Voices for Educational Equity

Volume 21, Number 2, December 2025
ISSN 2771-8328

“Special Education Re-examined”

CENTER FOR SUCCESS FOR
HIGH NEED SCHOOLS

Where leading educators partner and collaborate to advance teaching and
learning for all children.

www. centerdsuccess.com

Pressures that have threatened to overwhelm schools in recent years, exacerbated during the recent
pandemic, have manifested themselves most, perhaps, in special education. A combination of in-
adequate special education teacher preparation to address the range of disorders children present
and the growing numbers of children with social, emotional, and learning disorders has produced
either a current crisis or a crisis in the making depending on one’s view. Special education licens-
ing criteria that in some states are as minimal as four courses leave these teachers underprepared
to provide adequate services for this growing number of students.

This under preparation is especially acute from the viewpoint that many students have both edu-
cational and psychological needs that should be treated simultaneously for special education to be
effective. Moreover, many of these students suffer from traumas that require the attention of ther-
apists, suggesting the need for close relationships between schools and the therapy profession that
for the most part do not exist. In the context of the gaping national teacher shortage, the long-time
shortage of special educators truly constitutes a crisis in the present context.

In addition to providing adequate preparation for special educators, teacher education programs
should prepare general education teachers to provide a certain level of services to children with
special needs. MTSS (multi-tiered school services) requirements in IEPs (individual educational
plans) call for significant integration within three tiers of often hybrid services involving both
special educators and general education teachers. MTSS is designed to meet special needs of
students with disabilities in a comprehensive fashion.


http://www.center4success.com/

With the above call for action in mind, Voices for Educational Equity posed the following ques-
tions to help guide those who prepare submissions to further understanding and effective responses
to needs in special education:

1.

What research findings shed light on the scope of the special education crisis, especially
on the numbers of students and their disorders that require special education services, the
services that are most in need, and the numbers of additional special education teachers
required to address these needs?

What model curricula, programs, and best practices exist that might help guide a meaning-
ful reform of special and general education teacher preparation and professional practice?

What would an ideal teacher education curriculum look like to prepare all teachers to con-
tribute meaningfully in meeting MTSS requirements? How would it ideally be imbedded
into the total teacher preparation curriculum?

How might schools improve/expand cooperation with parents and providers of therapy ser-
vices in meeting the needs of students?

Voices for Educational Equity is the online scholarly journal of the Center for Success in High
Need Schools posted on the Center website https://www.center4success.com/. Voices articles,
opinion columns, and book and media reviews reflect contemporary educational priorities, includ-
ing growing societal concerns about impacts of inequity. Voices highlights scholarly research and
innovative educator ideas and practices regarding emerging as well as persistent longtime issues
and invites the perspectives of all stakeholders to promote a productive dialogue. Unsolicited
scholarly articles will be reviewed by scholar referees in the article subject field.
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With this issue Voices inaugurates the inclusion of articles on any subject in special “Beyond the
Theme” and “Book and Resource Reviews” sections in order to provide authors a timely publica-
tion outlet for work on any topic they may have completed.

The Center is a 501 ( ¢ ) 3 non-profit led and run by dedicated volunteers. We are especially
grateful to our individual donors and our generous corporate and foundation sponsors who
support this journal, the Center partnerships and task forces, and Junior Senior Scholars:

o StateFarm-

Schmidgall Family Foundation
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Please consider a DONATION to advance the continued efforts of the Center
to extend the breadth and depth of our reach to mentor, support, and assure
equal access & opportunities for all students and to provide high need
schools with the highest quality teachers. Scan to pay
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Volume 21, Number 2, “Special Education Re-Examined ”
Publishers Column
By Jan Fitzsimmons, Ph.D.

In this issue of Voices, we take up Special Education, a topic in education that is near and dear to
my heart as it is where my professional career in education began.

For over 200 years families in this country struggled without adequate care for their children who
didn’t fit the norm. It was in the 1930’s that family advocacy groups began to form and push for
a quality education for their children, but it wasn’t until the 1950’s that lobbyists joined those
families and pushed for special training for teachers. It wasn’t until the 1960’s that laws were
passed granting funds for special education. Finally, in the 1970°s multiple landmark cases gave
states the responsibility for providing resources and schooling to students in need these services.
It was also in the 1970’s that I began my preparation to teach and started on my journey to learn
about special needs and assets and how to use them to facilitate student growth.

I didn’t realize how great the need was until I received my first invitation to interview for a job. I
was student teaching in elementary education and scheduled to student teach in special education
in the following semester when I accepted my first interview. Little did I know they would offer
me the job that day before I had even student taught in special education. Off I went to a school
district where I would teach in two buildings with a case load of 40 children, 20 at each school. It
would be a resource position where I pulled students with multiple labels from classrooms and
worked with them 1-1 or in small groups. On my first day, they gave me a pile of catalogs and
said to order whatever I thought I would need. Since I had just graduated on Friday and it was
Monday, I remember thinking, “do they know I just graduated---1 didn’t know anything about the
students or their needs, but I did know I would be at a K-5 building in the morning and a K-8
building in the afternoon.” Ignorance is bliss—I ordered materials based on the experiences I had
in a self-contained special education classroom and the few days my mentor had set up for me to
spend in a resource classroom---these experiences were my saving grace!

How different is the field today? We’ll explore that in this issue of Voices. What we can say with
certainty is that there continues to be a shortage of teachers in special education and once hired we
struggle to keep those teachers. Is that the result of burdensome rules and regulations that require
more and more paperwork? Increased trauma due to challenges in caring for our children ampli-
fied by the pandemic, threats of ICE and just every day family struggles with finances and daily
life?

In this issue we examine special education from multiple perspectives looking at the essence of
special education, special education teacher recruitment and retention, preparation to teach chil-
dren with special needs and assets, parent perspectives, as well as the back-and-forth efforts to
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dismantle the U.S. Department of Education where funding and federal laws have worked to es-
tablish high quality care and education for all children in this nation, and where the impact on the
well-being of our children is at risk.

Teri Marx’s article leads the way asking how far have we really come? And how much farther do
we have to go to truly realize the vision of special education intentionally designed for success
guaranteeing individualized support alongside peers to the greatest extent possible in a truly free
and appropriate public education. In this article, Marx examines the challenges and the possibili-
ties for achieving the essence of what we understand to be the best in special education. With quiet
optimism she hopes for the best for each and every child.

Vaughn, Passi, and Super add to the conversation about the fidelity of special education, reminding
all of the current uncertainty of the US Department of Education and the shadows its uncertainty
casts. They advocate for clarity in defining the field and transformation through asset-based think-
ing and authentic partnerships with family and students.

Braun, Weisling, and Barcus examine the relationship of general education teachers (GET’s) and
special education teachers (SET’s). They argue that while GET’s and SET’s share responsibility
for the education of students with IEP’s, GET’s often do not have the training to effectively col-
laborate nor do they see their students with IEP’s as their responsibility. For their part, SET’s often
feel they are treated as mere assistants, not as co-teachers with GET’s. In the final analysis, argue
the authors, students are the losers because they aren’t able to benefit from well-designed collab-
orative plans.

Downard, too, reflects on the shortage of special education teachers compounded by increasing
needs for special education teachers especially in the area of emotional-behavioral support. Down-
ard argues that this increased need places stress on general education teachers, as well as special
educators. She suggests a framework for preparing teachers to learn how to manage emotions and
deal effectively with mental health in the classroom citing Maslow and his premise that if teachers
do not meet the basic needs of their students, they will not be able to meet their academic needs.

Wise follows Downard with a focus on families rather than teachers offering another voice sharing
strategies for families with children on the autism spectrum from a parent perspective. While the
audience for this article is families, the message like that of Downard is one focusing similarly on
the importance of building connection and emotional security with children. This article offers
learning resources that both parents and teachers may find valuable.

Just as Wise listened to parents, Scholma shares a story about listening to paraprofessionals and
building a partnership offering a unique alternative path to degree completion, licensure, and teach-
ing in special education. After surveying paraprofessionals and learning about the fears and chal-
lenges paraprofessionals faced in returning to college and completing a degree and licensure,
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Bloom was developed. Bloom is a program that addresses concerns about the ability to pay for
college, the time it takes to attend college courses, a long disconnect from college course taking,
and childcare.

Rabadi’s article focuses on the possibilities digital platforms provide in special education. These
new platforms afford students and teachers alternative modes of learning that are better aligned
with students’ cognitive, emotional, and physical needs. Yet in Palestine and in other under-re-
sourced communities around the world, these possibilities are challenged and complicated by lack
of resources and systemic inequities including inadequate teacher preparation and misunderstand-
ing of disabilities in and of themselves.

Falcone takes on a sub-group of special education students, adopted children. She makes a case
for understanding the neurophysiological trauma of children from being separated from their birth
mother. Teachers especially, writes Falcone, must understand the trauma that adopted children
have experienced and they must be prepared to address it in trauma sensitive ways in order to
support each child and their learning. Falcone argues that teachers need to understand and manage
their own social and emotional regulation in order to be effective with children who have experi-
enced trauma.

As we conclude this special education themed issue of Voices, Dieter and Byrdak review Reima-
gining Special Education: Using Inclusion as a Framework to Build Equity and Support All Stu-
dents by Jenna Mancini Rufo and Julie Causton. The reviewers draw attention to the authors call
for a reset in Special Education that begins with self-reflection and conversations with colleagues.
Perhaps this book might serve as a text for questioning what we do and don’t do or might do or
could do in Re-Examining Special Education in 2025 and charting its course for 2026 and beyond!

Voices launches a new feature to its format with Volume 21, Number 2, that invites both articles
that fit the theme of Re-Examining Special Education and articles that are substantively timely in
education. We launch this new feature of Voices with an article from O’Donnell and Trinidad,
who share a rare partnership created among Universidad Gerardo Barrios (UGB) in El Salvador
and Southern Illinois University Edwardsville. This partnership began during the Pandemic. Sal-
vadorian English teachers needed clinical hours and students in St. Louis and southern Illinois
needed supportive remote instruction in Spanish. Could disparate problems like these create a
WIN WIN? The answer is “Yes,” and in addition to establishing a mutually beneficial language-
learning exchange between multi-age students in two very different countries, they also cultivated
an unforeseen depth of cultural understanding.

Jan Fitzsimmons is president of the Center for Success and Publisher of Voices foe Educational Equity.
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IDEA at 50: A Civil Rights Promise at a Crossroads
By Teri A. Marx
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Teri Marx, Ph.D., brings over fifteen years of experience in public education, particularly in urban
and Title I settings. She is recognized nationally as an expert in MTSS, special education and the
IEP, and building inclusive preK-12 educational systems. She has over fifty combined publications
and presentations on topics including data-based individualization/intensive intervention, equita-
ble design and delivery of specially designed instruction, and family engagement. She is the proud
stepparent of two neurodivergent young adults. Educated in Illinois through her bachelor’s degree
from North Central College, Teri earned her Ph.D. in special education from the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas. Dr. Marx currently serves on the Board of Directors for the Center for Success
for High Need Schools. She can be reached at teri.marx@placellc.org.

Abstract

Fifty years after the passage of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the United
States stands at a crossroads between progress achieved and promises still unrealized. Rooted in
the civil rights movement, IDEA guarantees that students with disabilities have the right to a free
appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE). Yet today, the
system faces mounting strain from chronic underfunding, persistent staffing shortages, and in-
creasingly complex student needs. The Supreme Court’s decision in Endrew F. v. Douglas County
School District (2017) reaffirmed that compliance alone is insufficient; students deserve ambi-
tious, individualized programs that yield meaningful progress. Across the country, districts are
meeting this challenge through technology integration, interdisciplinary collaboration, and inno-
vative staffing models that expand capacity and equity. The next fifty years of IDEA depend on
scaling these solutions and transforming systems that center students and focus on progress, inde-
pendence, and participation for every learner.

Keywords: special education, civil rights, IDEA, Endrew F.

Education is a Civil Right

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973, and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) are three interrelated federal laws that protect
the rights of the approximately 20% of our nation’s population with disabilities. These three laws
share a unified belief: individuals with disabilities have the right to equal opportunity, access, and
participation in all aspects of public life. IDEA extends additional protections to eligible students
with disabilities attending public (and public charter) schools, ensuring they receive a free appro-
priate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment or LRE (i.e., alongside general
education peers). Originally passed in 1975 as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act
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(PL 94-142), the law signaled a profound shift in the nation’s mindset: access to education is not
a privilege, but a right. Prior to the passage of PL 94-142, more than 1.8 million children with
disabilities were entirely excluded from public schools, and another 3.5 million received inade-
quate services, typically in segregated settings away from their peers (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2024).

With roots in the broader civil rights movement of the 1960s and early 1970s, IDEA set the prec-
edent that children with disabilities are entitled to an individualized education program (IEP) that
meets their unique needs and ensures their access to and progress in regular education. The law
also stipulates that parents have the right to participate in decisions about their child’s education
and that public agencies must provide procedural safeguards to protect those rights. FAPE, LRE,
and the IEP are the essential tenets of IDEA and, consequentially, special education. As educators,
we must—in collaboration with the students and families we serve—develop an IEP that is appro-
priate for the student and that sets them up for post-school success. Notably, in the preamble to
the 2004 reauthorization of IDEA, Congress shared the following:

Disability is a natural part of the human experience and in no way diminishes the
right of individuals to participate in or contribute to society. Improving educational
results for children with disabilities is an essential element of our national policy of
ensuring equality of opportunity, full participation, independent living, and eco-
nomic self-sufficiency for individuals with disabilities. Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act of 2004, §601(c)(1), 20 U.S.C. §1400(c)(1)

The focus isn’t on timelines or paperwork. The focus isn’t on compliance. The focus is on out-
comes. This statement reinforces IDEA’s central belief that students with disabilities are entitled
not only to access, but to an education intentionally designed for their success—one that guarantees
individualized support (IEP), learning alongside peers to the greatest extent possible (LRE), and a
truly free and appropriate public education (FAPE) as a matter of civil rights.

As 2025 marks the fiftieth anniversary of IDEA, we are called to reflect on how far we have
come—and how far we still have to go. From Congress’s 1975 declaration that access to education
is a right, not a privilege, to its 2004 reaffirmation that improving educational outcomes for chil-
dren with disabilities is essential to achieving equality of opportunity and full participation in so-
ciety—have we truly realized that vision? Fifty years later, the answer is both yes and not yet.
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A System Under Strain

Today, approximately 7.5 million students ages 3-21 are eligible for services under the IDEA,
representing about 15 percent of all public school students in the United States (National Center
for Education Statistics [NCES], 2024). Of those students, roughly 67 percent spend 80 percent or
more of their day in general education classrooms (NCES, 2024). IDEA has indeed opened doors
that were once closed to millions of children with disabilities. It transformed exclusion into access
and established individualized education as a right. Yet the distance between the law’s promise
and its day-to-day implementation remains wide. The systems designed to uphold IDEA now face
mounting strain—burdened by chronic staffing shortages, persistent underfunding, and an ever-
evolving landscape of student needs. These challenges are not new, but they are urgent.

Across the United States, districts are grappling with a persistent shortage of qualified special
educators. The problem is longstanding and well documented. National data show that special
education is among the hardest teaching positions to fill, with vacancies in nearly every state,
further compounded by teacher turnover rates roughly twice those of general education teachers
(EdResearch for Action, 2023). Research attributes this attrition to high caseloads, excessive pa-
perwork, limited administrative support, and burnout linked to the emotional intensity of the work
(Myrie et al., 2024). These staffing challenges are not just a human capital issue; they directly
affect the quality and consistency of instruction. When special education positions go unfilled,
districts often rely on non- or emergency-certified or short-term teachers, limiting students’ access
to the individualized and sustained support envisioned by IDEA. The result is a widening gap
between what the law requires and what schools can realistically deliver.

Heightening the personnel crisis is the issue of chronic underfunding. When Congress enacted
IDEA’s precursor—the Education for All Handicapped Children Act—in 1975, it pledged to fund
up to 40 percent of the “excess cost” of educating students with disabilities. Nearly five decades
later, that promise remains unfulfilled: the federal government currently covers less than half of
that amount, hovering around 15 to 18 percent (Congressional Research Service, 2023). This short-
fall forces state and local systems to shoulder most of the cost. Districts frequently shift unre-
stricted general-education funds to meet special-education costs—an approach more frequently
seen in underfunded districts (Conlin & Jalilevand, 2018). Underfunding does not only strain budg-
ets—it undermines the equity IDEA was designed to protect.

