
8 EDU( ATIONAL LEADERSHIP/FEBRUARY 2007



ronting
eism

t

Negative cultural attitudes toward disability
can undermine opportunities Jor all students

to participate fully in school and society.

Thomas Hehir

W
hen Ricky was bom deaf, his parents were determined
to raise him to function iti the "normal" world. Ricky
learned to read lips and was not taught American Sign
Language. He felt cdmfortable within the secure world
of his family, but when he entered his neighborhood

school, he grew less confident as he struggled to understand what his
classmates seemed to grasp so easily.

Susan, a child with dyslexia, entered kindergarten with curiosity about
the world around her. a lively imagination, and a love of picture books.
Although her school provided her with individual tutoring and other
special education services, it also expected her to read grade-level texts at
the same speed as her nondisabled peers. Susan tell further and further
behind. By 6th grade, she hated school and avoided reading.

These two examples illustrate how scKiety's pervasive negative attitude
about disability—which I term ahki-im—often makes the world un-
welcoming and inaccessible for people with disabilities. An ableist per-
spective asserts thai it is preferable for a child to read print rather than
Braille, walk rather than use a wheelchair, spell independently rather than
use a spell-checker, read written text ratlier than listen to a book on tape,
and hang out with nondisabled kids rather than with other disabled kids.

Certainly, given a huraati-made world designed with the nondi.sabled
in mind, children with disabilities gain an advantage if they can perform
like ibeir nondisabled peers. A physically disabled child who receives the
help he or she needs to walk can move {more easily in a barrier-filled en-
vironment. A child with a mild hearing!loss who has been given the am-
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plification and speech therapy he or she
needs may function well in a regular
classroom.

But ableisl assumptions becom.e dys-
functional when the education and de-
velopment services provided to disabled
children focus on their disability to the
exclusion of all else. From an early age,
many people with disabilities encounter
ibe view that disalMlity is negative and
iragic and that "overcoming'' disability is
the only valued result (Ferguson &r
A.sch, 1989; Rousso, 19841.

In education, considerable evidence
shows that unquestioned ableist as-
sumptions are harming disabled stu-
dents and conLributing to unequal
outcomes (see Allington & McGill-
Franzen, 1989; Lyon et al , 2001).
School Lime devoted to activities that
focus on changing disability may take
away from the time needed to leam aca-
demic material- In addition, academic
deficits may be exacerbated by the in-
grained prejudice against performing ac-
tivities in "different" ways that might be
more efficient for disabled people—

such as reading Braille, using sign lan-
guage, or using text-to-speech software
to read.

The Purpose of Special Education
What should the purpose of special ed-
ucation be? In struggling witb this issue,
we can find guidance in the rich and
varied narratives of people with disabili-
ties and their families. Noteworthy
among these narratives is the work of
Adrienne Asch, a professor of bioethics
at Yeshiva University in New York who
is blind.

In her analysis of stories that adults
with disabilities told about Lheir child-
hood experiences (Ferguson & Asch,
1989), Asch identified common themes
in their parents' and educators' re-
sponses to t-heir disability Some of the
adults responded with excessive con-
cern and sheltering. Others conveyed to
children, through silence or denial, that
nothing was "wrong." For example, one
young woman v îth significant vision
loss related that she was given no alter-
native bui to use her limited vision even

though this restriction caused her signif-
icant academic probletns. Another com-
mon reaction was lo make ill-conceived
attempts lo fix the disability. For exam-
ple, Harilyn Rousso, an accomplished
psychotherapist with cerebral palsy,
recounts.

