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I undertake here a critical analysis of the inclusion debate in special education and the potential of individualized placement and program design for enabling special needs students to excel.  By "inclusion," I mean the modification of general education to accommodate students with learning and other disabilities.  By “individualized placement and program design,” I mean a transformation of general education such that all students are placed in courses based on their individual learning needs, not their chronological grade level.  As a convenient framework for this discussion, I respond to two articles on the inclusion debate, "Responses to Questions Teachers and Administrators Frequently Ask About Inclusive School Programs" (James McLeskey and Nancy L. Waldron, Phi Delta Kappan, October 1996) and "Sometimes Separate Is Better" (Douglas Fuchs and Lynn S. Fuchs Educational Leadership, December 1994/January 1995).
I. INTRODUCTION
McLeskey and Waldron argue that inclusion programs, because they fundamentally involve collaboration between special and general educators, are unlikely to succeed unless program planning and implementation are driven by the staff involved. When this condition is met, the inherent advantages of inclusion are actualized, especially: (1) disabled students benefit from interacting with more academically successful peer models, and (2) all students benefit from more individualized conditions of instruction.
The authors grant that some of the student population—especially highly aggressive and other seriously emotionally handicapped youngsters—cannot be adequately served in inclusion programs. Since the advantages of inclusion do not cease to operate in such cases, the reason must be the negative impact of such students on their non-disabled (typical) peers, and/or parental concerns about such impact. Although the authors do not state this reason explicitly, it is consistent with their stated view that even in such extreme cases, separate placement should be regarded as temporary.
In summary, McLeskey and Waldron believe that inclusion would serve the vast majority of disabled as well as typical students better than existing arrangements, but that successful inclusion programs can only be established through a collaborative, staff-driven process. Given such a process, full inclusion would be ideal, but is not currently feasible.
Presenting a different theory of inclusion, Fuchs and Fuchs argue that self-contained special education programs have positive advantages for some students and that full inclusion is undesirable in principle. Citing the examples of successful historically black colleges and single sex schools, these authors argue that populations with special needs can sometimes be better served in separate environments expressly designed to serve those needs.
This argument has intuitive appeal, but it does not answer the objection that separate placement deprives disabled students of more academically successful peer models and puts them at greater risk of learning dysfunctional attitudes and behaviors from one another, an objection raised by McLeskey and Waldron.  Fuchs and Fuchs do not identify mechanisms of empowering peer interaction in self-contained special education programs that could offset such negative effects.
II. SEPARATE PLACEMENT AND EMPOWERMENT
There is an empowering mechanism likely to operate in homogeneous educational settings separate from the mainstream. In a learning group that is homogeneous with respect to skill level, all students may be more likely to feel they have something to contribute to the group.   By contrast, disabled students may be more likely to feel inferior and may participate less in a group with students whom they perceive as significantly more capable than themselves. Similar social mechanisms presumably operate where people have been historically disempowered by racial, gender, or other prejudice, and may help account for whatever success black colleges and girls' schools have achieved.
I have observed what appear to be empowering mechanisms of this sort in the classroom and believe this is a promising topic for systematic research.  My colleague at the Institute for Collaborative Education, math teacher Rob Weiman, forms academically homogeneous cooperative learning groups using quiz scores.  I have observed uniformly high levels of participation in his learning groups, and he achieves unusually good academic outcomes with special needs students, which may be due in large part to empowering peer interaction.

