, Browder, & Jimenez, 2012, p. 5). 

Other researchers, however, expressed concern that the emphasis on academic 
content, standards-based academic goals, and high-stakes testing will result in the 
abandonment of an ecological approach as the basis for selecting IEP goals and 
designing curriculum and instruction for students with severe disabilities. They 
envisioned a shift in the focus of educational programs from teaching functional 
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routines and skills that are necessary to live, work, and participate in the commu
nity to the instruction of isolated language arts, mathematics, and science concepts 
and skills that have little application and potential to generalize to students' every
day lives (Ayres, Douglas, Lowrey, & Sievers, 2011; Lowrey, Drasgow, Renzaglia, & 
Chezan, 2007; Ryndak et al., 2012). There is concern that instruction on grade-level 
academic content takes time away from instruction of functional skills needed for 
adult life (Ayres et al., 2011). 

We have suggested recently that the potential outcomes of inclusive education 
could be improved by reconciling these two curricular approaches through a process 
that allows IEP teams to work within an ecological curricular framework to develop 
standards-based goals that reflect meaningful knowledge and skills that are tailored 
to students' individual needs and applicable to their everyday lives (Hunt, McDon
nell, & Crockett, 2012). This process must begin with a clear vision of the high
priority, quality-of-life goal areas identified for students through person-centered 
planning processes. These valued life goals should serve as the primary consid
eration throughout the process of selecting core content standards and designing 
the extensions of those standards to address students' current levels of symbol 
understanding and use and academic progress. In addition, we have proposed that 
in order to reconcile an ecological curricular framework with a standards-based 
academic curriculum, the traditional quality-of-life domains should be broadened 
beyond home, friendships, community participation, and work to include acquiring 
academic knowledge and skills that 1) enrich students' lives because they enhance 
their understanding of the arts, literature, science, history, and culture; 2) affect 
students' roles as citizens in the community; 3) promote students' ability to become 
lifelong learners; or 4) support students' personal growth and development. 

This kind of approach would provide several advantages to developing edu
cational goals. First, an educational planning approach driven by valued life goals 
would ensure an appropriate balance in students' IEPs of standards-based academic 
and functional goals that address, for example, developing communicative and 
social competence and positive peer relationships; increasing independence within 
school, community, and vocational routines; and teaching self-determination and 
problem-solving skills. Second, because IEP teams would approach state standards 
frameworks with a clear vision of students' valued life goals to guide them in priori
tizing and selecting content standards, the decisions that IEP teams make would be 
more meaningful to students and would not be based on team member preferences 
or arbitrary guidelines. Third, IEP teams would be encouraged to examine subject 
area domains in standards frameworks beyond literacy, math, and science to iden
tify other domains that might contribute to achieving students' valued life goals. It 
would allow IEP teams to think broadly about how students could more fully partici
pate in all instructional contexts in general education classes. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

An educational planning process based on valued life outcomes that are linked to 
standards-based academic content challenges practitioners to expand their think
ing about how instruction and social supports are used to achieve students' IEP goals 
and objectives in inclusive education programs. The solutions to improving educa
tional effectiveness for students with severe disabilities require that professionals 
think more broadly about how they would improve the effectiveness of instructional 
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and social supports f~r all students in a class. Although technology is still emergin 
at least. three s~rat~g1:s ap~ear to be especially critical in improving the effectiv:~ 
ness of mstruct10n m mclus1ve education, including using approaches that enh 

1. t· t bl. h. ance genera iza 10n, es a is mg and sustaining social interactions between stud . . . en ts 
and their peers, and promotmg collaborat10n and data-based problem solving b 
faculty and staff. y 

Enhance Generalization 

Research demonstrated that instruction can be organized and delivered in gene 1 d t" 1 . ra e uca 10n c asses m ways_ that will promote students' acquisition of a wide array of 
complex concepts and skills (Gilberts et al., 2001; McDonnell et al., 2002; McDon
nell, Thors~n, Allen, & Mathot-Buckner, 2000; Neef, Nelles, Iwata, & Page, 2003). 
These stud~es also showed that students can generalize these skills to other stim
ulus r_natenals, tasks, and settings in the school, but no studies have specificall 
exammed the ge~eralization of skills learned in general education classes to typic:i 
performance settmgs. The existing literature on promoting generalization by stu
dents with severe disabilities, however, suggests that several strategies can improve 
the likelihood that this will occur (Horner, McDonnell, & Bellamy, 1986; Rosenthal
Malek & Bloom, 1998). 