Further, the profile of students served under IDEA has evolved significantly over the years. In-
creasingly, students with disabilities present with comorbid behavioral and mental-health chal-
lenges—across categories including autism, specific learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities,
and speech or language impairments (Bromley et al., 2025; Aguilar & Lipson, 2021). Research
shows that students with disabilities report symptoms of anxiety, depression, self-harm, and sui-
cidal ideation at substantially higher rates than their nondisabled peers (Aguilar & Lipson, 2021;
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Sinclair et al., 2025). Fully supporting these learners demands robust interdisciplinary collabora-
tion among educators, mental-health or medical providers, and families—a level of coordination
most schools are not yet structured or resourced to sustain (Scanlan Center for School Mental
Health, 2025).

These intersecting pressures—which were magnified by the COVID-19 pandemic—have forced
districts to make difficult choices that often conflict with the intent of the civil rights foundation
of IDEA. When resources are limited and administrative demands increase, educators may feel at
odds. They may want to provide the absolute best programming for a child but instead develop an
IEP that merely “checks the boxes.” This compliance-oriented approach leads to a seemingly com-
pliant IEP, but doesn’t set the student up for success.

The 2017 Supreme Court decision in Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District reaffirmed the
importance of maintaining high expectations, emphasizing the critical importance of ensuring
meaningful progress for every student. The Court unanimously ruled that a FAPE must be “rea-
sonably calculated to enable a child to make progress appropriate in light of the child’s circum-
stances” (580 U.S. 386, 2017). This decision raised the standard for IEP development, emphasizing
that “merely more than de minimis” progress is not enough. In effect, Endrew F. reminded schools
that IDEA is not satisfied by minimal advancement or access alone; it demands educational benefit
that is ambitious and tailored to the child’s potential. The ruling breathed new life into the law’s
original intent—shifting attention back to student outcomes rather than procedural box-checking.

Focusing on What is Working

Across the country, many schools and districts are striving to meet the Endrew F. standard by
reimagining how special education is delivered. Even amid persistent shortages, limited funding,
and recovery from pandemic-era disruptions, educators are finding creative ways to uphold the
law’s promise. They are leveraging technology, collaboration, and innovative staffing models to
expand access, strengthen instruction, and reduce systemic burdens. These efforts demonstrate that
when we design systems around students rather than structures, IDEA’s vision—an education that
prepares all learners for participation, independence, and contribution—moves closer to reality.

Schools are using inclusive technologies to personalize instruction and remove participation bar-
riers. Systematic reviews find that technology-supported inclusion—tools like interactive apps,
augmented and virtual supports, and mobile platforms—can increase access, engagement, and
achievement for learners with diverse needs when paired with intentional instructional design
(Frontiers in Education, 2023). Complementing this, meta-analytic evidence on Universal Design
for Learning (UDL) shows positive effects on academic outcomes compared with business-as-
usual, signaling that proactive design frameworks can scale access without diluting rigor (CAST,
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2022). Related syntheses on assistive technology (AT) also document academic and participation

benefits across disability categories, reinforcing that targeted AT is a lever when resources are
tight (Springer, 2023).

Some schools are also expanding service delivery capacity through innovative models that rethink
how supports are organized and staffed. In speech-language and related services, multiple system-
atic reviews indicate that telepractice can produce outcomes comparable to in-person therapy for
school-age students, offering a credible way to reach students in rural or under-staffed settings and
to maintain continuity of care (Cason et al., 2021; Fairweather et al., 2022). Beyond telepractice,
districts are reexamining how special education services are structured by moving away from tra-
ditional caseload models—which focus narrowly on the number of students assigned to a pro-
vider—toward workload-based models that account for the range and intensity of tasks required
to deliver quality services. Studies show that workload approaches improve service equity, reduce
burnout, and allow professionals to dedicate more time to collaboration, progress monitoring, and
evidence-based intervention (Cirrin et al., 2021; Diehl et al., 2020). This shift reframes special
education not as a set of individual assignments, but as a shared system of supports that can flex
with student needs and staff expertise. When paired with technology and cross-disciplinary team-
work, these models expand capacity without compromising quality—ensuring that the promise of
IDEA is sustained even amid resource constraints.

Further, some systems are growing talent locally. Peer-reviewed case studies of district—university
“grow-your-own” (GYO) pipelines show that paraprofessionals can be prepared and licensed
through accelerated pathways with strong mentoring—yielding stable special education hires who
reflect the communities they serve (Bettini et al., 2023). Some districts are extending this model
even earlier by developing GYO programs for high school students, creating pathways that intro-
duce teaching as a career while addressing local workforce needs. Early evidence suggests that
such programs can strengthen recruitment pipelines, increase teacher diversity, and foster long-
term commitment to the communities where these students live and learn (Jackson et al., 2019;
Edwards & Kraft, 2024). These models do not solve shortages overnight, but they build durable
capacity and improve continuity for students.

Together, these approaches illustrate how schools can bring to life the vision Congress articulated
in 2004. The path forward is not abstract. It looks like classrooms designed up front to account for
learner variability, technology-supported instruction to meet students where they are, special and
related services delivered flexibly, and staffing models that develop—and keep—talent close to
students. Scaling what works brings us nearer to fulfilling IDEA’s promise—not by meeting pro-
cedural compliance, but by ensuring every student makes the kind of meaningful progress envi-
sioned in Endrew F.

Voices for Educational Equity 21 (2) 13
December 2025



Carrying the Promise Forward

As IDEA enters its next fifty years, its legacy will be measured not only by how far we have come,
but by how steadfastly we continue to pursue its purpose. IDEA’s civil rights roots affirm that
education is a right. Its 2004 reauthorization reframed that right as a path to independence and self-
sufficiency. Endrew F. made clear that we need to develop ambitious programs that result in mean-
ingful progress for each learner. Earlier, we posited if we have realized IDEA’s vision. The answer:
yes and not yet. But, in fifty more years—and hopefully sooner—I am confident we can get to a
resounding yes. When we center students and solutions rather than systemic barriers and compli-
ance, we can reclaim the purpose of IDEA—not as a mandate to follow, but as a shared commit-
ment to ensure progress for every child.
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Abstract: This article critiques dominant paradigms in special education that perpetuate deficit-
based, medicalized, and bureaucratic approaches to disability. Drawing on Disability Studies (DS),
Disability Studies in Education (DSE), and DisCrit, the authors advocate for a reimagining of spe-
cial education as a relational, justice-oriented, and inclusive practice. The paper explores how
ableism and normative assumptions about disability shape educational structures, marginalize
families, and reproduce inequities. Emphasizing the importance of authentic family-school part-
nerships, the authors argue for honoring the lived expertise of students with disabilities and their
families. They propose a shift from rights-based frameworks toward asset-based, anti-ableist ap-
proaches that challenge systemic barriers and support all students. Through theoretical analysis
and practical recommendations, this work aims to foster more inclusive, humanizing, and collab-
orative educational environments. The authors call educators, families, and communities to engage
in collective transformation grounded in care, access, and dignity.
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Introduction

What we now call special education emerged through the sustained advocacy of people with dis-
abilities and their families, many of whom were galvanized by the broader civil rights movements
of the 1960s and 1970s. Their efforts led to the closure of many segregated institutions, the redis-
tribution of public resources, and the passage of what is now known as the Individuals with Disa-
bilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004), which guarantees access to a free and appropriate public
education (FAPE) for individuals with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). While
these were critical victories, they have since been weakened by the structural and ideological fail-
ures that continue to shape special education. Dominant systems remain rooted in deficit thinking,
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medicalized interventions, and bureaucratic control, often reproducing the very exclusions they
were meant to dismantle.

In this article, we synthesize existing research and offer several concrete ways to improve and
expand cooperation with families to meet the needs of students with disabilities'. Specifically, we
argue that to encourage family-school participation, schools must: 1) rethink disability and 2) de-
velop authentic, reciprocal relationships that recognize the expertise of both students and their
families. In many ways, we view this work as an intervention against deficit thinking, which is
prevalent in our field, because we recognize that our conceptualizations of disability, normalcy,
and education have a significant impact on how we organize curriculum, select pedagogical tools,
and approach policy.

Before sharing our two central ideas, we must acknowledge that we are writing at a precarious
time for education in general and accessible education in particular. The current administration is
threatening to dismantle the US Department of Education and remove protections for students with
disabilities, especially those from racially minoritized and economically disenfranchised commu-
nities. Office of Civil Rights complaints have increasingly been dismissed (Quilantan et al., 2025),
which we fear will lead to schools intentionally or unintentionally ignoring existing laws that af-
ford students with disabilities some protections. At the same time, calls by the current administra-
tion, like moving special education to the Department of Health and Human Services, threaten to
place the education of students with disabilities under a firm medical framework, placing children
at risk of being viewed and treated more as patients than as students. This moment is painful and
scary for many educators and families. We recognize that efforts to create more just schools are
more important now than ever. We also acknowledge that educators are often trying their best
under challenging contexts, and we understand that this is a difficult time to educate our youth.
We honor and admire the work that many educators do every day in the classroom.

Theoretical Tools for Rethinking Disability

Traditional models of disability, including the medical model, conceptualize disability as an indi-
vidual deficit in need of treatment or intervention. These models often center the expertise of doc-
tors, therapists, and teachers. Historically, conventional models of special education have been
grounded in medical models of disability. For example, Valle (2009) argues that the traditional

! Throughout this article, we will use both person-first (students with disabilities) and identify-first
(disabled students) language. Person-first language became the default in education after efforts by
activists and scholars in the 1970s, which sought to “empower individuals with disabilities by placing
emphasis on their humanity rather than their impairments” (Best et al., 2022, p. 127). Identity-first
language has become increasingly popular by disability studies scholars and disabled activists because
it “recognizes disability as a culture, promoting autonomy, agency, and choice over one's destiny”
(Best et al., 2022, p. 127).
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special education process adopts medicalized terms to “diagnose” and “treat” students with disa-
bilities, to “help” them become more like their non-disabled peers. While there is value in collect-
ing data and providing educational support based upon a student’s individual needs and strengths,
we argue that traditional special education should be in conversation with the scholarship of critical
special educators and scholars of disability studies in education.

Disability Studies: Disability Studies (DS), an interdisciplinary field that originated in the second
half of the 20th century, challenges the medical model of disability and focuses on “social, cultural,
historical, economic, relational and political factors that dis-able people” (Goodley, 2011, p. 9).
According to Simi Linton (2005), the central project of DS is “to weave disabled people back into
the fabric of society, thread by thread, theory by theory” (p. 518). Within DS, there is a recognition
that disability is socially constructed, that disability operates as a political category, and that indi-
viduals with disabilities are experts of their own experiences and need to lead efforts to create
social change (see Goodley 2011). While there are many alternative models to the medicalized
deficit model, one popular model is the social model, which distinguishes between an impairment
(defined as biological or physiological difference) and disability, which is a condition primarily
caused by how society responds to individual differences in ways that prevent people with disa-
bilities from participating fully and meaningfully in education, vocational, political, and social
structures (see Goodley, 2011).

Disability Studies in Education: Within the larger field of Disability Studies, we draw particular
attention to the work of scholars in Disability Studies in Education (DSE), a field that “promote[s]
the understanding of disability from a social model perspective drawing on social, cultural, histor-
ical, discursive, philosophical, literary, aesthetic, artistic, and other traditions to challenge medical,
scientific, and psychological models of disability as they relate to education” (AERA, SIG 143).
DSE was started mainly by critical special educators in the late 1990s and early 2000s who sought
“alternative ways of envisioning, talking about, and writing about the lives and possibilities of
persons with disabilities including many traditions of scholarship (social science, humanities, arts,
spiritual traditions, etc.)” (Connor, 2014, n.p.). DSE attends to the practical construction of and
attention to educating students with disabilities.

DisCrit: We also draw attention to the field of Dis/ability Critical Race Studies (DisCrit), which
highlights the social construction of race and disability. Annamma et al. (2016) argue that “the
legacy of historical beliefs about race and ability, which were clearly based on White supremacy,
have become intertwined in complex ways that carry into the present day” and which can be seen
in practices such as disproportionate representation of “nondominant racial, ethnic, and linguistic”
students in special education (p. 10), an overrepresentation of students of color in segregated spe-
cial education classrooms (p. 15), and unjust school disciplinary policies. It is important to note
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that these issues impact both general education and special education teachers. Kressler et al.
(2024) assert that “[t]he issue of disproportionality in special education is a problem that stems
from general education” (p. 24). Attending to the intersections of disability and race in schools,
DisCerit offers tools to rethink and resist oppressive systems in our schools.

We believe that all educators who work with students with disabilities could benefit from efforts
to learn from individuals with disabilities, an exploration of alternative frameworks to understand
disability, and a collective study of key concepts within DS, DSE, and DisCrit.

Rethinking Disability: Toward Inclusive and Anti-Ableist Education
For this article, we share three ideas that may be useful in rethinking disability: focusing on inclu-
sive education, embracing anti-ableist education, and rejecting dominant constructs of normalcy.

Inclusive Education as a disposition/ striving (not a placement)

First, we want to center the idea that inclusive education is about much more than discussions of
placements. As we know, accessible education is not about placement in particular classroom
spaces, but rather it is about services and support to help learners with disabilities learn and grow.
We embrace the definition of inclusive education as offered by Waitoller and Kozleski (2013):

Inclusive education is a continuous struggle toward (a) the redistribution of quality oppor-
tunities to learn and participate in educational programs, (b) the recognition and value of
differences as reflected in content, pedagogy, and assessment tools, and (c¢) the opportuni-
ties for marginalized groups to represent themselves in decision-making processes that ad-
vance and define claims of exclusion and the respective solutions that affect their children’s
educational futures (p. 35).

We want to highlight that calls for inclusive education often focus on pedagogical techniques
which are essential, but which alone are not sufficient. Waitoller & Kozleski’s definitions remind
us that inclusive education is also curricular: How are we representing disability in the curriculum?
Are we including books with humanizing and empowering depictions of disabled protagonists?
Are we discussing disability rights and disability justice movements when we discuss civil rights
struggles? Are we featuring (as opposed to erasing) disability as part of the identities of famous
authors, politicians, mathematicians, etc.? Are we recognizing (and celebrating) how disability
intertwines with other elements of identity, such as race, class, and gender? Inclusive education,
according to this definition, is also always political. Are disabled students and teachers, for exam-
ple, representing themselves in decision-making? Do students have access to equitable educational
programs in all settings? Who decides what students get to learn, where they learn, and how the
funding is distributed?
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Toward Anti-Ableist Education

Second, we want to challenge ableism and disablism within our classrooms and school systems.
Goodley (2014) differentiates between ableism, which centers non-disabled people as “normal”
and positions disabled people as abnormal, and disablism, which includes oppressive practices
targeting people with disabilities (Goodley, 2014). In classrooms, we can see both of these unjust
practices in action. For example, when young people call a classmate a word that minimizes their
intelligence (such as the “R word”) or a teacher does not provide a child’s accommodations, we
see clear evidence of disablism. Most teachers would actively oppose such practices. However,
practices that presume students are non-disabled, planning field trips without considering the sup-
port needs of children with disabilities, erasing disability from curriculum (and ignoring disability
as part of a student’s identity) are all forms of ableism.

PreK-12th-grade teachers, both general education and special education, will work with young
people with disabilities and those without disabilities. Ladau (2021) reminds us that “all of us—
non-disabled and disabled people alike-have more to learn about how to make the world a better,
more accessible, more inclusive place” and we can begin by creating accessible conversations
about disability (p. 2-3). In the same way that teachers cannot ignore their students’ cultural, lin-
guistic, and gender identities, teachers cannot ignore teaching about disability as one part of stu-
dents’ multifaceted identities. In Undoing Ableism: Teaching about Disability in K-12 Class-
rooms, Susan Baglieri and Priya Lalvani (2020) argue that “there are few conversations aimed at
addressing children’s curiosity about disability and difference. In its place, there is a silence; like
the proverbial elephant in the room, the topic of disability remains unmentioned, and the issue of
ableism is unaddressed” (p 2). Baglieri and Lalvani assert that “ableism occurs because of the
persistent devaluing of disability and the dominance of viewpoints in which disability is cast as an
inherently flawed and undesirable state of being” (p. 2). How, then, can we be explicitly anti-
ableist in our work? How can we help students learn about disability culture? How can we include
intersectional, humanizing, and empowering portrayals of disability in our classrooms?

