
School staff have not examined 
their beliefs and values related 
to students with disabilities and 
their ability to design and deliver 
supports to ensure that students 
with and without disabilities are 
educated together.

Students with disabilities are 
seen as belonging primarily to 
special education teachers. 
Students without disabilities 
are seen as general education 
students.

Students with disabilities 
and those at risk are 
 explicitly or implicitly 
tracked and must earn their  
way out of the lowest track.

Students’ struggles are seen as a 
problem with the individual rather 
than a problem with instruction.

Only students with IEPs receive  
accommodations and modifications.

Students with disabilities receive 
homework help or alternative 
 assignments in segregated 
 settings for part of the day.

Build the belief among school 
teams that every student has value 

as an individual and is worthy of 
time, attention, and membership in 

every opportunity schools and society 
have to offer.

See students with 
disabilities as general 

education students. 
Provide all students access 

to specialist-designed 
strategies. Ensure all students 

belong to all faculty.

Do not assign any student to 
a “track”; deliver instruction to 

students with disabilities in the 
general education classroom.

Ensure every student receives 
quality core instruction every day.  

When students don’t respond to 
instruction, consider changes to the 

instruction itself.

Provide every student with access to 
accommodations and modifications  
when these are needed.

Supply students who need support 
with evidence-based interventions that 

support the skill and help them achieve 
meaningful growth.

Changing the Cul ture

The Challenges The SOLUTIONS
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Changing Placement and Service Delivery Models

The Challenges The SOLUTIONS

Existing institutional factors direct 
placement of students with dis-
abilities into separate schools, 
disability-specific cluster programs, 
and designated special education 
or resource classrooms. 

The capacity of a system predicts 
student participation in general 
education. If a school does not 
have sufficient capacity, stu-
dents with IEPs spend less time 
in general education classes. 

Service frequency and inten-
sity are determined based on 
the severity of the student’s 
disability. More severe dis-
ability categories warrant 
more frequent and intense services.

Supports do not vary. The same 
amount of support is provided 
across the year, across learning 
environments, and across assign-
ment types. 

The amount of service a student gets 
remains the same from year to year, 
because it is based on norms for the 
school or the student’s diagnosis.

Determine placement after outcomes 
are set and by asking whether any 

time in a more restrictive environment 
is necessary to achieve each outcome.

Individualize each place-
ment decision based on 

needs, not diagnosis. This 
produces natural variation 

in service frequency and 
intensity. 

Determine the frequency and 
intensity of service based on how 

much support the adults in 
the general education setting 
require in order to deliver 

 effective interventions and 
ensure success on outcomes. 

Use an infused skills grid in IEP 
team settings to carefully consider 

the extent to which any student 
with a disability needs to be removed 

from the general education classroom. 
Have teams examine the general 

curriculum for opportunities to deliver 
interventions and teach targeted skills. 

Vary the amount of support each student 
and the general education teachers 

receive—from year to year and within the 
year—based on the current needs of the  

student. Do not allow any student to spend all 
year “in the resource room” just because there  

is a place in the schedule for this assignment.
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Changing Roles and Expectations

The Challenges The SOLUTIONS

Separate special and general educa-
tion departments subdivide human 
and fiscal resources.

Team members’ roles in sup-
porting students with dis-
abilities are not clear, causing 
misunderstandings and 
creating overlap and gaps in 
instruction and services.

Traditional role divisions 
leave staff unprepared  
to take on the new roles  
and responsibilities of  
schoolwide inclusive practice. 

Redefine the roles and responsibi- 
lities of general education teachers, 

special education teachers, and  
paraprofessionals so that all share  

responsibility for instruction, assessment, 
communication, leadership, 
and record keeping.

Devote time to whole-
school exploration, 

consensus, and ownership 
of the redefined instructional 

and related services roles. 

Provide common plan-
ning time, comprehensive 

professional learning, and 
an accountability system that 

includes all members of the 
education team.
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Changing the Team Dynamic

The Challenges The SOLUTIONS

Students with disabilities receive 
instruction within a general educa-
tion setting but through a restrictive 
service delivery model. 

The school relies on one-on-one 
paraprofessional support to help 
students participate.

Special education teachers in 
“inclusive” classrooms are 
relegated to an assistant 
role, with general  
education teachers  
responsible for most 
instruction, communication  
with families, and student  
assessment and grading. 

Interventions and supports focus 
on task completion.

Have classroom teachers use service 
delivery models that include group 

support along with individual support 
to realize benefits for all students, with 

and without disabilities.

Have paraprofessionals 
promote the natural support 

of classmates to provide 
opportunities for students to 

grow academically.

Use a “zone defense” frame- 
work to ensure support is 

provided to any student who 
needs it. Employ a variety 
of co-teaching models to 
build capacity in all teach-

ers and limit interventions 
that remove students from 

general education classroom.

Focus interventions and supports 
on the skills students need to 

develop.

Instruction is fragmented and piece-
meal. The gradual release of respon-
sibility model is not implemented 
regularly.  

Design learning for all students using 
the gradual release of responsibility 
model. Vary the order of the phases  
to ensure that learning expectations 
are met.
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Changing the Approach to Student Aspirations

The Challenges The SOLUTIONS

Not all students within a school have 
access to all educational and extracur-
ricular activities and opportunities.

Although well intentioned, teach-
ers tend to be dream crushers—
too ready to encourage students 
and families to think smaller and 
“face reality.” 

Students’ IEP goals are limited 
to a single calendar year, 
focus on the immediate needs 
of students in particular 
environments, and do not 
address generalization or  
encourage students and 
their families to dream big.

Transition plans are required and 
developed only for students with IEPs, 
and only after these students turn 16. 

IEPs are drafted and almost complete 
before families and students are invited 
to contribute.

IEPs do not provide sufficient detail 
and a progression of goal attainment 
that educators and students can use 
on a daily basis. 

Conduct an equity audit to identify 
gaps in opportunities and services. 

Create a school improvement design 
team that reflects diversity of thought, 

ability, and experience to analyze the data 
and develop an action plan addressing 

changes in processes and 
procedures.

Train all members of the 
education team to function 

as dream managers, not 
dream crushers.

Treat IEPs as living documents 
that require revisions as con-

texts, courses, dreams, and needs 
change. Use person-centered plan-

ning to develop action plans 
to help students pursue and 
achieve their dreams.

Begin transition planning for all 
students when they enter the 

school system. Treat aspirational 
planning as part of the general 

curriculum, aligning learning with 
individual aspirations. Document and 

track transition planning along with 
quarterly grades.

Use student profiles, developed annually 
in partnership with families, to capture 

successes, continuing challenges, and 
other relevant information.

Use goal attainment scales provide teachers 
and students with reliable ways to measure 

progress.
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