The first stra~egy is to te_ach instructional targets in multiple ways during 
the school day. This means usmg different strategies and teaching formats such 
as embedded instruction (McDonnell et al., 2002), cooperative learning (Dugan 
et al., 1995), peer-mediated learning (McDonnell et al., 2000), and heterogeneous 
small groups (~ankin ~t al., 1999) to teach the same skill to students through
out the day. Usmg multiple strategies and formats provides the practitioner with 
op~ortunitie~ to present learning tasks that vary stimulus materials, response 
opt1_ons,_ and irr:levant contextual variables. Systematically varying these factors 
durmg mstruct10n has been shown to substantially increase the likelihood that 
students will generalize knowledge and skills to nontrained tasks and settings 
(Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007). 

Second, practitioners should infuse authentic tasks into instruction. Students 
should be required to complete real-world problems that reflect the actual demands 
of t_h:i~ dail~ lives during instruction on academic content. Extending instructional 
act1v1t1es to mclude authentic learning activities creates opportunities for students 
to use knowledge and skills across a variety of contexts and to use materials and 
~espons:s that 1:1~r: closely reflect typical performance conditions. Anchoring 
mstruct10n to act1v1t1es that are important to students may also increase motivation 
by allo~ing them_ t_o see the link between instruction and their day-to-day activities. 

Third, pract1t10ners should design instruction to help students to control their 
o~~ learning an? to work as part of a team to independently solve problems. The 
ability to generalize concepts, operations, and processes to new problems and situa
tions is inherent in the independent use of knowledge and skills. Furthermore these 
abilities als~ provide the basis for students to become self-directed, lifelong le~rners 
and to contmue to use their knowledge and skills to increase their independence 
and autonomy. This includes using strategies such as the Self-Determined Learning 
Mode! of Instr~ction (Agran, Cavin, Wehmeyer, & Palmer, 2006) and cooperative 
learnmg (Cushmg, Kennedy, Shukla, Davis, & Meyer, 1997; Hunt et al., 1994). 
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Finally, practitioners should embed instruction on academic knowledge . and 

k
.11 1·11to daily school routines and activities (McDonnell, Johnson, & McQmvey, 

s 1 s . d "th" th zo08; Snell & Brown, 201_1~. _Providing embedded in~truct10n to stu ents w1 _m e 
. ·ng routines and act1v1t1es of the general educat10n classroom and school is also ongo1 . . . 

an important way to support th~ r_nastery and.~eneralizat1on of ac_adem1c knowl~dge 
and skills. It presents opporturnt1es for pr~ct1t10n~rs to offer a wide ra~ge of _st1mu
l materials and require students to adjust their responses to specific stimulus 
c~~ditions that are known to promote the development of generalized performance 
(Horner at al., 1986; Rosenthal-Malek & Bloom, 1998). 

Establish and Sustain Social Interactions 

Developing positive social relationships and friendships with peers is a valu:d life 
goal for all students and a high-priority educational outcome: Abunda~t e_v1dence 
shows that students' developmental and emotional well-bemg are s1grnficantly 
affected by the quality of their social relationships. Positive peer relationships 
provide nurturance, support, membership, and companionship and promote self
esteem and self-confidence (Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hartup, 1996; Janney & Snell, 
2006; Ladd, 1990; Schwartz, Staub, Peck, & Gallucci, 2006). In addition, evidence 
shows that children who have positive peer relationships develop more positive atti
tudes toward school and actively engage in academic activities in ways that promote 
learning (Ladd & Kochenderfer, 1996). Finally, child development theorists with 
varying theoretical backgrounds (e.g., Bruner, Flavel, Piaget, and Vygotsky) sug
gested that positive peer relationships provide a context and a mechanism for devel
oping social, communication, and cognitive abilities. 