Reframing Disability, Normalcy, and School-Based Harm

Last, we want to recognize how the binary view of abled vs. disabled is inherently harmful, and
concomitantly incoherent, which reflexively leads to school environments inimical to difference
and committed to damaging beliefs about normalcy. As Alice Wong (2020) writes:
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To me, disability is not a monolith, nor is it a clear-cut binary of disabled and
nondisabled. Disability is mutable and ever-evolving. Disability is both apparent
and non-apparent. Disability is pain, struggle, brilliance, abundance, and joy. Dis-
ability is a complex interplay of sociopolitical, cultural, and biological factors. Be-
ing visible and claiming disabled identity brings risks as much as it brings pride

(. 30).

This expansive framing reminds us that disability is not a fixed condition or identity, but a dynamic
and relational experience, shaped as much by the body as by culture, history, and context.

Crip theory, as articulated by Robert McRuer (2006), offers a robust framework for rethinking
how disability is conceptualized within special education. Drawing from feminist and queer the-
ory, it challenges the binary that separates “able-bodied” from “disabled-bodied,” a dichotomy that
positions disability as lack or failure. This division is not neutral; it is a cultural and ideological
construction that upholds able-bodiedness as the ideal state while casting disability as something
to fix or manage. In schools, this binary plays out through remediation-focused practices, data-
driven interventions, and behavioral compliance systems that pathologize disabled students’ ways
of moving, thinking, and communicating. The pressure to conform to able-bodied norms, what
McRuer refers to as compulsory able-bodiedness, is not only exclusionary but can be profoundly
harmful. As Erevelles (2011) argues, special education has long functioned as a disciplinary pro-
ject that enforces normative social values under the guise of support, turning schooling into a site
of social control.

This harm is often intensified by the imagined ideal of the normate, a term Garland-Thomson
(1997) uses to describe the cultural figure who embodies supposedly “normal” traits: able-bodied,
rational, productive, and independent. Though fictional, this ideal exerts real force in shaping
school policies and pedagogical expectations. Students who fall outside this narrow frame are
viewed as needing correction, and their perceived differences are often met with institutional sus-
picion or control. Annamma (2018) demonstrates how surveillance and punishment disproportion-
ately target disabled students of color through what she calls the “carceral logic of special educa-
tion.” When schools treat disability as a disciplinary project, educators reinforce social control
under the guise of support (see Erevelles, 2011).

These practices retraumatize students, especially those with intersecting marginalized identities,
by framing their bodies and behaviors as problems to solve (see Annamma, 2018). Blanchett
(2006) adds that Black students are routinely overrepresented in special education and denied ac-
cess to inclusive, meaningful learning experiences. Lalvani and Bacon (2019) extend this critique
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by showing how ableist beliefs are often embedded in teacher education itself, reinforcing deficit-
based, assimilationist views that shape how educators interpret disability and difference. Together,
these analyses show how schools can reproduce harm even as they claim to offer support.

Crip theory calls for a shift away from normalization and toward more liberatory, trauma-informed
approaches to disability in education. This shift includes reimagining schools as spaces where ac-
cess, interdependence, and multiplicity are central values—rather than treating students with dis-
abilities as problems to solve. Recognizing that trauma is not only something students carry with
them, but something schools can inflict, requires dismantling the deeply embedded norms that
perpetuate harm. By rejecting the fiction of the normate and embracing disability as a vital, rela-
tional form of human difference, educators can begin to repair institutional relationships, support
healing, and create classrooms that honor the full humanity of all students.

Developing Authentic Relationships with Families

Special education occupies a paradoxical space. Parents, along with disabled activists and disabil-
ity rights organizations, helped establish our current system of education to ensure the rights of
students with disabilities and their families (see Kliewer, 2016, and Leitner, 2004). Yet, too often
it operates in ways that marginalize the very people it claims to serve. Despite decades of legisla-
tive reform aimed at promoting equity and access, special education systems often rely on frame-
works rooted in pathology, compliance, and remediation (Parker-Katz & Passi, 2021). Laws such
as IDEA (2004) mandate individualized planning and family involvement, but the day-to-day prac-
tices of special education remain dominated by technocratic and positivist logics (Connor, 2019;
Connor & Valle, 2015; Lewis & Mason, 2025). This proceduralism—manifested in outcome met-
rics, diagnostic categories, and institutional checklists—often obscures the relational, cultural, and
embodied realities of families’ lives (Connor & Valle, 2024). As a result, relationships between
schools and families can become strained, marked more by bureaucracy than by care, more by
surveillance than by trust. In this section, we offer a (1) critique of existing systems, (2) fissures
between family and schools, and (3) suggestions for moving forward.

Critique of the Current Model of Family Involvement in Rights-Based System

Key legal decisions have also eroded what began as a collective struggle for the civil rights of
students with disabilities and increasingly placed expectations on families to engage in labor-in-
tensive advocacy to access their students’ educational rights and monitor schools for compliance
with the law (see Ong-Dean, 2009). Many scholars, such as Ong-Dean (2009), document that
within this system, those with the most power (professional, economic, linguistic, and social cap-
ital) are often best positioned to advocate for their children’s needs. Harry and Ocasio-Stoutenburg
(2020) point out that while there are benefits to parental advocacy, it also has the “potential to
reinforce existing hierarchies and marginalizations among those for whom they advocate” (p.1).
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In addition, the system is highly individualistic; gains made in access or equity for one child typi-
cally do not create legal precedents for other similar children.

Despite the gains in access achieved from federal legislation like the IDEA, the focus on individ-
ualistic, rights-based education rooted in the legal system has achieved mixed results for both dis-
abled students and their family advocates. Legal protections do not necessarily guarantee access
to quality curriculum, appropriate supports, and belonging in school, and parents’ rights to due
process. Similarly, membership on an IEP team does not, in practice, guarantee mutually respectful
collaboration between schools and families. While family partnerships with schools are a vital
component to any child’s education, the over reliance on rights-based approaches to advocacy and
parental due process rights leaves many children and their families behind—privileging those with
the time, social and linguistic capital, and finesse to navigate complex relationships with school
teams. Students whose families are not actively involved, for whatever reason, in their education
need and deserve a system that serves them beyond the strict requirements of the law. Pivoting
from a legalistic rights-based approach to teaching and advocacy to more justice-based approaches
(see Berne et al, 2018) to the education of students with disabilities could bring in humanizing,
child-centered, and collective mindsets to disrupt the dynamics of privilege and the limitations of
rights-based claims.

Fissures Between Family and Schools

Decades of research underscore how systemic racism, ableism, and classism have created deep
fissures between families and schools, particularly for culturally and linguistically diverse families
(Harry, 2008; Super & Vaughan, 2018). Harry (2008) notes how historical exclusion and
overrepresentation in special education have fostered mistrust, as families are too often subjected
to jargonized language, dehumanizing labels, and compliance-driven meetings. Super and
Vaughan (2018) trace how deficit-laden assumptions, particularly about mothers, continue to
shape the terms of parental involvement. Despite the language of “partnership” embedded in
IDEA, families are frequently positioned as subordinate to professional expertise, their knowledge
treated as anecdotal rather than authoritative. In these systems, epistemic exclusion (Connor &
Valle, 2015) is not incidental; it is structural.

Cultivating meaningful, trusting relationships with families of children with disabilities requires
more than outreach events or formal meetings. It calls for a shift in stance, one rooted in mutuality,
humility, and deep respect for families’ situated knowledge. As Passi and Parker-Katz (in press)
describe in their work on relational pedagogy, truly listening to families is an ethical and embodied
practice. It requires educators to slow down, to dwell with complexity, and to be transformed by
what they hear. Relational pedagogy is not a strategy; it is a way of being that recognizes families
not as obstacles or afterthoughts, but as central to any vision of justice in education.
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Moving Forward

Research on family engagement illustrates how families draw upon relational, spiritual, and expe-
riential knowledge to navigate the IEP process and challenge school authority. Rather than being
passive participants, these family members actively shaped decision-making, even in spaces de-
signed to marginalize their voices (Trainor, 2010; Cheatham & Ostrosky, 2011; Harry, 2008). A
more humane and critical orientation begins with honoring the knowledge families already hold.
Drawing on the concept of funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992), this approach views families
not through a lens of deficiency, but as repositories of wisdom, cultural depth, and advocacy strat-
egies. In respecting the knowledge of families, we might shift from what Harry and Ocasio-
Stoutenburg (2020) describe as “training parents” toward “meeting families where they are, learn-
ing their strengths and their needs, while preparing and positioning them to empower themselves”
(p. 10). Vaughan (2023) highlights a mother who urged educators: “Listen to the parents, just listen
to them. Know that they know who their child is ... not in the way that you view them, but in the
way that the parents view them” (p. 2). This is not just a call for respect; it is a call to reconfigure
the power relations at the heart of family-school engagement.

In contemplating this work, how (specifically) can we create opportunities to listen and learn from
families? How do we build meaningful and respectful relationships with families? Who in our
school communities is responsible for helping families find resources and information needed to
advocate for children inside and outside of schools and across their lifespans? How are our schools
moving toward a humanizing and justice-oriented community that supports all children, including
those whose families who, for whatever reasons, are not as involved?

Concluding Thoughts about Future Possibilities: Moving from Deficit to Access Using Asset-
Based Frameworks

Each of the authors worked as classroom teachers before we found our way to Disability Studies.
We were in search of new theoretical frameworks because we witnessed, personally and profes-
sionally, how traditional special education reified deficit-centered approaches to children, espe-
cially those children with disabilities who come from historically marginalized communities. We
are critical of many of the ways “special education” has operated historically and contemporarily.
This criticality, however, is not meant to diminish the hard work of special educators, nor the
families who have fought to provide their children with an adequate education. As former educa-
tors, we witnessed moments of students thriving, families being engaged compassionately, general
education teachers investing in the success of all students, and IEP teams doing their best to pro-
vide the best services and supports to students with disabilities in a system that was all too often
broken. We also acknowledge that we are writing this article during a moment where hard-fought
struggles for inclusive practices are under attack. In this moment, though, we also see the possi-
bility of creating something new and better for all children, including those with disabilities. This
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work of both resisting attacks on special education and creating something new requires that all of
us—teachers, families, and community members—come together to learn, to work, and to create
something better.

By re-thinking disabilities, rejecting ableism and disableism in schools and communities, building
authentic partnerships with families, and centering the wisdom and desires of those with disabili-
ties, we can begin to imagine more just futures. As Passi (2025) argues:

The tension between the material conditions of present-day inclusion and more expansive
imaginaries of educational justice presents a paradox: it can foster resignation, reinforcing
a sense of fatalism about the future, or it can open an arc of hopeful possibility ... perspec-
tives rooted in disability studies and its critical offshoots, as well as an articulation of how
to center family voice within schools, allow us to rethink special education as a site of
material struggle and imaginative surplus.

We take this tension, as well as the possibility, seriously and believe that through that imagination,
we can envision more humanizing educational practices. Teachers and students, scholars and prac-
titioners, families and educators, activists and allies, we invite all our readers to learn more about
disability (see our book recommendations); work with others in your school communities to ex-
amine how curricular, pedagogical, and assessment choices impact your students with disabilities;
teach your students both about disability and about ableism; prioritize genuine relationships with
families; honor the expertise of students and their families; and commit to dreaming and building
more humanizing and justice-oriented classrooms.

The relationships and care we are recommending emanate from the formative connections found
in family life. The everyday interactions that occur within families create an ecology of relations
that can be nurtured within schools. This is especially important for students with disabilities who
have been, and continue to be, marginalized structurally, excluded systemically, and diminished
culturally. These patterns need not persist. While we acknowledge that critical examinations of
special education may be perceived as harsh or disheartening, we urge readers to resist the temp-
tation toward hopelessness. Instead, we invite a posture of critical remembering. Such remember-
ing attends to past and present injustices not to dwell in despair, but to kindle inquiry and cultivate
transformation. In our current moment, when education is under attack from many directions and
there is a nostalgic pull toward an imagined past in which things were supposedly “greater,” we
must respond not with retreat, but with solidarity. Let us build partnerships that center students
who have been marginalized. Through deliberate and inclusive reimagining, we can co-create fu-
tures where special education is grounded in justice, reciprocity, and human dignity.
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Further Readings:
As educators, we are always learning and growing. We recommend the following texts to learn
more about Disability Studies in special education.
e Baglieri, S., & Lalvani, P. (2019). Undoing ableism: Teaching about disability in K-12
classrooms (1st ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351002868
e Harry, B., & Ocasio-Stoutenburg, L. (2020). Meeting Families Where They Are : Build-
ing Equity through Advocacy with Diverse Schools and Communities. Teachers College
Press.
e Ladau, E. (2021). Demystifying disability: what to know, what to say, and how to be an
ally. First edition. Ten Speed Press.
e Nielsen, K. E. (2012). 4 disability history of the United States. Beacon Press.
e Van Manen, M. (2016). Pedagogical tact: Knowing what to do when you don’t know
what to do. Routledge.
e  Wong, A. (2020). Disability visibility: first-person stories from the Twenty-first century.
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Abstract

Historically, general education teachers (GETs) have received minimal training in supporting stu-
dents with disabilities during their educator preparation programs (EPPs) (Youngs et al., 2011).
Not surprisingly, GETs consistently report feeling underprepared (Kloo & Zigmond, 2008; Rea &
Connell, 2005) and lacking the confidence and skills (Grant & Gillette, 2006) necessary to imple-
ment inclusive practices effectively. In contrast, special education teachers (SETs) have special-
ized training and experience meeting the needs of students with disabilities, often alongside GETs,
positioning them to offer valuable perspectives on how EPPs and schools can better prepare and
support GETs to support learners with disabilities. Three faculty members, responsible for design-
ing professional development for GETs, sought ideas from current SETs, asking, “What do you
wish your general education counterparts understood about special education?” Recognizing that
their suggestions could be helpful to a broader audience, the authors conducted a thematic analysis
and identified four broad themes. Each is summarized, with analysis of why these topics may have
emerged, and a list of specific recommendations for EPPs, administrators, and other educators. By
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promoting a deeper understanding and a richer skill set, we can anticipate more effective partner-
ships, with both students and educators benefiting.

Keywords: Inclusion, equity, students with disabilities, general education

What Every Special Educator Wishes General Education Teachers Knew.

Increasingly, since the passage of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004),
students with disabilities have been educated “to the greatest extent possible” in general education
classrooms. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, and its reauthorization as the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015, further emphasized accountability for all students’ aca-
demic outcomes, including those with disabilities. These legislative shifts have placed growing
expectations on general education teachers to deliver content instruction while also addressing
diverse learning needs, and on special education teachers to provide specialized support within the
general education setting. In 2022, data reported by the National Center for Educational Statistics
(NCES) showed that 67% of students with disabilities spent 80% or more of their school day in
the general education classroom, up from 61% in 2012 (NCES, 2024). As a result, and because
special educators are often expected to serve students across a range of settings, grade levels, con-
tent areas, and/or categories of disability and level of support needed (Weisling and Toson, 2025),
GETs are increasingly responsible for planning, instructing, differentiating for, assessing, and oth-
erwise supporting students with disabilities.

Unfortunately, the majority of GETs receive little to no training (USGOA, 2009; Youngs et al.,
2011) related to special education. Perhaps relatedly, they consistently report experiencing feelings
of unpreparedness (Crispel & Kasperski, 2021; Wray et al., 2022), lacking in the skills necessary
to implement inclusive education effectively (Odongo & Davidson, 2016; Stites et al., 2019), and
low self-efficacy around special education (Kloo & Zigmond, 2008; Pas et al., 2012; Rea & Con-
nell, 2005). If, as a field, we fail to adequately prepare GETs with the knowledge and skills needed
to serve all students (Byrd & Alexander, 2024), it should perhaps not surprise us that they feel low
efficacy.