My mother was quite concerned with the
awkwardness of my walk. Not only did it
periodically cause me lo fall buL it made
me stand out, appear conspicuously dif-
ferent—which she feared would subject
me lo Landless teasing and rejection. To
some extent it did. She made numerous
attempts over the years of my childhood
to have me go to physical therapy and to
practice walking "normally" at home. 1
vehemently refused her efforts. She eould
not understand why I would not walk
straight. (1984, p. 9)

In recalling her own upbringing and
education, Asch describes a more posi-
tive response to disability:

1 give my parents high marks. They did
not deny that I was blind, and did not ask
me to pretend thai everything about my
life Wiis fine. They rarely sheltered. They
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worked to help me behave and look the
way others did wiihoul giving me a sense
ihal 10 be blind—•"diiTerent"—was shame-
ful. Tbey fought for me lo ensure that I
lived as full and rich a life as 1 could. For
them, and consequently for me, my
blindness was a fact, not a tragedy It af-
fected them but did not dominaie their
lives. Nor did it dominaie mine. (Fergu-
son &Asch, 1989, p. 1181

Asch's narrative and others (Biklen,
1992) suggest that we can best frame
the puiposc of special education as min-
linizing the impact ofdisabiUty and maxi-
mizing ihc opporLunitics for students with
disabilities to participate in schooling and
the community. This framework assumes
that most students with disabilities will
be integrated into general education and
educated within their natural conitnu-
nity. It is consistent with the 1997 and
2004 reauthorizations of the Individuals
with Disabiltties Education Act (IDEA),
which requires tbat individualized edu-
cation program (lEP) teams address
how the student will gain access to the

curriculum and how the school will
meet the unique needs thai arise out of
the students disability Finally, this
framework embraces the diverse needs
of students with various disabilities as
well as the indi\adual diversity found
atnong students within each disability
group.

Falling Short of the Goal
Mit^niuzing the unpact ol disability does
not mean making misguided attempts to
"cure" disability bui rather giving stu-
dents ihe supporis, skills, and opportu-
nities needed to live as full a life as
possible with their disability. Maximizing
access requires that school practices rec-
ognize the right of students with disabil-
ities to participate fully in the school
comnnmiiy—noi only in academic
programs, bui also in sports teams,
choruses, clubs, and field trips. A look
at common problems encountered by
students with low-incidence disabilities,
specific learning disabilities, and
emotional disturbances illustrates that
schools still have a long way to go
in fullilling the purpose of special
education.

Students with Low-Incidence
Disahiliiics
In Adrienne Asch's case, minimizing tbe
impact of her blindness meant learning
Braille, developing orientation and mo-
bility skills, and having appropriate ac-
commodations available that gave her
access to education. Asch also points
out that because of New Jersey's enlight-
ened policies at tbe time, she could live
at home and attend her local school, so
she and her family were not required to
dismpt their lives to receive the special-
ized ser\ices she needed.

Unfonunately, many students today
wiih low-incidence disabilities like
blitidness and deafness are not afforded
the opportunities that Asch had in the
early 1950s. Parents sometimes face the

We must give
students the supports
an( i skills they need
to participate
fully at school.

choice of sending their children to a
local school that is ill equipped to meet
their needs or to a restdential school
with specialized services, thus disrupt-
ing normal family life. Parents should
not be. forced to make this Hobson's
choicei Services can be brought to blind
and deaf students in typical comtnunity
settings, and most students can ihrive
in that! environment (Wagner, Black-
orby, Cameto, &r Newman, 1993;
Wagner & Cameto, 2004). It is up to
policymakers to ensure that such services
are available.

Students with Specific
Learning Disabilities
Becatise students identified as having
learning disabilities are such a large and
growing portion of the school popula-
tion, we might expect that ihese stu-
dents would be less likely to be
subjected to ableist practices. The avail-
able evidence, however, contradicts this
assump«ion. Many students with
dyslexia and other specific learning dis-
abilities receive inappropriate instmc-
tion that exacerbates their disabilities.
For example, instead of making taped
books available to these students, many
schools require those taught in regular
classrooms to handle grade-level or
higher t^xt. Other schools do not allow
students to use computers when taking
exams, thus greatly diminishing some
students' ability to produce acceptable
written work.
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The late disabilities advocate Ed
Robens had polio as a child, which left
him dependent on an iron lung. He at-
tended school from home in the 1960s
wiih the assistance of a telephone link.
When it was time for graduation, how-
ever, the school board planned to deny
him a diploma because he had failed to
meet the physical education require-
ment. His parents protested, and Ed
eventually graduated (Shapiro, 1994).