Establishing inclusive school and classroom communities in which all students 
are valued members and diversity is celebrated provides the context for develop
ing positive social relationships and friendships between students with disabilities 
and their peers; however, it is likely that these positive relationships will not evolve 
unless they are actively encouraged and systematically facilitated by educational 
team members who consider positive peer relationships to be a high-priority edu
cational outcome (Carter & Hughes, 2007; Hunt, Doering, Maier, & Mintz, 2009; 
Janney & Snell, 2006). Numerous conditions have been identified that are essential 
to developing positive social relationships for students with disabilities, including 
1) opportunities to be with peers with diverse abilities, backgrounds, and interests; 
2) motivation to interact with schoolmates and having an effective means to do so; 
3) availability of informed and motivated peers; and 4) social supports to facilitate 
positive social interactions and the development and sustainment of friendships 
(Carter & Hughes, 2007; Hunt, Farron-Davis, Wrenn, Hirose-Hatae, & Goetz, 1997; 
Janney & Snell, 2006; Kennedy, 2002). A comprehensive package of social supports 
is necessary to ensure that each of these conditions is addressed. 

Hunt and her colleagues (Hunt et al., 2009) suggested that there are at least 
three major building blocks for establishing and maintaining positive relationships. 
The first building block is information provided to peers that will assist them in 
developing positive social relationships with their schoolmates with disabilities. 
Multiple formats have been used to share information with peers, including class 
lessons that explore concepts related to cultural and ability diversity, equity and 
democracy, and cooperation and independence (Gibbs, 1994; Hunt et al., 1997; Jan-



::166 McDonnell and Hunt 

ney & Snell, 2006). In addition, schoolwide or grade-level events have been used 
to increase awareness of the experiences of schoolmates with disabilities and the 
accommodations, equipment, and assistive technology that facilitate their educa
tional and social participation in the school community. Finally, friendship clubs 
have been established for students with and without disabilities that are facilitated 
by an adult and structured to allow all members to share their concerns or problems 
and receive feedback and support from their peers. 

The second building block is identifying and using a variety of interactive media 
that serve as the basis for reciprocal social interactions. Interactive media provide 
a means-or both a means and a context-for supporting sustained interactions 
between students with disabilities and their peers (Hunt et al., 1997, 2009). These 
connectors include, for example, nonverbal communicative behaviors, low- and high
tech communication systems, and conversation books, as well as interactive educa
tional activities, interactive toy play, and games and other leisure activities that allow 
the participants to focus on each other and require turn taking and reciprocity. 

The final building block is the arrangement of interactive activities and imple
mentation of facilitation strategies to promote positive social interactions across 
activities and settings (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005; Hunt et al., 1997; 
Janney & Snell, 2006; Merges, Durand, & Youngblade, 2005). Peer partner activities 
and interactive, small-group educational and leisure activities offer multiple oppor
tunities for social exchanges, turn taking, and interdependent participation to com
plete a task and to share materials and information. Social facilitators structure the 
activities, prepare augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices, and 
provide the adaptations and peer supports necessary to ensure that students with 
disabilities are actively engaged and interacting with other students. They also give 
information to both students with disabilities and their peers on how to interdepen
dently participate to accomplish a task or play a game. Social facilitators provide 
information to peers at naturally occurring opportunities during interactive activi
ties about the communication system, assistive technology, equipment, and adapta
tions that the students with disabilities may be using. In addition, information or 
modeling is provided that helps peers to interpret the nonsymbolic communicative 
behaviors of their classmates with disabilities or the comments made by them using 
an AAC device so that the peers can be responsive and effective communication part
ners. Finally, an effective adult facilitator knows when to facilitate and when to step 
back; that is, facilitators fade their physical presence in order to avoid creating adult 
dependency and interfering with student-to-student social interactions. They do this 
by initially providing support using strategies such as those previously described and 
then fading their support and physical presence once it is clear that social interac
tions between students are spontaneously occurring and students with disabilities 
are independently participating or are receiving adequate support from peers. 

All three components of the social support package are implemented through 
the collaborative efforts of members of the educational team, and regularly sched
uled team meetings can serve as the vehicle for tailoring the intervention to meet 
the needs of individual students and for coordinating team member activities. 