An individual’s self-efficacy refers to their belief that they possess the necessary knowledge, skills,
and ability to achieve a specific outcome (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997), and thus their confidence
in their ability to regulate their own thought process and environment to attain specific outcomes.
In essence, self-efficacy influences the actions a person is willing to attempt, the amount of effort
they will expend to achieve those actions, and the thought processes they experience when enacting
or anticipating implementation. Individuals must not only recognize that a given action results in
an outcome, but they must also believe they have the capacity to enact that action successfully
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(Bandura, 1997). Teachers with higher self-efficacy are willing to tackle more challenging tasks
and to expend and sustain more effort in carrying out a task (Pajares & Johnson, 1996) and have
shown increased professional commitment (Klassen & Tze, 2014), resilience (Bobek, 2002), per-
formance, student achievement (Caprara et al., 2006; Holzberger et al., 2013; Klassen & Durksen,
2014), and have less stress, less emotional exhaustion, less job burnout, and increased job satis-
faction (Heigaard et al., 2012).

In serving students with disabilities, general education teachers must be aware of specific practices
to support their individual needs and believe they have the capacity to implement those practices
effectively. As GETs are increasingly responsible for serving students with disabilities, it is critical
that they have high self-efficacy, which means they need access to more training and support, but
in what specifically?

Methods

While soliciting GETs’ answers to this question would undoubtedly yield important insights, there
is often truth to the adage, “you don’t know what you don’t know.” As a result, when three faculty
members were tasked with leading various professional development trainings for GETs, they
sought input from current SETs who work with GETs. Because they have specialized training and
extensive experience in meeting the needs of students with disabilities, often alongside GETs,
SETs are uniquely positioned to offer valuable perspectives on how EPPs, schools, and SETs can
better prepare and support GETs to support learners with disabilities. As such, the authors posed
the question, “What do you wish your general education counterparts understood about special
education?” to a special educators-only social media group and via a survey shared with special
educators. With 100’s of responses revealing a select number of related ideas, identified using
qualitative methods (Miles et al., 2013) and inter-rater reliability across the three, the authors
quickly realized that, in addition to providing clear targets for their professional development re-
sponsibilities, there were important implications for the broader field of inclusive education.
Trends in education are unlikely to shift away from inclusion and co-teaching; if anything, it is
becoming increasingly likely that more students with disabilities—identified and suspected, with
and without IEPs—will be educated in general education settings. This paper summarizes the four
major topics SETs offered regarding the knowledge, skills, and mindsets they believe GETs should
receive for better training and support in to best serve all students, along with a brief analysis of
the source of such needs. Based on these two elements, specific recommendations for pre- and
post-service training and support are provided.
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Findings and Analysis

Theme #1: “You have your students, and I have mine,” and “Special education is completely
separate from general education.”

Among the most common responses shared were challenges to the long-standing and pervasive
idea that students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) are the sole responsibility of SETs.
Comments ranged from as explicit as, “They are not MY kids. They are OUR kids” to “We are
part of the same team” and “We are on the same side - the student’s side.” Another educator said,
“I wish that ALL general education teachers would understand that students who receive special
education services are their students too! We can collaborate to support them together, but they're
not just my student or your student-they're OUR student.” Yet another indicated, “I hope that all
general education teachers realize that we are all on the same team. We want our students to suc-
ceed and will do everything in our power to do so.” Collectively, these responses suggest a strong
desire for a team approach. This was further reinforced with responses such as, we “are a TEAM.
[We] are equals, each with our own toolbox, and the kids benefit the most when [we] work TO-
GETHER...try to function as two parts of a whole.”

Additionally, several responses referred to the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), which states
that students with disabilities should be educated alongside their peers to the maximum extent
appropriate. Several responses specifically described it as “required” by the law and not an indi-
cation that the special educator doesn’t “want to work or want [students with disabilities] in our
classroom,” it is because those students are “entitled” to time in the general education setting.
Another offered that students with disabilities “have a right to be in general education, and they
should be. It is breaking the law to deny them access to the general education setting.” These
responses indicate that, in addition to wanting to be a team with GETs, special educators see gen-
eral educators as legally responsible to be a part of the team. This was reinforced across other
themes as well.

Analysis

The division between general and special education teachers likely begins in pre-service education
programs, where most often the two groups of future teachers pursue vastly different programs of
study. While this may make some sense if we consider special education to be a separate or even
segregated model of instruction, as we have historically considered the care for and education of
folks with disabilities. However, if we are to embody the spirit and legalities of IDEA and the
concept of LRE, this is perhaps an antiquated approach. Divisions often continue through tradi-
tional staffing structures; separate general and special education class rosters; different planning
periods (preventing collaboration); large special education caseloads across multiple grades, con-
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tent areas, and/or service needs; as well as physical separation between general and special educa-
tion classrooms. These conditions reinforce the false belief that each teacher is solely responsible
for “their” students, creating artificial boundaries between general and special education, and lead-
ing to missed opportunities for students with disabilities to engage with grade-level content and
for all students to experience inclusive school activities.

Viewing special and general educators as mutually exclusive in their roles and responsibilities
undermines the concept of shared responsibility for all students’ success, discourages collaborative
planning and the sharing of expertise, and fosters a silo mentality. This mindset can also lead to
unbalanced workloads and limit opportunities for consistent instruction, preventing students with
and without disabilities from benefiting from the combined expertise of both teachers.

Theme #2: “Special education teachers are more than just assistants.”

In all likelihood, theme 2 is a direct implication of theme 1, with several respondents sharing that
they often felt “less than” in the eyes of general education colleagues. For example, one response
said that the biggest thing they wish GETs knew was that:

We are teachers, too. We are not aides, we are not paras, and we are not someone who
can just take a "problem child" away and "fix them." We went through schooling to do this
job and worked just as hard to get a degree.

Others echoed similar sentiments, saying they wish their GET colleagues understood,

That I'm an actual teacher that is teaching the curriculum to students that matter just as
much as any other student. Oh, and I’'m not the babysitter when situations get a little chal-
lenging.

Another offered,

If I can’t see kids or come co-teach one day, I'm not chilling out in my office or planning
my next vacay. I have tons of paperwork with legally mandated guidelines and timelines,
and that’s what I am doing.

And still another explained that SETs “have an education degree and are full-blown educa-
tors...We teach just like them - but it looks different. We also have a wealth of knowledge - it’s
just different.”
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From these responses, it appears that special educators feel as though they are “less than,” at least
in the eyes of the colleagues with whom they hope to be a team. Their responses also suggest that
they view this as a missed opportunity to be even stronger through collaboration and more shared
responsibility.

Analysis

Like theme 1, this perceived disconnect likely begins prior to teachers ever stepping into the class-
room, as most EPPs silo future educator training. If future special and general educators are not
provided a deep understanding of each other’s roles and responsibilities and how they are stronger
together, and if their administrators have not built out systems and structures to facilitate a true
culture of collaboration and inclusion, it will be very difficult to shake perceptions that special
educators are “just” assistants. For example, suppose a special educator has 10 students on “their”
caseload, across four grade levels and is expected to provide services in and out of six general
education classrooms. In that case, it will be difficult for them to do much more than attend the
general education classroom and provide assistance. Alternatively, suppose general and special
educators are not provided ample co-planning time. In that case, it will be challenging for the
special educator to take the lead in instructing the entire general education classroom.

The perspective that special educators are not fully credentialed teachers diminishes their special-
ized training, expertise, and legal responsibilities, contributing to role misuse. It also reinforces an
unequal power dynamic between the two educators. Perhaps most importantly, it can reduce the
instructional impact of both educators.

Theme #3: “Accommodations and modifications are not just ‘dumbing down’ the curriculum,
and they are not only the responsibility of the special educators.”

Responses strongly suggest that SETs believe that GETs need to understand better what accom-
modation, modifications, and specially designed instruction are; what the law requires regarding
each; what their responsibilities are related to each; how to use; and why these can benefit all
learners.

To begin, several responses included some variation of SETs wish GETs understood “the differ-
ence between modifications and accommodations,” that “modifications and accommodations are
not suggestions,” and that the “accommodations and modifications [SETs] provide are important”
and ““should be included in lesson plans.” Another elaborated further, saying:
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You are also responsible to provide the written accommodations and those you find
the student needs we don’t know about. The student is not to be punished for not
being able to do grade-level work. You are responsible to find appropriate work
for them to do in your class during your time.

One additional response reinforced that accommodations and modifications, like other aspects of
special education, should be a team effort saying, “We have no problem working WITH the general
education teacher to help put accommodations into place, but it takes a team to do this job and
ensure that all of our students are receiving the best education possible” because “[GETs] too, are
service providers.”

This was part of a larger concept around wishing GETs understood that “IEPs are legally binding
and...if we don’t follow them...[we] can get into trouble” and that the special educator, too, is
“working within the scope of an evaluation and laws [they] didn’t write.” Another offered that
“The IEP is a legal document that needs to be followed in the gen ed classroom.”

Respondents indicated that they understood that there may be underlying reasons why general
educators do not always implement what is outlined in the IEP. For example, one indicated, “I
wish that more [GETs] knew how to modify classroom lessons and assessments,” while another
said GETs needed to understand better “how to implement commonly used accommodations.”
Further, several respondents shared the belief that not only should the GET learn about and employ
accommodations and modifications to serve students with disabilities and be in compliance with
the law, but also because “One student’s accommodation might be beneficial for all!” Another
elaborated, “they are going to school as [GETs], but they will be teaching a variety of students.
Their classes without [special educator] support should not look different than any co-taught or
supportive instruction they teach.” Two additional responses highlighted the benefits of using ac-
commodations and modifications for all, saying,
There are things you can do for special education students that will help everyone in the
classroom. Instead of looking at special education students as more work when you have
limited time, spend the time...looking for universal accommodations. It will save you
time and make you a better teacher for all!
And, “there is no such thing as a ‘gen ed’ teacher...[you] need to approach all unit/lesson design
with ALL student needs in mind.”
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Analysis

Accommodations are a legal mandate outlined in IDEA. However, if we look at what they actually
are—adjustments, aids, and/or services that provide students with an equal opportunity to benefit
from their education—it becomes clear that they can benefit everyone! However, as our respond-
ents indicated, many educators see providing a calculator on a task that does not require procedural
fluency, for example, as “cheating” or “lowering the rigor” of the learning. Further, several re-
sponses indicated that they perceived GETs as seeing accommodations and modifications as “extra
work” without realizing that it is often more work to respond to a struggling student who would
have otherwise succeeded with an accommodation. As educators, if we hold onto these mindsets
surrounding accommodations, we can do our students a disservice and act in ways that are counter
to why we became educators in the first place—to help every student succeed.

Theme #4: “Please ensure that all students are included.”

Another theme to emerge was the desire to see “inclusion” as more than students with disabilities
being merely present in the general education classrooms (when not receiving services in a sepa-
rate setting). Instead, the respondents suggested that a few small considerations on the part of the
GET could go a long way to ensure students with disabilities are meaningfully included. For ex-
ample, one offered, “Please don’t forget about your students with IEPs when you do spontaneous
but rewarding things....like extra resource or whole class incentives.” Another offered, “the [stu-
dent] that might be in the room for 20 minutes gets treated the same as the [student] that’s there
for 7 hours....desk, supplies, place for boo[k]bag, class parties, field trips, etc.” A third respondent
suggested it could be as simple as making “an effort to establish a relationship with each student,
even if they are only in homeroom. Include them in the classroom community.” A final response
reminded us not to “single out our kids...don’t put them in a single collaborative group to-
gether...don’t announce that it’s time for them to go to resource for help/testing...don’t refer to
them as sped kids.”

These concrete actions were further supported with suggestions of broader concepts and beliefs,
such as reinforcing “the importance of kindness...and inclusion above all.” This was echoed with
statements reminding us all that students with disabilities “are human and just want to be treated

'7’

as such! To be included!” An additional reminder provided was that, like all students, “students in
special education have feelings, lots of feelings, about being different...It embarrasses them that
they cannot do what their peers can do.” Another suggested that even when educators actively try
to act in inclusive ways, if their internal thoughts are different, “their perceptions are felt by their

students. The students sense when they are treated even slightly different.”

Analysis
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Special education as a field and as a teaching profession evolved from a history of exclusion for
people with disabilities, from schools and from society more broadly. While we rarely institution-
alize people with disabilities or educate them in basement classrooms away from the prying eyes
of their peers and the public who viewed them as oddities rather than humans, we can still see the
legacies of such practices and the mindsets that led to them in schools. For example, disciplinary
practices that show students with disabilities representing 80% of instances of restraint and 77%
of seclusions, for example (U.S.Department of Education, 2020), or more simple forms of exclu-
sion such as those listed above - being left out of field trips, class parties, special incentives, and
in some cases, desks situated with the rest of their peers. The move toward greater inclusion came
slowly, unevenly, and often painfully, through decades of activism, resistance, cultural shifts, and
ultimately, legislation. Perhaps, it should not be surprising, then, that some of these mindsets and
biases also linger, even among the most well-meaning educators.

Recommendations
Based on the themes above, the following is a selective list of recommendations for training and
supporting GETs.

For Educator Preparation Programs (EPPs) and school and district leaders

e Build more shared courses and collaborative opportunities between pre-service general and
special educators, explicitly teach about effective collaboration and co-teaching, Universal
Design for Learning (UDL), and advocacy skills.

o Show side-by-side lesson examples with and without accommodations and create opportu-
nities for GE and SE teacher candidates to co-plan, co-teach, co-assess, and co-reflect.

e Offer training for administrators beyond special education law and finance, to include
IDEA implementation, IEPs, functional assessment, and behavior intervention plans (FA-
BIP), transition, dispute resolution, etc.

e For building and district administrators and other support personnel (e.g., mentors,
coaches, etc.), identify and celebrate examples of educators leveraging accommodations
and modifications for student success.

e Schedule regular joint planning time between general and special education teachers; con-
sult the services and settings of IEPs when building special education caseloads and the
school day schedule (this can reduce the number of places and partners that special educa-
tors are expected to manage each day); and ensure general education teachers are provided
time to prepare for and attend IEP meetings.

e Build structures (shared planning time, reduced/strategic caseloads, both teachers’ names
on doors and rosters, etc.) that allow for effective implementation of co-teaching models
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(e.g., station teaching, parallel teaching, team teaching) that position both teachers as
equals in planning, delivering, and assessing in the classroom.

Provide joint professional development.

Ensure all educators are using inclusive language in all communication (e.g., saying “our
students” instead of “your kids” or “my kids”; using “general” instead of “regular” educa-
tion; etc.).

Create shared data tracking systems that allow both teachers to update progress notes.
Introduce SETs to students and families with full credentials and areas of expertise. Rotate
responsibilities for family communication so both GET and SET have contact with all par-
ents.

Rotate lead-teaching roles in lesson plans to make SET expertise visible.

Include SETs in curriculum mapping and assessment design. Emphasize 1EPs as living
documents that require regular review and updates.

Provide training on /EP goal alignment with classroom instruction.

Share stories showing success as the result of teamwork and adaptive instruction, not just
compliance.

For General and Special Education teachers and teacher candidates

1.

A

o o0

Share student success data demonstrating benefits for both targeted and non-targeted stu-
dents.

Create a quick-reference guide for standard accommodations and how to integrate them
seamlessly.

Include accommodations in classroom walkthrough checklists to reinforce their im-
portance.

Involve GETs in progress monitoring and data collection.

Conduct mid-year IEP check-ins to adjust supports.

Share progress monitoring tools that track non-academic skills.

Collaborate with GETs to integrate social-emotional learning (SEL) activities into general
education classrooms.

Celebrate student achievements in functional skills at assemblies or newsletters.

Include GETs in transition planning for students moving between grade levels or settings.

Discussion

This paper highlights how persistent misconceptions and structural barriers influence the collabo-

ration between general and special educators from the perspective of current special education

teachers. Respondents consistently pointed to a divide between general and special education, of
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ten reinforced by preparation programs, staffing structures, and scheduling practices that limit op-
portunities for collaboration (Cook & Friend, 2010; Murawski & Bernhardt, 2015). When general
educators view students with disabilities as belonging solely to the special educator, or when spe-
cial educators are treated as “assistants” rather than instructional partners, it undermines the shared
responsibility that inclusive education requires (Villa, Thousand, & Nevin, 2013; Friend, 2019).