We can hardly imagine this scenario
happening today, given disability law
and improved societal attitudes. Yet sim-
ilar ableist assumptions are ai work
when schools routinely reciuire students
with learning disabilities to read print at
grade level to gain access to the curricu-
lum or to meet proficiency levels on
high-stakes assessments. Assuming that
there is only one "righi" way to learn—
or to walk, talk, paint, read, and v^rite—
is the root of fundamental inequities.

Seriously Emotionally
Disturbed Students
Perhaps no group suffers from negative
attitudes more ihan students who have
been idcnttfied as having serious etno-
tional disturbance (SED)—and no oiber
subpopulation experiences poorer out-
comes. Students with SED drop out of
school at more than double the rate of
nondisabled students. Only 15 percent
pursue higher education, and approxi-
mately 50 percent are taught in segre-
gated settings (U.S. Department of
Education, 2003; Wagner & Cameto.
2004).

For large numbers of students with
serious emotional disturbance, their
lEPs are more likely to include inappro-
priate responses to control the most
common symptom of their disability—
acting-out behavior—than to provide
the accommodations and support the
students need to be successful in educa-
tion. Only 50 percent of students with
SED receive menial health services, only

30 percent receive social work services,
and only 50 percent have behavior
management appropriately addressed in
their lFPs (Wagner & Cameto. 2004).

What do ibese students typically re-
ceive through special education? They
are commonly placed in a special class-
room or school with other students with
similar disabilities (U.S. Depanment of
Education, 2003)—ofien with an un-
certified teacher.

disability. Clearly, to make good deci-
sioris for a 3rd grader who does not read
well, we need to know whether the
problem is related to mental retardation,
dyslexia, attention difficulties, or some
other source. The student with mental
retardaiion may be performing up to his
or her capacity, indicating that the cur-
rent instructional approach is working
well, whereas the student with attention
problems may need targeted accommo-

From an early age, many people with
disabilities encounter the view that
disability is negative and tragic.

Placing such students in separate
classes without specific beha\'ioral sup-
ports, counseling, or an expert teacher is
unlikely to work. Substantial evidence,
indicates, however, that providing these
students with appropriate supports and
mental health services can significantly
reduce disruptive behavior and improve
their learning (Sugai, Sprague, Horner,
<Sr Walker, 2000). Stich suppoits are
most effective when provided within the
context of effective schoolwide discipline
approaches, such as tlie U.S. Department
of Education's Positive Behavioral Inter-
ventions and Supporis program
(www.pbis.org). Schoolwide approaches
also produce safer and better-run schools
for all students.

Guidelines for Special Education
Decision Making
The goal of minitntzing the impact of
disability and m;iximizing opportunities
to participate suggests several guidelines
for serving students with disabilities.

Recognize that diagnosis is important.
To minimize the impact of disability,
parents and educators need a clear under-
standing of the nature of the student's

dations or carefully prescribed medica-
tion. The student with dyslexia may
need a highly structured reading pro-
gram provided by a teacher with spe-
cialized training.

Another example of the importance of
careful diagnosis is the case of two
vision-impaired students who are learn-
ing to read and have the same visual
acuity level. Although both are func-
tioning well at present vnth the suppori
of large-prini texts, one student's vision
itnpatrmeni is progressive. Detailed
knowledge of the disability would guide
the school in deciding that this student
also needs to leam Braille lo ensure his
or her success in the future.

Considet family capacity and desires.
Good instixiciional decisions should
take into account family capacity and
desires. For example, the mother of an
adolescent Vinth Down syndrome, dis-
cussing her son's high school program,
told me,

I don't want the school wasting his time
leaching him to cook or do latmdry, I can
teach him that! A.s a matter of fad, he is
already a pretty good cook. I warn him in
band class.
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Although learning independent living
skills is imponant for many students,
particularly those with mental retarda-
tion, learning to cook would be a waste
of precious instructional time for this
high schooler. His family was already
doing a great job of minimizing the im-
pact of his disability in this area.