I find it an unfortunate omission that neither article under consideration here discusses such mechanisms of empowerment that apparently prevail in academically homogenous groups.  McLeskey and Waldron neglect the question altogether, arguing that self-contained classrooms are not academically homogeneous given the multiple grade levels often found in special education reading classes. This only confuses the discussion since the authors themselves do not find opportunities for positive peer modeling in such heterogeneity, which is the larger context of the inclusion debate.  Indeed, they immediately return to emphasizing the lack of such models, which underscores the greater homogeneity of self-contained relative to general education classes.
I believe it is necessary to question McLeskey and Waldron's assumption that low achieving students (by conventional standards) are less capable of modeling academic success for one another than typical students. Implicit in this assumption is a conventional definition of academic success that the authors themselves criticize elsewhere in their article:
There is no doubt that if teachers believe that all students must achieve the same level of mastery of the same curricular material at the same age, inclusive programs are destined to fail. (p. 154)
Although arguing that inclusion programs must be evaluated using new and more relevant criteria of academic achievement, McLeskey and Waldron do not apply such criteria themselves when evaluating self-contained special education programs. As a result of this double standard, they inadvertently overstate and overgeneralize the benefits that can be expected from inclusion, which will eventually contribute to the very disillusionment these authors are working to avert.
Recognizing and researching the unique mechanisms of empowerment that operate in homogenous educational settings can help answer one of the major questions raised but not adequately answered by the inclusion debate: which specific students are most likely to benefit from inclusion?  Such research could be used to design personality tests that simulate academically heterogeneous vs. homogeneous peer interaction scenarios, as a basis for predicting success in inclusion vs. self-contained special education programs. Since both theoretical camps under consideration here recognize that placement options for specific students must be assessed with reference to the students' own individual characteristics, both camps should welcome such educational research.
III. ACADEMIC STANDARDS
There appears to be a consensus among all participants in the inclusion debate that many students currently in separate placements could be educated more effectively in inclusion programs. The influx of such students will require general educators to rethink the meaning of academic standards, as McLeskey and Waldron suggest in the sentence quoted above. Fuchs and Fuchs have a similar critique of general education in its present form, contrasting its "one-size-fits-all" approach with the individualized approach of special education, including "evaluation systems that track student progress" (p. 24).
To illustrate how special needs can be accommodated in the general education classroom without labeling students, McLeskey and Waldron give the example of all students in a class being given the option of hearing a test read aloud to them in a separate location before taking it. Many such innovations can no doubt be profitably implemented. This example does not raise deep questions of academic competence, however, and thus avoids the larger problem of maintaining high academic standards in the more heterogeneous school population that inclusion will create.
As an illustration of this larger problem, consider the implications of giving all students the option of using a calculator on minimum competency math tests. If students will earn the same academic credit for taking the test with or without a calculator, the majority will certainly choose to use calculators. This will lower the minimum level of competence required by the test, and undermine the test's ability to discriminate levels of competence.
To be sure, this problem already exists to some extent with New York's Regents Competency Test, since some special education students already have the option of using calculators. While the problem is not unique to inclusion, giving all students the same options that some special education students currently have will certainly lower academic standards in general education. This would defeat what McLeskey and Waldron consider one of the main purposes of inclusion: challenging special education students with the higher academic standards that currently prevail in general education.
How then, can general education be reformed in order to accommodate disabled students without lowering academic standards? If it is true that more empowering peer interaction and more egalitarian participation occur in academically homogeneous than in heterogeneous learning groups, as I have argued above, then this principle can and should be applied in general education. I would argue that students should be grouped into courses on the basis of their academic skill levels in the various subject areas, not on the basis of age.
In this kind of system, college-type individualized programming would enable each student to move at his or her own pace through the core requirements of the curriculum. Some students may complete the core high school curriculum with honors in as few as two years, and could then be given the option of early graduation or advanced placement electives. Other students may take six years or longer to achieve minimum mastery of the same core curriculum, and their hard work and persistence should be applauded. While accommodating such individual differences, this kind of system would ideally group any given student at any given time with his or her academic equals in a given subject area. This is one response to an important question raised but not answered by the inclusion debate: how can high and uniform academic standards be maintained for a mixed population of disabled, typical, and gifted students?

IV. SUMMARY

In this paper, I discussed some of the advantages that McLeskey and Waldron attribute to inclusion. I identified a specific mechanism of empowering peer interaction that might help explain the success of some self contained special education programs noted by Fuchs and Fuchs. I argued that a better understanding of this mechanism might facilitate placement decisions on the basis of students' individual differences. I then examined the question of academic standards raised but not answered by the inclusion debate. Finally, I suggested that the same principle of academic homogeneity that helped explain the success of self contained programs could be used to design inclusive programs capable of maintaining high academic standards.
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