Another significant perception is that there is a lack of clarity and consistency around accommo-
dations, modifications, and specially designed instruction. Despite being legal mandates, many
GETs either misunderstand their purpose or see them as reducing rigor, rather than as tools for
equity that benefit all students (Kilanowski-Press et al., 2010; McLeskey et al., 2019). Similarly,
survey participants emphasized that inclusion extends beyond physical presence in the classroom.
Small, intentional actions by general educators—from acknowledging students in celebrations to
avoiding stigmatizing language — communicate whether students with disabilities are truly valued
members of the classroom community (Kurth & Gross, 2014).

These insights underscore that challenges of genuinely inclusive education are not simply the re-
sult of individual misunderstandings but are often tied to broader systems of preparation and pro-
fessional learning. Educator preparation programs that separate general and special education
training perpetuate siloed thinking (Brownell et al., 2010; Pugach et al., 2011), while school struc-
tures that deny teachers time for joint planning or co-teaching reinforce divisions (Murawski &
Bernhardt, 2015). Addressing these issues requires a systemic shift toward shared training, collab-
orative professional development, and administrative structures that position both educators as
equal and essential partners in the instructional process (Villa et al., 2013; McLeskey et al., 2019).

Conclusion

This paper aims to amplify the perspectives of special educators on what they wish their general
education colleagues understood about special education. Four themes emerged: the need for
shared ownership of all students, recognition of special educators as fully credentialed profession-
als, clarity about accommodations and modifications, and a commitment to true inclusion. To-
gether, these underscore the ongoing challenges posed by structural silos, inadequate preparation,
and persistent misconceptions which continue to hinder effective collaboration.

Building stronger partnerships between general and special educators requires more than goodwill.
It requires intentional integration of training, ongoing joint professional development, and leader-
ship that prioritizes inclusive structures. When educators move beyond misconceptions and toward
shared responsibility, they create classrooms where all students—with and without disabilities—
have equitable opportunities to thrive.
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Abstract

This article explores the growing demand for emotional-behavioral support in K—12 classrooms.
Neuroscience and educational psychology highlight how trauma and chronic stress affect brain
function, learning, and behavior. Schools have seen a surge in students requiring 504 plans and
IEPs for mental health conditions such as anxiety, depression, and PTSD post-pandemic. Even
still, many students remain unidentified and are served in general education settings. There is an
emphasis on the shared responsibility of all educators to address students' emotional needs, which
involves preparing pre-service teachers to face these challenges in the general education class-
room. A practical framework is introduced to help all teachers provide emotionally supportive and
balanced classrooms regardless of licensure.

Introduction

There has been an increased need for special education teachers in K-12 schools that can be related
to post-pandemic trauma (The Children’s Guild, 2024). Even though the need for services is grow-
ing, the Council for Exceptional Children (2024) reported that 39 states were struggling to fill
special education teaching positions for the 2024-2025 school year. I found this interesting, so |
searched Teacher Shortage Areas (TSA), which showed Illinois has consistently had a shortage of
special education teachers for more than a decade, and the gap is only widening. While there are
many specific areas in need of special education teachers, my focus is on the increased need seen
throughout the nation for emotional-behavioral support. With the increase in mental health-related
concerns such as anxiety and depression, general education teachers are expected to fulfill the role
of special education teachers and social workers daily in their classrooms. This rise in the necessity
for emotional support means all teachers are being called to meet the affective needs of their stu-
dents. Having worked with general education and special education students pre- and post-pan-
demic, the increase in the need to implement social, emotional, and behavioral supports is evident.

I also know firsthand that this can be overwhelming. The lack of support, resources, and training
has led to teacher burnout and a decline in teachers entering the field of education. In most univer-
sities, pre-service general education teachers have minimal, if any, courses in preparation for work-
ing with students with disabilities and handling mental health concerns (Lukins, et al, 2023). These
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needs are evident in all student populations and may not be limited to those who have been for-
mally identified for special education services.

The Rising Need Post-Pandemic

The pandemic likely had lasting effects on everyone, including our students. Schools have seen an
increase in the need for 504s and IEPs, specifically for anxiety, depression, obsessive-compulsive
disorder (OCD), and Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome (PTSD) (Williams, 2024). This increase can
be related to the pandemic. During the pandemic, many families lost their jobs and suffered from
housing and food insecurities; their basic needs were no longer being met, which led to a crisis for
many families (Standish, 2021). Students and teachers returned to school with trauma from being
on “lockdown” for so long while educational institutions were closed, and continued with social
distancing as students returned to school with masks (Tortella et al., 2021). I was teaching second
grade in a co-taught classroom at the time. I remember returning to classes that first school year;
everyone was stressed out while rearranging classrooms and other spaces to incorporate social
distancing, afraid of getting sick, and trying to support our students. This was a difficult time, and
emotions were high.

By the time I entered the 2022-2023 school year, I was in a co-taught seventh-grade classroom.
Many of these students were apprehensive to even take off their masks because they were so used
to wearing them. It was as if they could hide behind the mask a bit. I started to notice the anxiety,
depression, OCD, and PTSD symptoms in my students. Even though there is an increase in stu-
dents obtaining IEPs and 504s directly related to anxiety and depression, there are still so many
who are unidentified and are placed in general education settings (Sallese et al., 2024). I read one
study that indicated after giving a universal screener, 991 students were at risk for social, emo-
tional, and behavioral concerns, but only 9% were receiving interventions (Splett et al., 2023).
This proves that while our students who have been diagnosed need support, there are still numerous
students who are unidentified that also need support. With so many at risk, the support cannot
come solely from special education teachers and social workers.

Emotional-Behavioral Support

As someone who struggled with undiagnosed anxiety as a teen, [ am interested in the background
of emotion. Emotion has a complex history; there are many different thoughts and views, but the
consensus is that emotion consists of components that are “evaluative, physiological, phenomeno-
logical, expressive, behavioral, and mental” (Scarantino & de Sousa, 2018, p. 56). Neuroscience
research has proven that emotions and cognition are interwoven into the makeup of the human
brain and are not simply isolated to a particular area (MacKinnon & Hoey, 2021). The amygdala
is where emotional responses are triggered. When someone experiences distress, a physical change
in the brain triggers an emotional response of fight, flight, or freeze (Cantor et al., 2019). These
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responses can change the chemical, structural, and functional plasticity in the brain over time,
based on positive and negative experiences (Call, 2019). Chronic stress from trauma can cause an
increase in cortisol, a hormone found in the body that helps regulate emotions and balance the
body’s response to stress (Dziurkowska & Wesolowski, 2021). It takes about 6 seconds for an
emotion to spark and then 90 seconds for it to dissipate (MindMatters Academy, 2024). Of course,
90 seconds is assuming that nothing continues to fuel the emotion. Within the classroom, there are
often times when emotions are heightened due to the actions of teachers, students, and staff mem-
bers. Emotions then translate into behavior or action. As a novice teacher, I can recall so many
times when I escalated a situation by how I responded. For emotional moments not to become
major behavioral incidents, there must be an understanding of how to identify and manage emo-
tions; however, few teachers are taught those skills explicitly.

Teacher Preparation

Knowing how to identify and manage emotions is a learned skill that must be taught. The reality
is that all students need support when dealing with their emotions, but many teachers have not
received support in understanding their own emotions. Pre-service teachers could benefit from
courses on how to manage emotions and deal with mental health in the classroom. While it is
important to teach pre-service teachers frameworks like Bloom’s Taxonomy, which is used to help
teachers write engaging lesson plans and create valid assessments, there is also a pressing need to
meet the affective needs of students (Waajid et al., 2013). As I was researching information for
my dissertation years ago, I came across a movement to put Maslow before Bloom to emphasize
the importance of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Mullen, 2020). The premise is that if teachers do
not meet the basic needs of their students, they will not be able to meet their academic needs.

This all goes hand in hand with emotion influencing behavior. I read one study comparing teacher
preparedness to classroom achievement, which concluded that equipping pre-service teachers with
these skills is directly related to the cognitive, social, and behavioral growth of students (Boyd et
al., 2008). Albrecht mentioned in her 2019 study that we must start preparing pre-service teachers
for mindfulness; studies have shown that pre-service teachers introduced to this holistic approach
lowered stress levels. A review gauging the benefits of mindfulness for teachers found an inter-
connectedness between holistic approaches and the overall mental well-being of teachers and stu-
dents (Lomas et al., 2017).

The Framework: Reflect, Connect, Expect

So, what does this all mean for educators as the leaders and models in the classroom? While my
hope is that teachers will begin to get the training that they need, there are many ways to teach
mindfulness in the classroom. Throughout my years teaching in various settings I learned many
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valuable lessons. As I contemplated my time in the classroom—my successes and failures—I re-
alized that I consistently utilized three key strategies to meet the needs of my students and promote
personal and professional growth. These three strategies helped me find balance in and out of the
classroom. Ideally, this approach will help educators and students identify, manage, and validate
emotions, which then translate that into positive and productive behavior.

Everyone brings some type of baggage into the classroom—teachers, staff, and students. While
the specific baggage and the way it is carried looks different for everyone, it is still present. Each
person had experiences prior to entering the classroom. The experience may have brought joy,
excitement, pain, anger, complacency, or any array of emotions. Regardless of the type, an emotion
is attached to the experience. Emotions directly influence behavior. When the emotional brain is
activated, all learning goes out the window for at least 90 seconds (MindMatters Academy, 2024).
How the teacher, whether general education or special education, handles their response affects
the outcome and the duration. One of my favorite quotes is from Dr. Don Parker, “An escalated
adult cannot deescalate an escalated child.” Think about that! If the teacher’s emotional brain takes
over, and the student's emotional brain takes over, there is simply chaos.

There are three key practices educators and students could put into action daily in order to find
balance and success in the classroom. These practices will help general education and special ed-
ucation teachers understand themselves and their students better. Introducing the newest program
or strategy without the proper supports in place to actually implement it is overwhelming and
exhausting for educators. Reflect, connect, and expect can be seamlessly integrated into the day-
to-day and will minimize those major behavioral outbursts that derail lessons.

Reflect

Reflection is an important part of being an effective teacher, but also just a part of being an effec-
tive human. Over the years I realized that my past, present, and future experiences are major con-
tributors to how I respond to students and others. Going back to the idea of emotions and knowing
how to identify, manage, and validate them is essential. Reflection is a great way to identify feel-
ings and determine how to respond to the situation appropriately.

There are two different ways to reflect. Reflecting in action is taking a moment to reflect and pivot
in real time. Reflecting on action is when everything settles down and there is time to look back at
the events of the day.

As I reflect, I ask myself specific questions to make sure I am truly thinking about my actions and
responses.
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e Did I react out of emotion? If so, how was I feeling?
e What energy did I bring to the classroom?

e Did I escalate or diffuse the situation?

e What did I miss?

I tend to be an over-thinker, but this is not about regretting everything I said or did, rather looking
at what I did well and what I could, should, and/or would change tomorrow. Besides utilizing these
strategies myself, I found that teaching students to reflect in and on action is also important. This
helped as they began to identify, manage, and validate their own emotions.

I remember one particular day vividly; I was teaching fifth grade and went home to reflect on the
day. I realized that it had been a chaotic and high-emotion day. A particular student, as Brian
Mendler (2014) would say, “That One Kid,” had my emotions all over the place, and rather than
finding a way to neutralize the behavior, I engaged, and the day was stressful for everyone. As |
reflected on my behavior management deficits, a surprising student, who was very introverted,
stood out to me. I realized in dealing with all the other students, the “squeaky wheels,” if you will,
I had not spoken one word to this particular student all day. The next morning, as we gathered for
our morning meeting, I immediately apologized to the student and assured her that I do see her
and she is important. I also apologized to everyone for my part in the stressful day. We discussed
how it made us feel to have such chaos in the classroom. Each student shared specific emotions
they felt. We talked about our actions and how they relate to our emotions. We discussed strategies
and made goals for a better day. This is where my journey of promoting reflection began.

Application: Think about a time when reflecting on your past and/or present experiences helped
you make a better decision for the future.

Connect

While reflection is a crucial part of this daily framework, it is not a stand-alone. As I reflected, I
began to connect. The connections made with students and others are important. When I returned
to school the next morning, I was open and honest with my students about my shortcomings. This
helped us build connections. I also came up with a strategy to ensure I am building relationships
with all students. I took out my calendar and wrote a student's name on every day of the month so
that I could remember to focus some of my attention on that particular student on the corresponding
day. Besides trying to be more aware of my daily interactions with all students, I made sure to do
something to make each student feel seen and heard on their specific date. Sometimes I simply
wrote a note on their desk in the morning, and other times I had lunch with them. During lunch,
we discussed life, and I used it as a time to model reflecting, connecting, and expecting.
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Students need to see their teachers as real persons who also makes mistakes. Obviously, teachers
must be careful to only share appropriate information. I learned that allowing students to see that
I was willing to apologize when I made a mistake or take a moment when I felt like things were
getting too heavy showed them how to handle situations and built connections. I told them about
my successes and failures. I was real because I knew they could see right through me otherwise. I
hung up pictures of my family and pets. [ was authentic. As Rita Pierson (2013) said, “Kids don’t
learn from people they don’t like.”

I truly believe in offering opportunities for students to get to know each other and find common-
alities that are not immediately apparent. It is human nature to flock to comfort, so providing a
safe space for students to connect is important. As students begin to identify, understand, and
manage their own emotions, they also begin to have empathy for others and understand that eve-
ryone’s emotions are valid. They begin to reflect and see that maybe their peers' reactions had
nothing to do with them, and this helps them to build stronger relationships. Creating a classroom
culture that is supportive and inclusive starts with the teacher. I had to model how to connect
appropriately with others. Even now, to ensure I am on the right path, I ask myself the following
questions as I reflect:

e Am I promoting inclusivity, or singling out students?

e How do I feel about teamwork?

e Do students see me collaborating with my coworkers?

e Am I taking time to get to know my students and allow them to get to know me?

Application: Consider how connecting with others has enhanced your own personal and profes-
sional life.

Expect

It is crucial to reflect and connect, but I also expect. This last idea is twofold. One piece is the
expectations I have for myself and others. I learned that I need to hold myself to a high standard.
To do this, I set goals and take real steps to achieve them. In the classroom, I model this for students
by sharing my goals and updating them on my progress, good and bad. They must understand that
failure is a part of success, and yes, I also fail.

It is important to provide time for students to set goals. This takes practice. I have to consistently
reiterate the importance. Over time, I learned that goal setting is much more than filling out a goal
for my New Year’s Resolution bulletin board and forgetting about it by February, when it’s time
for Valentine’s Day decor. This needs to be an intentional time set aside to evaluate, update, and
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set new goals. There are many ways to implement this, but I learned that everyone must find what
works for them, or they will not stick with it.

The other part of this is to expect obstacles. I was speaking at a conference, and an attendee said
that her students could never expect good things to happen because of where they live and the
hardships they face. I explained that we all have different walks. We all start at different spots.
There is adversity in the world, and storms will come. Students must understand that life is not
always perfect and easy but the sun will shine again, and they may even see a rainbow. Everyone
has different levels of adversity in their lives, but the expectation to overcome must remain to be
successful. Regardless of the challenges, with enough hard work, success is possible.

Nonetheless, I do believe that to overcome this adversity, there must be a habit of reflection and
connection. Reflecting helps me see my part in every situation and outcome. The connections |
make help open doors and give me a sense of belonging. When I put in the work, the doors will
open, sometimes I may even have to look for a window. In any event, I will always keep trying. |
realize for some, it will definitely take more time and effort, but regardless of the number of fail-
ures, never give up. Dr. Kalam taught that failure is the “First Attempt in Learning.” To remain a
goal-setter, I ask myself the following questions:

e Am I setting realistic expectations for myself and my students?
e Do I allow barriers and/or failures to stop me from moving forward?

Application: Consider strategies you have or will use to set and achieve realistic expectations for
yourself.

Conclusion

Educators are tired because of their having to be the general education teacher, the special educa-
tion teacher, and the social worker all at once. To help minimize fatigue, try to implement specific
strategies that make everyone’s experience better. The energy brought to the classroom translates
to students. At a time when anxiety, depression, OCD, and PTSD are on the rise, be the teacher
who models essential strategies to help students identify, manage, and validate their emotions. I
am a firm believer in a quote from Dr. Becky Bailey, “Every behavior is a form of communica-
tion.” This means when a student or other adult is acting in a way that evokes feelings, they are
simply trying to say something and cannot find the words, likely because their emotional brain has
taken over. When this happens, I take a moment before responding, and reflect on the following
questions:
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e What am I telling my students with my actions?
e What are my students telling me with their actions?