Involve students with disabilities in
education decisions when appropriate.
Students themselves play a crucial role
in achieving better results. By involving
students in decisions about iheir own
education, we can gain important in-
sights about the way they leam best,
encourage them to take responsibility
for their own education, and teach
them lo advocate for themselves as they
move into higher education and em-
ployment. A focus on self-detennina-
tion also helps students integrate their
disability into their self-image in a natu-
ral, positive way (Ruosso, t984). Self-
determination is the opposite of the
paternalism that has plagued the lives

of so many people with disabilities.
Jorgenson (1997) pro\ades practical

suggestions about how to build self-
determination, including invoMng stu-
dents in important decisions regarding
their education; transitioning students
ages 18-21, particularly those not going
on to postsecondaiy education, out of
school settings to work and other typi-
cal adult settings; and integrating
transition planning for students with
disabilities into an inclusive process that
helps students plan for their futures.

Encourage students to develop and
use skills and modes of expression
that are most effective for them.
Parents and educators naturally want
children to have the ability to perform in
a typical manner. But if instructiorial
programs locus too much on this preler-
ence, many students with disabilities will
miss education opportunities as schools
disregard their more effective, disability-
specific modes of learning and expres-
sion. Of course, deaf students who can

read lips have a competitive advantage in
a hearing world. However, research has
long shown that mosl deaf children do
not develop elaborate language through
oral methods alone (Stucktess & Birch,
1966). Paradoxically, a deaf child who
has developed language skills through
learning American Sign Language from
birth (or, more recently, through
cochlear implants) may actually read lips
better because he or she has developed a
larger vocabulary.

Keep integration into the general
education environment the priority.
IDEA'S requirement that all students be
educated in the least restrictive environ-
ment has resulted in significant positive
change for students with disabilities. Re-
search has shown ihat including stu-
dents with disabilities in the general
education environment improves aca-
demic achievement (Wagner et al.,
1993). Inclusion also plays a central role
in the integration of disabled people
into all aspects of society, both by giving
students the education they need to
compete and by demonstrating to
nondisabled students that disability is a
natural aspect of life. For most students
with disabilities, integration into regular
classes with appropriate accommoda-
tions and support should be the norm.

Promote high standards.
The most damaging ahleist assumption
is the belief that people with disabilities
arenqt intellectually capable. Therefore,
although performance on a high-stakes
test should not be the only means
through which students wiih disabilities
can demonstrate what they know and
are able to do, ihe requirement to include
students with disabilities in siandards-
basedTeform holds promise. Many in
the disability community hope that this
requiiiement will counter tbe low expec-
tation^ that have plagued students with
disabilities in the past.
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To improve ihe likelihood that stu-
dents with disabilities will be successful
on high-stakes tests, schools should
provide early intervention for those ex-
periencing academic or behavioral diffi-
culties, give all students access to the
regular curriculum whenever possible,
and carefully choose accommodations
in both instruction and assessment so
that these accommodations minimize
the effects of the disability

Employ concepts of universal design.
The principle of universal design first
penained to architecture; it called for
public buildings to be designed so that
people with disabilities would be able to
use them, Buildings designed with this
principle in mind, for example, would
include ramps, automatic door opening
devices, and fire alarm systems with
lights activated for the deaf. Universal
design allows for access without extra-
ordinary means and is based on the
assumption that disabled people are
numerous and should be able to lead
regular lives.

This principle has recently been ap-
plied to schooling and shows tremen-
dous promise in minimizing the impact
oi disability and translorniing the cur-
riculum for ail students. For example.
Rose anti Meyer (2002) have developed
new mulunifdia curriculum materials
that enable all kinds of students to gain
access to information: students with
physical disabilittes can turn pages with
the touch ol a key, students with visual
disabilities can expand the size of the
print; students with learning disabilities
cati have words that ihey eannoi decode
read aloud to thetn.