Promote Collaboration and Data-Based Problem Solving 

Learning and other educational resources are organized to meet the needs of all 
students in general education classrooms to provide an effective, quality education 
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for a heterogeneous student body in an in~lusive school. Team pro.cesses are used 
b teachers, principals, and other educat10nal personnel to examme how best to 

0
;ganize people and time to deliver educational services to students and engage 

in data-based problem solving (Ferguson et al., 2005; Hunt et al., 2000; Iano, 2004; 
Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998; Sailor & Roger, 2005). 

The benefits of a collaborative, team-planning approach are significant. Teach-
rs no longer have to face the challenges of meeting the range of student needs 
~resented by an ever changing and diver.se s~udent ~o~ulatio.n alone. In addition, 
collaborative planning and problem solvmg synerg1st1cally rncrease the powers 
and capabilities of all teachers as their diverse ideas are brought together and com
bined" (Iano, 2004, p. 337). The collaborative teaming process at the classroom 
level offers ongoing opportunities for general and special educators and parents 
to share knowledge and skills to generate novel methods for individualizing learn
ing. Collaborative planning meetings and activities might focus on developing and 
implementing individualized academic and social supports for any students in 
inclusive classrooms who need them, creating classroom curricula and activities 
through the combined efforts of general and special educators that incorporate the 
principles of universal design for learning, and designing and implementing a vari
ety of cooperative teaching models that incorporate the expertise and interests of 
each of the general and special educators (Hunt et al., 2003; Snell & Janney, 2005; 
Thousand & Villa, 2000). 

Collaborative teaming activities are informed by both educational process and 
student outcome data. An effective collaborative teaming process requires not only 
a structure for addressing the issues but also a system for monitoring individual 
accountability for agreed-on responsibilities (Nevin, Thousand, Paolucci-Whitcomb, 
& Villa, 1990; Salisbury, Evans, & Palombaro, 1997). Student progress data guide 
the selection of curricula, the design of educational activities, and the allocation of 
educational resources. In addition, student progress data can serve as a powerful 
motivator when it provides evidence that the actions of educators have had a posi
tive effect on student learning and engagement in the learning process (Ainscow et 
al., 2003). 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Although the accumulated evidence suggests that inclusive educational programs 
have a positive effect on students' education and social outcomes, significant expan
sion of inclusive educational programs will require that a number of curriculum, 
instruction, school organization, and policy challenges be addressed. The future 
research agenda on inclusive education must address a number of interrelated com
ponents that affect the immediate and long-term outcomes achieved by students, 
including the following. 

• Developing and validating schoolwide models of inclusive education. 
Although there is general agreement that staff and resources in inclusive educa
tional programs need to be organized in ways that meet the needs of all students 
(Ferguson et al., 2005; Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998; Sailor & Roger, 2005), 
the effect of these structures on the educational and social outcomes for students 
with severe disabilities have not been closely examined. Practitioners also need 
to understand how these structural changes affect the contexts of instruction for 
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students, such as where instruction is delivered, who provides instruction, and 
what instructional formats are used to promote student learning. 

• Restructuring fiscal policies to support expansion of inclusive education. 
Current fiscal policy at both the state and federal levels presents significant chal
lenges to establishing the kind of schoolwide models that can meet the needs of 
all students, including those with severe disabilities. These include 1) regulations 
that govern fiscal accountability, 2) a lack of understanding of what is and is not 
required by the law, and 3) a lack of a cohesive state and federal policy frame
work (McLaughlin & Verstegen, 1998). Not only does the current fiscal policy 
structure limit the ability of practitioners and administrators to use all available 
resources in schools, but some funding models may also create disincentives for 
developing inclusive educational programs and incentivize school districts to 
serve students with the most severe disabilities in separate educational settings. 

• Further development of person-centered educational planning systems that 
align ecological curricular frameworks and academic content standards. 
Practitioners need to examine issues such as whether these planning systems 
have an observable effect on the balance of functional and standards-based goals 
within IEPs, how IEP teams extend academic content standards for students 
who currently do not use symbols to communicate, and the social validity of such 
systems in enhancing students' quality of life (Hunt et al., 2012; Ryndak et al., 
2012). 

• Continited refinement of and research on the effect of universally designed 
curriculum and instruction. The active participation of students with severe 
disabilities in the general education curriculum means that both special and 
general education teachers have access to curriculum materials and teaching 
resources that can be quickly and easily adjusted to the specific learning needs 
of all students in a class. 