Application: Reflect, connect, and expect daily to make a difference in your life and the lives of
others.
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Introduction

The use of digital platforms in special education has become increasingly important, offering in-
novative ways to support students with diverse learning needs. These platforms—ranging from
interactive educational apps to web-based learning management systems—enable more flexible,
adaptive, and personalized instruction. For students with disabilities, this technology can help
bridge communication gaps, reinforce key concepts, and provide alternative modes of learning that
are better aligned with their cognitive, emotional, or physical needs.

However, the effective integration of digital platforms into special education is not without signif-
icant challenges. In many parts of the world, particularly in under-resourced regions such as Pal-
estine, the situation is further complicated by systemic issues. These include limited access to re-
liable internet, outdated or insufficient hardware, and a shortage of digital materials tailored to
special education. Additionally, many Palestinian educators lack the necessary training to confi-
dently and effectively implement digital tools in their teaching practices. Professional development
opportunities are often scarce, and when available, they may not be specialized for inclusive or
special education contexts.

Beyond technical and pedagogical barriers, the broader socio-political environment also plays a
critical role. In Palestine, the ongoing occupation, mobility restrictions, and frequent disruptions
to everyday life create a highly unstable educational environment. Schools are often affected by
infrastructure damage, electricity outages, and displacement—factors that severely hinder the con-
sistency and quality of any technology-based intervention. These challenges are particularly acute
for students with disabilities, who may already face social stigma and limited access to educational
resources.

Despite these constraints, there are promising efforts underway. Some Palestinian schools and
NGOs have begun to pilot inclusive digital initiatives, often supported by international partners or
diaspora communities. These programs have introduced assistive technologies, remote learning
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opportunities, and mobile apps specifically designed for students with learning difficulties or com-
munication disorders. Teachers and parents, while navigating a steep learning curve, have ex-
pressed optimism about the potential of these tools to enhance student engagement and foster more
inclusive classrooms.

This literature review aims to explore both the benefits and limitations of digital platform use in
special education, with a particular focus on how these tools are experienced and perceived by
teachers, students, and families in the Palestinian context. By examining these dynamics, the re-
view highlights not only the educational potential of digital innovation but also the urgent need for
infrastructure, training, and policy support to ensure equitable access for all learners.

Special Education in Palestine: Challenges and Progress

While special education in Palestine has made notable progress, significant challenges persist.
These include teacher training issues, cultural stigma, and limited resources which continue to
hinder the full inclusion of special education students in mainstream educational settings (Zawawi
& Hashim, 2024). Despite efforts to integrate special education students more effectively, Pales-
tine’s educational system still struggles with disparities in meeting the diverse needs of these stu-
dents (Bigelow et al., 2025).

In Palestine, special education does not follow a structured or standardized program created by the
Ministry of Education. Instead, only a few schools provide special education services, and these
schools often rely on their own funding to support these programs. These programs are sometimes
used in public schools as pilot studies to test how effective they are. One of the main ideas in these
programs is the use of a “Resource Room” (Allaham et al., 2022). A resource room is a classroom
that is connected to the regular school and has the tools, educational games, and furniture needed
for students with learning difficulties. A special education teacher works in this room, and students
come here on a part-time basis and for few lessons, mostly for Arabic language and math classes,
which are considered the two most important skill subjects (Ministry of Education and Higher
Education, 2014). For all other subjects, the students stay in the regular classroom with their peers.
In most cases, students come to the resource room either individually or in small groups.

According to Malki (1998), in schools that do offer such services, the quality and type of support
depend largely on the experience and background of the special education teacher. Many of these
teachers were originally general education teachers who were reassigned to special education roles.
These teachers often learn through trial and error, since they do not have formal training in special
education. As a result, they face great challenges in meeting the diverse needs of students with
learning difficulties (Al-Taweel, 2023). Despite this, they are expected to take on a wide range of
responsibilities articulated by the Ministry of Education and Higher Education (2014), such as
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designing individualized programs for students with learning challenges like mild intellectual dis-
abilities, learning difficulties, or slow learning. They are also required to support general education
teachers by offering guidance and advice on how to work with these students in the regular class-
room. In addition, special education teachers provide counseling and support to parents to help
them understand and assist their children at home. They also offer psychological and social support
to students who may face emotional or behavioral challenges due to their learning difficulties.

Only three of the 22 universities in Palestine have started to offer special education programs—
two offer a bachelor’s degree, and one offers a one-year diploma. But the number of graduates
from these programs is small, far too few to meet the growing needs of schools across the country
(Ministry of Education, 2020). Additionally, many of these graduates are not well-prepared to
work effectively in schools because the training they receive is limited. Al-Taweel (2023) high-
lighted that special education services in Palestine are mainly offered to early childhood and pri-
mary grade students. In most cases, accommodations for special education students are very min-
imal. For example, some schools may give students extra time to complete tests or reduce the
number of questions they have to answer. These are usually the only changes made, and the stu-
dents remain in the same classroom as their peers when the tests are conducted with the subject
teacher only (Gumpel et al., 2003). Interventions for students with learning difficulties are usually
done in the resource room, based on the methods and materials chosen by the special education
teacher. Unfortunately, in schools that do have special education programs, there is often only one
special education teacher who is responsible for supporting all special education students in the
early grades (Ashbee & Gulberg, 2018). This makes it very hard to meet the needs of every student
and provide effective, individualized support.

One major milestone in Palestinian education was the introduction of the Education for All initia-
tive in 1994, led by the Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MOEHE), which aimed to
provide equal access to education for children with disabilities and promote inclusive practices
(Ashbee & Guldberg, 2018). The adoption of an inclusive education policy in 1997 marked a sig-
nificant shift, focusing on integrating special education students into general education (Zawawi
& Hashim, 2024). Despite these efforts, however, the implementation of inclusive education re-
mains inconsistent and faces various systemic challenges (Ghaouar et al., 2022).

The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (2020) reported that 17% of Palestinian children have
disabilities, and 10% of these children are not enrolled in school, highlighting ongoing educational
exclusion (Al Hayek et al., 2020). Among those who are enrolled, many still face barriers to quality
education, such as inaccessible buildings, limited resources, and insufficient teacher training (Al-
solami, 2022). In Bethlehem, for example, only 15 out of 176 schools are equipped with resource
rooms for special education student needs, and these rooms are often underfunded and poorly
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equipped, limiting their effectiveness (Allaham et al., 2022). Furthermore, students with learning
disabilities like dyslexia struggle to access adaptive learning materials and assistive technologies,
restricting their ability to engage with the curriculum (Khayyat et al., 2013).

A central issue in inclusive education in Palestine is inadequate teacher training. Palestinian uni-
versities offer few special education programs, leaving many teachers ill-prepared to meet the
needs of special education students (Alsheri et al., 2023). This lack of training results in frequent
misdiagnoses and insufficient support for students (Hamayan et al., 2022). Teachers often struggle
to provide individualized attention, especially in overcrowded classrooms, where up to 40 students
are taught at once (Heshoq et al., 2023). This environment makes it difficult to address the specific
needs of special education students, leading to the generalization of behaviors rather than recog-
nizing the need for targeted teaching strategies (Cagiltay et al., 2019).

Cultural stigma surrounding disabilities is another major challenge in Palestine, especially in rural
areas, where disabilities are often viewed with shame or disbelief (Alhamed, 2020). This stigma
prevents the full integration of special education students into general education settings and con-
tributes to their social exclusion (Ashbee & Guldberg, 2018). Additionally, the portrayal of disa-
bilities in the media often emphasizes the difficulties of living with a disability in the context of
political instability, reinforcing societal stigma and further alienating individuals with special
needs (Alhamed, 2020).

The lack of awareness about disabilities exacerbates these cultural barriers. Many parents and ed-
ucators do not recognize the signs of disabilities, leading to delayed diagnosis and insufficient
support for affected students (Zawawi & Hashim, 2024). The absence of comprehensive awareness
campaigns about disability issues prevents advocacy for inclusive education reforms (Gherhes et
al., 2021). Misconceptions about disabilities limit public support for policies that could help inte-
grate special education students into general education (Alsolami, 2022).

Another critical issue in Palestine is the lack of access to assistive technologies and digital plat-
forms in schools. Studies have shown that digital tools can significantly improve learning out-
comes for special education students (Fialho et al., 2023). However, access to these technologies
remains limited, particularly in resource-poor areas where teachers and students lack appropriate
digital resources (Alsheri et al., 2023). The integration of assistive technologies can help bridge
this gap by enabling students to engage more effectively with the curriculum, but it requires both
financial investment and teacher professional development (Green, 2021).

In conclusion, while Palestine has made notable progress in special education, significant chal-
lenges remain, including the need for more teacher training, resources, and a reduction in cultural
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stigma. Addressing these issues will create an inclusive educational environment where special
education students have equal opportunities to succeed (Al Hayek et al., 2020; Alanzi & Alhala-
fawy, 2022). Raising public awareness, improving teacher preparation, and ensuring resource
availability are essential steps toward achieving inclusive education in Palestine (Bakken &
Obiakor, 2023). By overcoming these barriers, Palestine can create a more supportive environment
for special education students (Ashbee & Guldberg, 2018).

Covid-19: Digital Takeover

The COVID-19 pandemic drastically changed education globally, creating a strong need for adapt-
able learning methods. Digital learning platforms in particular became crucial during this time.
They provided accessible tools for special education students, allowing them to continue their ed-
ucation amid the disruption (Kamga, 2021). Precisely, special education students have faced sig-
nificant challenges due to inconsistent policies and a lack of tailored educational strategies (Ha-
mayan et al., 2022). In Palestine, these students face even greater struggles in accessing the edu-
cation system, making their educational experience more difficult. Digital platforms have the po-
tential to break down these barriers by offering inclusive and equitable learning opportunities (Mu-
tanga, 2017).

The pandemic highlighted the importance of these platforms in supporting special needs students
during times of educational crisis Zhang (2020) . However, (Kamga, 2021) noted that the shift to
online learning during the pandemic also created additional challenges for special education stu-
dents, making academic success even harder. In Palestine, limited access to technology accentu-
ates the need for inclusive digital learning tools that cater to the needs of special education ’stu-
dents (Zhang, 2020).

Moreover, the pandemic revealed the potential of digital platforms to offer more tailored educa-
tional experiences. The United Nations (2020) reported that people with disabilities were dispro-
portionately affected by the pandemic, stressing the need for accessible resources. Khumalo et al.
(2020) pointed out that the suspension of in-person classes led to a heavy reliance on online edu-
cation which posed significant challenges, particularly in Palestine. The integration of digital plat-
forms that address the needs of special education students became essential for providing fair ed-
ucational opportunities (United Nations, 2020). The swift transition to online learning presented
unique challenges for students in special education, but when properly designed and equipped,
digital platforms can offer more flexible and accessible learning environments (Khumalo et al.,
2020).
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Supporting special education students through digital tools is also aligned with fundamental human
rights principles. Steed and Leech (2021) emphasized the right to equal access to education for
everyone, including those with disabilities, underscoring the importance of digital platforms that
promote equitable education. Additionally, the pandemic exacerbated learning loss, particularly
among younger students in special education (Relyea et al., 2022). This highlights the necessity
for adaptive digital tools that meet the specific needs of special education students, especially dur-
ing educational disruptions.

As digital learning platforms continue to grow, it is vital to address the challenges faced by mar-
ginalized groups, such as low-income students. The pandemic deepened educational inequalities,
especially in Palestine, where special education students from low-income families faced even
more significant barriers to accessing digital resources (Relyea et al., 2022). The pandemic also
highlighted the critical role of caregivers in supporting the education of special education students.
Lake et al. (2022) discovered that caregivers of individuals with intellectual and developmental
disabilities often experience high levels of stress and lack adequate support. In Palestine, many
parents of special education students faced considerable pressure during the pandemic (Magedi et
al., 2023). Digital platforms that offer academic resources and caregiver support could help alle-
viate these pressures, creating a more supportive environment for both students and families. Lake
et al. (2022) proposed that engaging caregivers in educational interventions can help reduce isola-
tion and foster development. In Palestine, where family involvement is essential, digital platforms
that link caregivers and educators could further enrich student learning experiences (Al-Taweel,
2024).

Special Education and Educational Technology

Special education addresses the diverse needs of special education students, including those with
physical disabilities, learning difficulties, autism, and developmental challenges. These students
require specific teaching methods and resources to address their unique needs (Alsolami, 2022).
Effective support for these students requires educational approaches tailored to their varied re-
quirements (Zawawi & Hashim, 2024). Technology has opened new possibilities for providing
personalized and inclusive learning experiences. Digital tools, such as assistive technologies, help
close the gap for special education ’students (Chaidi et al., 2021).

Given the diverse needs in special education, personalized strategies are essential for success.
Green, J. L. (2021) emphasized the need for solutions tailored to each student, as student strengths
and challenges vary. These individualized approaches align well with digital learning solutions,
which can be customized to meet the needs of special education students. However, several chal-
lenges hinder the effective use of assistive technology, including insufficient teacher training, neg
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ative attitudes toward technology, lack of funding, and difficulties in equipment management (Dal-
masso et al., 2023). These challenges highlight the importance of proper teacher preparation and
support in integrating digital platforms into special education.

Teacher professional attitudes play a critical role in supporting special education students. Al-
solami (2022) emphasized that teachers must adopt positive philosophies to effectively assist these
students. Their willingness to adapt and use digital tools to meet students’ diverse needs is also
essential (Jadallah et al., 2024). Jadallah et al. (2024) further stressed that ensuring special educa-
tion professionals have access to appropriate resources, including digital tools, is key. Without
these resources and proper infrastructure, digital platforms cannot reach their full potential.
Thomas et al. (2019), cited in Jadallah et al. (2024), argued that success in special education should
not only be measured by academic progress but also by functional skills, participation, and overall
satisfaction. This broader understanding of success shows how digital platforms can contribute not
only to academic achievement but also to students' everyday skills and social involvement.

A tailored approach in special education is essential to address the unique needs of each student.
The works of Green, J. L. (2021) and Jadallah et al. (2024) reinforce the importance of personal-
ized education. When digital platforms are integrated into special education, they can enhance both
academic success and overall development, provided teachers receive adequate training and the
necessary resources.

Collaboration between special education and general education teachers is crucial for inclusive
educational success. By working together, they can create environments where special education
students receive clear instructions, practice new skills, and get timely feedback (Alsolami, 2022).
This collaboration improves the personalization of learning strategies, ultimately enhancing aca-
demic outcomes. Assistive technology also enables special education students to participate
equally in the classroom, adapting the learning environment to their needs (Green, 2021). This
collaboration and technology integration help eliminate participation barriers, promoting both ac-
ademic achievement and social inclusion (Chaidi et al., 2021).

Professional development for teachers plays a key role in this collaboration. Ongoing training in
assistive technology helps both special education and general education teachers better support
special education students (Green, 2021). Well-trained teachers can collaborate effectively, devel-
oping strategies that enhance students' academic outcomes, particularly in areas like reading (Valle
et al., 2019). Teachers' ability to use assistive technology to identify and address learning barriers
is crucial in ensuring student success. As teachers pursue more training in assistive technology
(Alsolami, 2022), they can further improve academic achievement for special education students,
especially through digital platforms.
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In Palestine, challenges such as underdeveloped resource rooms and a lack of specialized learning
tools hinder the provision of individualized support (Bigelow et al., 2025). Special education
teachers also require more specialized training to meet their students' needs more effectively (Al-
laham et al., 2022). Despite these challenges, digital platforms have the potential to bridge these
gaps. By offering personalized learning opportunities, resources, and teacher training, digital plat-
forms can enhance academic achievement and create more inclusive learning environments
(Green, 2021).

Benefits and Challenges of Implementing Digital Platforms in Special Education

Integrating digital platforms into special education comes with both challenges and potential ben-
efits, particularly in regions like Palestine. One major challenge is technological barriers, such as
limited access to devices like computers and tablets, along with poor internet connectivity, which
restricts students' engagement with digital learning tools (Abdul Jalil et al., 2021). These chal-
lenges are more pronounced in areas with underdeveloped infrastructure, such as conflict zones
(Fialho et al., 2023). Another issue is the lack of teacher training on how to effectively use digital
platforms and tools in the classroom, hindering their ability to meet the diverse needs of special
education students (Irma et al., 2021). Without proper training, teachers may struggle to fully uti-
lize the potential of these technologies (Abdul Jalil et al., 2021).