Getting Past Ableism
The U.S, education system has made
major strides m improving education
opponunities for students wiih dtsabili-
ties. More i.)l these students are finishing
high schtiol than ever, and record

The requirement to
include students
with disabilities in
standards-based
reform holds promise.

bers are moving on to employment and
higher education (Wagner & Cameio,
2004). Much of this itnprovement has
taken place because of the work of
school leaders throughout the United
States.

To continue and expand this
progress, however, educators must rec-
ognize and challenge ihe ableist as-
sumptions that still permeate the culture
and guide much special education prac-
tice. Students with disabilities need
carefully constructed, individual in-
structional programs that recognize the
effects of their disability while creating
opportunities for them to learn and fully
panicipate in school and society S!
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Ptirerits, educators, and indusive ediicalion.
Philadelphia: Tempk* University Press.

Ferguson, R M., & Asch, A. (1989). Lessons
from life: Personal and parental perspec-
lives on school, childhood, and disability.
In D. Biklen, D. Ferguson, &r A. Ford
(Eds ), 5c'lioolIH^ and di'iahilitv: Eighty-
d^hth ytwhoob o) ihv NiUional Society for
the Study of Eduaidon: Pan il (pp.
108-141). Chicago: University ol Chicago
Press,

Jorgenson, C, (1997). RcsDvcturinghigh
Sihools (or ali students: Taking Indusion to
the next kvei. Baltimore: Paul Brooks,

Lyon, G. R.. rictclier,J. M,, Shaywiiz, S. E.,
Shaywitz, B, A., Torgensoii.J, K., Wood,
R B,, et al. (2001), Rethinking learning
disabilities. In C, E. Finn, A, J. Rothcr-

man, &r C. R, Hokanson (Eds.), Rethinking
special education for a new century (pp,
259-287). Washington. DC: Thomas B.
Fordham Foundation and Progressive
Policy Institute.

Rose, D. H,, & Meyer. A, (2002), Tctiching
every student in the digital age: Universal de-
sign for learning. Alexandria. VA: ASCD,

Rousso, H. (1984). Fostering healthy self es-
teem: Part one. Exceptional Parent, 14(8),
9-14.

Shapiro,J, P (1994), Nopity: People with dis-
ahilities Jorgitig a new civil tights movement.
New York: Random House.

Siuckless. R. E,, &r Birch, J. W (1966). The
influence of early manual communication
on the linguistic development of deal'
children. Ametican Annals ofthe Deaf,
JJK2/3), 71-79.

Sugai, G., Sprague, J. R., Homer, R. H., &
Walker. H. M, (2000), Preventing school
violence: The use of office discipline refer-
rals to assess and monitor school-wide
discipline interventions. Jnumui of Emo-
tional and Bi'fitivitiral Disorder; 8, 94-101.

U-S. Department of Education. (2003). To
assure the free and appropriate public educa-
tion of all children with disahilities. Wash-
ington, DC: Author

Wagner, M., Blackorby. J., Cameto, R.. &"
Newman, L (1993), What makes a differ-
ence? influences of postschooi outcomes of
vouth with disabilities (Report from the Na-
tional Longitudinal Transition Study of
Special Education Sutdcnts). Washington.
DC: U,S. Department of Education.

Wagner, M., & Cameto. R. (2004), Vie char-
acteristics, experiences, and outcomes of
youth with emotional disturbances (NLTS2
Data Brief Vol. 3, No. 2), Available: vvww
.ncset.org/publications/defauli .asp#nlts2

Editor's note: This article was adapted
with permission Irom Thomas Hehir's
book New Directions in Special Education:
Eliminating Ableism in Policy and Practice
(Cambridge, MA: Kan-ard Education
Press, 2005), pp, 13-64. All tights re-
served. For more information, please
visit www.harvardeducationpress.org,

Thomas Hehir is Professor of Practice
and Director of the School Leadership
Program, Harvard Graduate School of
Education, Cambridge, Massachusetts;
617-496-8535; thomas_hehir@gse
harvard, edu.

1 4 l - J H i l .Al H ' \ . \ l t - l . -Mi l K S I I i r / r i H R t i A K V 2 0 0 7