• Development and validation of strategies that lead to the generalization of 
knowledge and skills acquired in general education classes to typical per
formance settings. This may include approaches such as integrated computer 
and web-based technologies and service learning. 

• Evaluation of preservice and in-service teacher education models that pre
pare teachers to work in inclusive educational settings. Although a number 
of approaches to preparing teachers to work in inclusive programs have been 
described in the literature (Paul, Epanchin, Rosselli, Duchnowski, & Cranston
Gingras, 2002; Sindelar, Pugach, Griffin, & Seidl, 1995), there has been no com
prehensive evaluation of whether these programs lead to documented improved 
teacher practice or student outcomes. A close examination of the preparation 
practices that result in improved teacher effectiveness in inclusive educational 
programs is warranted given the current political environment and questions 
about the value of preparation for teachers nationally. 

• Conduct longitudinal studies that examine the effect of inclusive education 
on students' quality of life and the unique and combined contribution that 
key programmatic features of inclusive education have on these outcomes. 
Although the available evidence suggests that there is some association between 
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inclusive education and improved postschool outcomes (Ryndak et al., 2012), it 
seems clear that the expansion of these programs in the future will require addi
tional research that assesses their impact on students' quality of life after exiting 
school. 

CONCLUSION 

The expected outcomes of inclusive education are that all students become full 
members of the community and have the educational opportunities necessary to 
realize their dreams and aspirations. The significant progress that has been made in 
achieving these outcomes since the mid-1990s is rooted in the field's commitment to 
social justice, strong advocacy, and research focused on developing and validating 
practical approaches to meeting students' needs. The current challenge is moving 
inclusive education from recommended practice to common practice. 

Inclusive education is and should be about maximizing student learning in all 
areas of life and creating classroom and school environments that promote stu
dents' full acceptance. As practitioners have become more successful in supporting 
students in these settings, it is only logical that they ask whether students can do 
and learn more. These questions should prod them to challenge their conventional 
ways of thinking about curriculum and instruction and to continuously reassess the 
expected outcomes of inclusive education. It is clear that students have exceeded 
what was thought possible in the mid-1990s, and it seems likely that they will con
tinue to exceed expectations if given the opportunity. 

Creating those opportunities, however, necessitates maintaining a continued 
focus on research and development. New methods, strategies, and approaches for 
supporting students in inclusive classrooms that are built on validated practices 
that reflect common values and beliefs need to be vigorously pursued. This chap
ter offered a number of recommendations for how the continued development and 
expansion of inclusive education for students with severe disabilities can be sus
tained. 

Questions for Study and Reflection 

1:~;, ~~~':;;,~;~l:,~~~~~:~i~~8s~'.~7~~'::~~~=r~u~~,~~~ a~~ef~:~:~ 1:~~~ct:~;~~; 
lif~~tructuring to create inclusive schools where all students are valued members. 
Describe the roles of general and special educators, the principal, and families in 
such a school. 

~~i;,t;;({': ,>-~ f2 · :c, What does the research sa~ about the char.acteristics of general education 
~"'.: . .Ill< classrooms that may contribute to educational outcomes and social con
tfigc'tetl:ttess for students with severe disabilities? What are priority questions for 
future research in this area? 

6~· What did IDEA 2004 and NCLB require related to access, student outcomes, 
~;,>,,,Ill and accountability for students with disabilities? How might the emphasis 
;)on ~tahdards-based academic goals and instruction be reconciled with an ecological 
approach to curriculum development with a focus on quality-of-life outcomes? 
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·.•.·4' . What strategies can be used to increase the likelihood that students with 
·····•· .· .· ,. • ... severe disabilities will generalize academic knowledge and skills from 
cTassl'oom instructional contexts to their everyday lives? What social supports and 
facilitation strategies can educational team members put into place to facilitate the 
development of positive peer relationships? 

\.!! .. ~~.· .. • .. ·.~ .. ·.•.'. How do collaborative planning and problem solving by general and special 
•. . . . 11• educators increase the capabilities of all the teachers? 

RESOURCES 

Center for Applied Special Technology http://www.cast.org 

LeadScape http://www. ninsileadscape. org 

Maryland Coalition for Inclusive Education http://www.mcie.org 

The Schoolwide Integrated Framework for Transformation http://swiftschools.org 
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