Resistance to change among educators and administrators also presents a challenge in implement-
ing digital platforms. Some teachers may feel apprehensive about adopting new technologies, fear-
ing disruption to traditional teaching methods or increased workload (Irma et al., 2021). This re-
luctance can slow the integration of digital tools, preventing students from benefiting from en-
hanced educational experiences (Fialho et al., 2023). Resistance is often compounded by a lack of
support from school administrations or policymakers who may not fully recognize the potential of
digital platforms in supporting special education students (Shraima & Khlaif, 2010).

Despite these challenges, digital platforms offer several significant benefits for special education
students. One key advantage is increased access to resources. Digital platforms provide a variety
of educational materials that can be tailored to meet individual learning needs (Shahrulliza et al.,
2021). This personalized approach ensures that students engage with content that aligns with their
learning styles and pace, promoting a more inclusive learning environment (Shahrulliza et al.,
2021). Interactive features, such as videos, games, and quizzes, not only capture students' attention
but also enhance their motivation (Vaughan, 2007). These tools are particularly helpful for stu-
dents with learning disabilities, as they provide visual and hands-on content that supports compre-
hension and retention (Calder, 2021).
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Additionally, digital platforms allow students to learn at their own pace, particularly important for
special education students who may need extra time to process information (Abd Manan et al.,
2021). This flexibility promotes independence and helps students develop self-directed learning
skills (Noor et al., 2022). In regions like Palestine, where infrastructure is often unstable, digital
platforms enable students to continue learning during disruptions, ensuring that academic progress
is not hindered (Shraima & Khlaif, 2010).

Furthermore, digital platforms support individualized learning experiences by offering tailored
content that meets students' unique needs. Special education students benefit from platforms that
adapt the difficulty level of tasks based on their progress, which boosts motivation and a sense of
accomplishment (Abd Manan et al., 2021). These platforms also support special education stu-
dents, such as offering text-to-speech functionality to assist those with visual impairments or learn-
ing disabilities (Shahrulliza et al., 2021).

Beyond academics, digital platforms foster social interaction and collaboration among students.
Many digital tools enable students to communicate with peers and work together on projects, en-
hancing their social and communication skills (Noor et al., 2022). For special education students,
these interactions are essential for developing relationships which positively impact their overall
educational experience (Calder, 2021).

Despite these benefits, the challenges of implementing digital platforms, such as inadequate
teacher training and technological limitations, should not be overlooked. Addressing these issues
through targeted interventions, such as improving infrastructure and offering professional devel-
opment, is crucial for ensuring equitable access to digital learning tools (Sahel, 2024). With the
right support, digital platforms can transform special education, enhancing academic success for
special education students (Shahrulliza et al., 2021).

Perceptions and Attitudes Towards Digital Platforms in Special Education

In Palestine, special education students often struggle with traditional education due to various
barriers, making it harder for them to integrate into mainstream education (Singh et al., 2020).
These challenges highlight the need for alternative learning solutions to support these students
effectively. Digital platforms, particularly those focused on reading, offer flexible and personal-
ized learning that can address these needs (Abd Manan, 2021). Such platforms can be tailored to
meet the diverse learning requirements of special education students, potentially improving their
academic outcomes (Sankoh et al., 2023).

The use of digital platforms in special education has generated mixed opinions from teachers,
students, and parents. Special education teachers generally see digital platforms as valuable tools
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that enhance learning by offering personalized and flexible educational opportunities (Al-Zboon,
2019). These platforms enable teachers to adapt lessons to meet the individual needs of students,
making learning more engaging and effective (Abd Manan, 2021). However, teachers often face
challenges such as insufficient training and technological issues that limit the effectiveness of these
platforms (Small, 2023). Some educators feel that digital platforms may not fully address the spe-
cific needs of their students or offer the same level of support as face-to-face teaching (Dalbudak
& Yigit, 2021).

Students and their families, on the other hand, tend to have positive views of digital platforms,
especially appreciating the flexibility they offer in accessing content from home (Johnson, 2022).
Concerns remain, however, about the absence of face-to-face interaction, with some parents be-
lieving that personalized, in-person support is essential for special education students (Singh et al.,
2020). Despite these concerns, many families report positive experiences when technology is
adapted to suit their child’s needs, thus improves engagement (Gruebner et al., 2023).

Teacher attitudes and perceptions of technology, especially digital platforms, are influenced by
their self-efficacy. Educators who are confident in using technology tend to incorporate it more
effectively into their teaching practices (Small, 2023). However, barriers like lack of training, tech-
nical difficulties, and time constraints make it harder for teachers to adopt these tools widely
(Sankoh et al., 2023). Many teachers feel anxious about managing students ’use of technology,
especially in large classrooms with limited resources (Johnson, 2022). Nevertheless, many teach-
ers believe that digital platforms can enhance educational outcomes for special education students,
as long as adequate training and support are provided (Lacka & Wong, 2021).

The accessibility and effectiveness of digital platforms are also shaped by the perceptions of stu-
dents and their families. Many students benefit from the interactive and personalized nature of
digital platforms, allowing them to learn at their own pace (Abd Manan, 2021). However, some
platforms remain difficult to use, limiting their impact (Courduff et al., 2016). Families generally
report positive experiences when digital tools are tailored to their child’s unique needs, improving
engagement and learning outcomes (Johnson, 2022). Still, without proper training and support, the
full potential of these tools may not be realized (Dalbudak & Yigit, 2021).

The success of assistive technology (AT) in the classroom is highly dependent on teachers' atti-
tudes toward it. Many teachers struggle with AT due to a lack of training and confidence which
can hinder its effective use (Johnson, 2022). Teachers often face barriers such as insufficient pro-
fessional development and technical issues, making it difficult to integrate AT into their teaching
practices (Abd Manan, 2021). When teachers are provided with adequate training and support,
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they can more effectively use AT, leading to better student engagement and improved academic
achievement (Dalbudak & Yigit, 2021).

In conclusion, the perceptions and attitudes of teachers, students, and parents significantly impact
the integration of digital platforms in special education. Overcoming barriers like insufficient train-
ing and technological challenges is crucial in realizing the full potential of digital platforms for
improving academic outcomes for special education students in Palestine (Sankoh et al., 2023;
Johnson, 2022).., 2023).

Conclusion of Literature Review

In conclusion, while significant progress has been made in integrating digital platforms into edu-
cation globally, challenges persist, particularly in contexts like Palestine. Digital tools offer nu-
merous benefits for special education, such as personalized learning and enhanced access to re-
sources, but their effective implementation faces obstacles. These include limited access to tech-
nology, insufficient infrastructure, and a lack of trained educators capable of using digital tools
effectively. For special education students, digital platforms provide valuable opportunities to
learn at their own pace and receive tailored support, which may not always be possible in tradi-
tional classrooms. However, the integration of such platforms remains inconsistent, especially in
regions affected by political instability and resource limitations.

In the Palestinian context, education is highly valued as a means to overcome socio-economic
challenges, yet special education students continue to face significant barriers to accessing quality
education. Despite efforts to promote inclusive education, many schools lack the necessary re-
sources and trained professionals to support special education students. Digital platforms, while
promising, face similar challenges due to infrastructure and training gaps. With the right support,
however, such as improved access to technology, professional development for teachers, and
stronger advocacy for inclusive practices, digital platforms have the potential to bridge gaps in
educational access. They can enhance the learning experience for special education students and
promote a more inclusive and equitable education system in Palestine.

Conclusion

The principles of recognizing wholeness, sustainability, and interdependence within Disability
Justice Theory offer a comprehensive framework for exploring the integration of digital platforms
in the education of special education students in Palestine. By considering the full range of stu-
dents ’needs, promoting long-term progress, and fostering collaboration among all stakeholders,
this research aims to contribute to a more inclusive, equitable educational environment. A focus
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on these principles will help inform policy and practice in ways that align with the values of disa-
bility justice, ensuring that digital tools are used effectively to meet the needs of special education ’
students in Palestine.
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Creative Learning Strategies for Families with Children on the Spectrum

By Jennifer Wise

Author Bio

Jennifer Wise is a stay at home mother of four children. She can be reached at jenny@spe-
cialhomeeducator.com

Families raising children on the autism spectrum often face a unique blend of challenges and op-
portunities. Each child learns differently, and discovering ways to enhance engagement, compre-
hension, and emotional comfort can transform everyday activities into meaningful learning mo-
ments. This guide offers families a framework for creating nurturing, sensory-aware, and creative
environments that foster growth — at home, in school, and in the community.

Key Points

o Individualize learning: Tailor approaches to your child’s sensory and cognitive prefer-
ences.

e Mix play and structure: Use art, music, and movement to reinforce focus and self-ex-
pression.

e Build consistency: Routine and predictability are powerful learning allies.
o Collaborate: Work closely with educators, therapists, and caregivers.

o Balance care with self-care: A calm, supported parent can better guide a child’s growth.

Balancing Care and Career: Staying Present While Supporting Your Child

For parents managing both work and caregiving, finding equilibrium between professional de-
mands and family responsibilities can feel overwhelming. When_juggling work responsibilities,

it’s essential to protect quality time with your child — not just in quantity, but in presence. Even
small rituals, such as bedtime stories or nightly check-ins, reinforce connection and emotional
security. No matter how busy you are, block dedicated calendar time each week to focus entirely
on your child’s learning and emotional needs.
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Creative Learning Foundations

1. Problem: Many families struggle to keep children with special needs engaged through
traditional teaching methods.

2. Solution: Replace linear instruction with multi-sensory learning that combines sight,
sound, and touch.

3. Result: Children are more likely to retain information, build emotional regulation, and
enjoy the learning process.

Try integrating approaches inspired by:

e Montessori learning environments, which promote independence.

e Autism Speaks toolkits, offering structured activity ideas.

e Understood.org, which helps parents personalize learning techniques.

Building a Supportive Learning Environment
Structure & Predictability

o Establish visual schedules and consistent daily routines.

e Create calm “transition zones” for breaks between tasks.

Sensory Awareness

o Identify triggers (sound, light, texture) and adapt spaces.

o Use weighted blankets, fidget tools, or noise-canceling headphones when needed.

Creative Play Integration

o Combine art and movement: dance out math problems or paint emotions.
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o Rotate activities to keep attention fresh and curiosity alive.

Emotional Safety

o Reinforce progress with praise and visual cues.

e Introduce social stories to model empathy and flexibility.

How-To: Turning Everyday Activities into Learning Opportunities

1. Cooking Together

Use cooking as an educational experience — measure ingredients (math), follow steps (sequenc-
ing), and explore textures (sensory integration). Resources like America’s Test Kitchen Kids of-
fer simple, guided recipes.

2. Nature Walk Journals

Transform outdoor walks into observational adventures. Collect leaves, draw what you see, and
label objects — a tactile way to develop vocabulary and focus. Check ideas on the National
Wildlife Federation’s Family Nature Guide.

3. Music and Rhythm Games
Introduce rhythm-based activities with household items. Music therapy helps with coordination,

memory, and emotional expression. Explore adaptive rhythm tools from Remo
HealthRHYTHMS.

4. Storytelling Through Art
Let your child narrate stories through drawings or clay modeling. Use platforms like Crayola’s
Creativity Hub for prompts that blend imagination and structure.
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Matching Activities with Developmental Benefits

Activity Type | Skill Focus Benefit Example Resource

Art Projects Expression & fine | Boosts creativity & self- | Crayola Learning
motor esteem

Cooking Tasks | Sequencing & Encourages focus & inde- | America’s Test Kitchen
math pendence Kids

Tech-Aided Visual reasoning | Enhances adaptability Khan Academy Kids
Learning

FAQ: Common Questions for Parents

Q1. What’s the best way to identify my child’s learning style?
Observe how your child responds — visually, verbally, or through movement. Trial and adjust
activities accordingly.

Q2. How do I manage sensory overload during learning sessions?
Create a quiet zone and use deep-pressure tools like weighted vests. Limit visual clutter and
background noise.

Q3. Can digital tools help?
Yes, when used intentionally. Apps that gamify social stories or motor tasks (like Endless Alpha-
bet) can increase engagement.

Q4. Should I consult with therapists?
Absolutely. Occupational or speech therapists can tailor interventions for your child’s develop-
mental profile.

QS. How can I stay patient during challenging days?
Practice self-care, join support groups like The Autism Community in Action, and celebrate
small milestones.
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Glossary

e Sensory Integration: The process by which the brain organizes and responds to sensory
input from the environment.

o Social Stories: Short narratives that teach expected social behavior through examples
and visuals.

e Neurodiversity: The idea that variations in brain function are normal and valuable.
o Fine Motor Skills: Coordination of small muscles, especially in hands and fingers.

o Self-Regulation: The ability to manage emotions, behaviors, and attention across differ-
ent contexts.

Product Spotlight: A Creative Companion for Family Learning

Families seeking practical structure often turn to KiwiCo’s activity crates — monthly hands-on
kits that merge art, science, and play. These projects nurture problem-solving, creativity, and con-
fidence, offering children a sense of accomplishment through exploration.

Learning for children on the spectrum thrives at the intersection of creativity, structure, and em-
pathy. Parents and caregivers who transform daily routines into opportunities for play and discov-
ery help children develop essential life skills — while deepening bonds built on patience and un-
derstanding. Every child learns differently — and with the right mix of consistency, imagination,
and support, every child can shine brilliantly in their own way.
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Addressing the Teacher and Paraprofessional Shortage
Through Innovative Programming
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Christine Scholma is Associate Professor of Special Education and Co-Director of the Center for
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tine.scholma@trnty.edu

The field of special education is of utmost importance to support students with diverse learning
needs, including students with significant disabilities. Unfortunately, schools are experiencing spe-
cial education teacher and paraprofessional shortages nationwide. Recent statistics from June of
2025 indicate that 1 in 8 of all current special education positions are either filled by teachers who
are not fully certified for the position or are currently unfilled (Overview of Teacher Shortages,
2025). There are several reasons for the shortage of special education teachers, but one of them
relates to the teacher pipeline and the decrease in students enrolling in special education programs,
leading to a decrease in qualified graduates in special education (An Overview of Teacher Short-
ages, 2025; Clouser, n.d.). With positions remaining unfilled or filled with teachers who are not
fully qualified, students with the highest needs can experience inconsistency in their programming,
affecting their ability to achieve their highest potential within a school setting.

The Alexander DeJong Center for Special Education is a partnership between Elim Christian Ser-
vices, a therapeutic day school for students with significant disabilities, and Trinity Christian Col-
lege, a four-year liberal arts college. Launched in 2006, one of the guiding principles of the Center
relates to supporting the continued growth of individuals with disabilities and those who support
them. Currently, the Center for Special Education is striving to make a difference for students by
addressing the teacher shortage and paraprofessional retention challenges faced by the field of
special education today. Through innovative programming, the Center for Special Education is
providing new pathways for paraprofessionals to become certified teachers.

In 2021, the Center conducted a survey and held focus groups to determine what barriers were
preventing paraprofessionals from enrolling in a special education degree program to continue
their education and move toward the goal of becoming a certified teacher. Some of the reasons
that were expressed included the ability to pay for college, time to attend college courses, and
childcare. Additionally, many paraprofessionals expressed that they had never attended college or
had not taken courses in a very long time, leading to anxiety about starting a degree program in
higher education.
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With this information from the paraprofessionals in mind, a slow introduction to special education
coursework was designed as a way for paraprofessionals to begin to experience higher education
before committing to a degree program. Hearing the concern of paraprofessionals unsure about
starting a degree program and having the time to take college courses while they are working full
time, Trinity Christian College designed a course of study in which paraprofessionals would take
a series of one credit courses rather than three credit courses. This was accomplished by looking
at a three-credit course in the special education degree program, SPED 222 Intensive Interventions,
and breaking the course into three one credit courses. When taken in sequence, these courses rep-
resent the equivalence of taking the three credit Intensive Interventions course. Paraprofessionals
enrolled in the Bloom program would take one one-credit course per semester for three semesters
to complete a course in the degree program within one year. This slow onramp to higher education
helped Bloom students to dip their toes in the water of a special education licensure program and
develop the skills of managing a healthy work/life balance before committing to a degree program.

Additionally, the Center for Special Education wanted to address the barrier of paying for college
and worked with private donors to develop scholarship funds to cover a portion of the cost of
tuition. This paired with bonuses provided by the therapeutic day school after the completion of
the first and second year not only helped with the cost of college, but also retention of paraprofes-
sionals. Students enrolled in the Bloom program were anticipated to stay employed with the school
for a minimum of two years and incentives for students to enroll in a degree program following
the completion of Bloom would further encourage Bloom students to maintain their employment
with the school, hopefully contributing to higher retention rates of the paraprofessionals enrolled
in the Bloom program.

Finally, the Bloom program addressed the barrier of the time that courses were offered and the
barrier of childcare. The Center for Special Education decided to offer the one credit courses on
the campus of the therapeutic day school immediately when school ended from 3:30-5:30. With
this course time and location, Bloom students could go straight to class from work without having
to commute to the local college. Additionally, with the time of the class, parents in need of child-
care could keep their children in daycare during those hours while not having to seek additional
childcare options needed to take traditional evening courses. The courses were also offered in a
hybrid format with half of the classes offered in person and the other half offered online, providing
flexibility for Bloom students.

Starting in January of 2023, three cohorts of Bloom students have engaged in the curriculum,
completing the Intensive Interventions course and the subsequent Assistive Technology course.
The first cohort to graduate the Bloom program finished their two-year sequence in October of
2024 and the second cohort is set to complete the program in October of 2025. Students enrolled

Voices for Educational Equity 21 (2) 79
December 2025



in the program expressed that not only are they working toward their overall goal of becoming a
teacher, but that this programming is helping them be better paraprofessionals as they are engaging
the Bloom curriculum. Graduated Bloom student Kali Nispuruk declared, “Each of my professors
has shown such knowledge and passion about the field. It inspires me to keep learning and to
achieve my ultimate goal. The classes have also given me more knowledge to be a better
paraprofessional in the classrooms I serve. I cannot wait to be a special education teacher and I
will achieve this through the Bloom program.”

When students like Kali complete the Bloom program, they are encouraged to enroll in a degree
program at Trinity Chrisitan College. There are incentives including tuition reduction in place for
Bloom students taking this next step. Several students have now completed the Bloom program
and are now enrolled in a degree program at Trinity. Elim Christian Services is hopeful that they
will return to Elim to become employed as special education teachers in the near future. Given the
success of the Bloom program, schools and districts should consider partnering with colleges to
explore ways that they can address shortages in the special education teacher pipeline and provide
paraprofessionals with a pathway to teacher licensure.

For more information about the Alexander DeJong Center for Special Education, visit:
https://www.trnty.edu/dejong-center/
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Abstract

Special education services designed specifically for the special needs of adopted children are sel-
dom considered a category of focus in the preparation or teaching of general and special educators.
Though generally acknowledged and frequently documented, the percentage of adopted children
in SPED is higher than that of the general population. Statistics listed on the web page of the
National Council for Adoption (NCFA) indicate that 35-50 per cent of students in foster care are
receiving or need special education services. According to NCEA, it is twice as likely for adopted
children or children in kinship care to receive special education services or to be referred for such
services. (NCFA, 2025) Despite these high percentages there has not been significant attention to
either the special needs of adopted children or the appropriate preparation of teachers to address
these needs.

Questions and Assumptions

These statistics give rise to the following questions. How is it that a disproportionate number of
adopted individuals are likely to require SPED support services when compared to the general
population? What are the factors that lend themselves to requiring specialized educational services
in a population that generally has average to above average intelligence? How can we better sup-
port these children whose challenging experiences begin during their preverbal development and
adversely affect their cognitive, psychological and social- emotional development?

This paper does not distinguish between international or domestic adoptions, the age of the
adoptee, or adoptees who remain in foster care until they are 18 and age out of the system. Rather,
I argue that all adopted individuals are more vulnerable to social, emotional, neurophysiological
and learning challenges due to their primal separation from their biological mother.

Separation Trauma

I concur with Nancy Newton Verrier who contends in her book The Primal Wound, (2009), “each
adopted individual experiences the separation from their biological parent as abandonment.” The
withdrawing of protection, support or help from the biological parent requires a separation of the
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mother and child connection. The birth parent’s decision to permanently separate from their child
and release all rights can be emotionally challenging, creating feelings of grief, loss, relief and
shame. For the adopted child regardless of age, ... “their issues center around separation and loss,
trust, rejection, guilt, and shame, identity and intimacy, loyalty and mastery or power and control.”
(Verrier, 2009)

Irrespective of the biological parent’s rationale, the child is being placed with another who lacks
the biological mother’s physical, hormonal, psychological, and emotional resonances. The child’s
conscious and unconscious nervous system, which encompasses their emotional energetic system,
resonates with their biological mother’s emotional energetic system. Babies remember their birth
and what happens to them. We know, “newborn babies have all their senses and make use of them
just as the rest of us do.” (Verrier 2009) “The child’s bonding (with their biological mother) begins
at conception. Their “in utero” experience has a direct effect on the bonding ability and personality
of the child. Drug or alcohol exposure, maternal stress or an unwanted pregnancy can damage the
developing child’s ability to bond (with others). (Thomas 1997, 2005) Babies do know what their
mother is thinking and feeling during pregnancy (Verny 1981).

Regardless of their age, the child is fully aware psychologically, emotionally and neurophysiolog-
ically when their connection with their biological mother is severed. The child experiences phys-
ical separation as an emotional severance, or a trauma, regardless of the mother’s rationale for
placing her child up for adoption. The separation affects the child’s body, mind and spirit as a
trauma which is a life altering energetic disconnection experience. Gabor Mate MD with Daniel
Mate state that “trauma is an internal dynamic that is experienced as a sense of wounding or dis-
connection.” (2022) The initial major psychological issue for the adopted child is the emotional
separation from their biological mother.

From long experience as a therapist for adopted children, I have concluded that this emotional
separation from the biological mother is the foundational energetic disconnect and that it has life-
long emotional ramifications for the adopted child. The abandonment feelings are a result of the
child’s initial energetic separation from their biological mother. This initial energetic separation
is a trauma that affects the child’s nervous system and registers in their body.

It is critical for individuals involved with adopted children to understand that the primal separation
registers in the adopted child’s subconscious mind, as a trauma. That trauma—{frequently pre-
verbal—dramatically impacts the child’s biochemical and emotional states. As Neuroscientist
Candice Pert explained in her groundbreaking book Molecules of Emotions (1997) that we humans
are fundamentally emotional beings, that all thought and action begins with an emotional stimulus.
Caretakers for adopted children must recognize that the separation trauma leaves an emotional
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imprint on the child that adversely impacts emotional connection to themselves and others. Indi-
viduals who support and serve adopted children must be cognizant that the general feelings of
adopted children are frequently those of being unwanted. Such unwanted feelings often demon-
strate as overt or covert emotional disturbances and related behavioral and attachment problems.

Educators and Trauma

Educators must be trauma aware and understand that early life trauma experiences are most detri-
mental to the child’s stress response system because they increases the child’s vulnerability to
stress in the future. Children with traumatic histories frequently have great difficulty in forming
meaningful attachments because they live in a constant state of fear expressed as high arousal or
hyper vigilance. Their difficulty in forming relationships adversely impacts their impulse control,
reactivity and their ability to understand emotions and respond appropriately. They are vulnerable
to genetic biases for dyslexia, ADHD, learning disorders, autism, and any number of toxins which
adversely impact their brain development and subsequent learning abilities. Though these children
generally have average intelligence, grappling with adoption challenges not only depresses their
ability to emotionally attach, but also to somatically self-regulate and process information. (Riley
and Singer, CASE, undated)

These factors all contribute to adopted children’s higher referral and placement in SPED. Under-
standably, adopted children are overrepresented among students with disabilities given their psy-
chological and neurological systems are frequently functioning in survival mode. Therefore, it is
most important that educators, especially teachers, receive trauma training awareness and skill
development that support sensitivity training specifically to address adopted children with special
needs. Also, teachers must receive education which fosters awareness of their personal emotional
state, while being sensitive to the special emotional, social and learning needs of adopted children.
Everyone benefits when teachers are personally and professionally taught how to avoid overreact-
ing to adopted children’s learning frustrations and behavioral challenges.

Preparation of SPED Teachers

My many years as a SPED teacher and my private therapeutic practice successfully treating the
trauma of adopted children has provided me with insights about the preparation of SPED teachers.
Educating special educators on personal emotional management, interoceptive awareness, mind-
fulness and heart-centered coherence methods support their internal regulation and locus of control
during challenging student interactions. When educators are taught how to address their emotional
self-alignment first, and then focus on the student’s heightened situation, they reduce their personal
reactivity and stress, while increasing the student’s personal awareness and accountability. When
in an emotional state of fear the adopted child’s trauma response becomes activated and overrides
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their cognitive functioning which diminishes trust and resonance. During these heightened emo-
tional moments, language skills, which might already be depressed, translate into aggressive ac-
tions or detachment. Whether the child’s emotional reactions are big or withdrawn, it is imperative
that the teacher remain attuned to the child through their body posture, tone of voice, language and
word choice.

SPED teacher must be educated to understand that the adopted child’s ability to remain emotion-
ally connected and trusting is fragile. The child has been traumatized. Due to their primary ener-
getic separation from their birth mother the child’s trust fluctuates and requires compassionate
boundaries and communication to remain emotionally secure. The child expects to be abandoned
so relationships are tenuous. What looks like a routine expectation one day may result in a volcanic
emotional response the next. The teacher is the child’s ballast who remains attuned to the child,
facilitates emotional and cognitive stabilization through providing compassionate boundaries and
emotional management skills.

We best support these children whose challenging experiences begin during their preverbal devel-
opment and adversely affect their cognitive, psychological and social- emotional development by
educating SPED teachers specifically about the adopted child’s unique emotional and cognitive
issues. SPED teachers need to be educated about trauma informed methods that incorporate mind-
fulness, interoception, compassionate language, and emotional management skills. Teacher edu-
cation programs must include training methodologies that are experiential in nature and facilitate
teachers’ awareness about their own personal sensitivities, emotional limits, and self-care methods.
It is important that teachers learn how to demystify the separation trauma and adoption wound in
order to support themselves and the child with mutually healthy methods. A teacher is first a human
being and then a teacher.
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Introduction

In Reimagining Special Education: Using Inclusion as a Framework to Build Equity and Support
All Students, Jenna Mancini Rufo and Julie Causton offer timely discussion of the ways in which
special education can best be reimagined to meet the needs of all students. Set against the backdrop
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the multitude of challenges it brought for education, the authors
offer strategies by which schools can revise both structure and practices related to special educa-
tion through an equity lens. Beginning with an invitation to revisit the ways in which we story
students, the authors provide comprehensive strategies educational stakeholders can implement to
improve learning outcomes.

Chapter Overviews
In chapter one, the authors provide a brief historical grounding for both the importance of and the
need for improving educational outcomes for students with disabilities. They note that while many
legal victories have been won, they have not necessarily led to improved student performance in
schools and that a reset is needed. Emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic, the authors posit that
this is an opportunity for reflection, redesign, and new approaches to serving students with disa-
bilities. Rufo and Causton close the chapter with a brief overview of the actions they believe are
necessary to accomplish this goal, each of which are discussed in subsequent chapters:

e Re-story Students

e Redesign Instruction and Assessment

e Restructure Intervention and Enrichment

o Revitalize Co-Teaching

e Realign Service Delivery

e Reconceptualize Equity

Chapter Two opens with the question, “what does it mean to be a good student?”” and analyzes the
ways in which this question has had detrimental effects on students that do not fit this subjective
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mold. Through the use of student vignettes, Rufo and Causton point out that our current educa-
tional system operates on a medical model of disability that views difference as a negative quality
that must be fixed, forcing students into labels that often hold them back. To combat this issue,
Rufo and Causton suggest an asset-based model of thinking that “re-storys” students in a way that
celebrates difference and accepts students for who they are, laying the groundwork for a strength-
based model that can help students thrive.

In chapter three, the authors explore the need for redesigned instruction and assessment to promote
engagement and inclusion. They provide meaningful discussion of individualization and differen-
tiation and outline strategies that teachers can utilize to be sure that IEP goals are being met, par-
ticularly in the general education classroom. The authors provide a thought-provoking question,
“What if the goal was not to keep up, but to learn at one’s highest potential?” (p. 30). In order to
accomplish this goal, the authors provide guidance on how to utilize formative assessment strate-
gies that are not only engaging but also are meant to gather relevant data that teachers can use to
plan more targeted instruction. The authors argue that lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic re-
garding the use of multiple means of assessment and communication, including feedback loops,
as well as performance and project-based assessments should continue to be utilized to provide
students meaningful opportunities to demonstrate their learning.

Moving beyond instruction and assessment in chapter four the authors invite readers to consider
ways in which intervention and enrichment can be restructured to more effectively meet the needs
of all students. The authors provide practical guidance for restructuring existing Response to In-
tervention (RTI) and Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) models, as well as building new
programs to meet student needs. Moving beyond only traditional intervention systems, the authors
also discuss Intervention and Enrichment (IE) blocks and the opportunities they provide for each
student to receive what they need.

Chapter five explores five different models of co-teaching that can be implemented into diverse
classrooms to best include and serve all students. These five models include duet teaching, one
teach/one assist, one teach/ one float, one teach/one multi-sensory, parallel teaching, and station
teaching. While it is pointed out that each model has different strengths and weaknesses, the au-
thors explain that co-teaching is vital in this time as it may take the strengths of multiple educators
to best meet the increasing academic and social needs of students. The authors also provide guid-
ance on how administrators can effectively evaluate co-teaching practices.

While co-teaching has its benefits, it is not the only service delivery model that has proven suc-
cessful. Chapter six introduces the roles of inclusion facilitators and consultative teachers, citing
both models as having a positive impact in serving students in a diverse classroom. As defined by
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Rufo and Causton, “Inclusion facilitators are a support for their peers and can provide resources,
offer suggestions and encouragement, and provide peer modeling” (p. 70). Three different models
of inclusion facilitators that are discussed include building-level inclusion facilitators, student-
specific inclusion facilitators, and content-specific inclusion facilitators. Regardless of model cho-
sen, the inclusion facilitator responds to the individual needs of both students and teachers in the
general education setting through coordinating services. The authors advise that if more direct
support is needed, a consultative teacher that also offers regular push-in support in the classroom
may be necessary.

To conclude this text, Rufo and Causton provide a thorough examination of our current education
system, highlighting the systematic bias that has led to separation of students of color from the rest
of their peers. The authors point out the disproportionate rate in which students of color have been
referred for special education services, and acknowledge the lack of equity that all minoritized
groups have faced. To promote more equity and opportunity for all students, the authors call for
systematic changes in order to create an inclusive model of education that ensures belonging and
provides access to the curriculum for all students. The authors recognize and provide strategies for
beginning that work on the micro level with self-reflection and conversations with colleagues.

Text Strengths

Rufo and Causton’s text holds great promise for helping educational stakeholders better serve all
students through fruitful and inclusive learning opportunities. One strength that fuels the authors’
mission of “reimagining special education” is the inclusion of “re-storying students” in chapter
two. Strategically placing this idea early in the text provides readers a strong foundation for the
next steps outlined by the authors and brings the humanity of students to the forefront of education.
This helps ground educators in a student-focused mission for change. In addition to this, the inclu-
sion of tables/figures embedded in each chapter provides a guiding hand to readers in breaking
down information and planning first action steps which are often the most difficult. Pairing this
with student/teacher vignettes brought the authors’ work to life and demonstrated how this work
can be done in practical ways. Finally, the addition of reflection questions to close each chapter
stimulates deeper thinking and promotes further opportunities for self-growth and action.

Critiques

While the text provides a broad overview of both the challenges facing special education and strat-
egies for improvement, there are three areas where the work could be re-organized and expanded
to better accomplish this goal. Chapter seven, “Rethinking Equity” may best be positioned earlier
in the text, as it contains important discussion of the work educators must do to confront their own
biases related to students and special education. This is important because not confronting one’s
own bias can impact the decisions made related to practice, making it more difficult to “re-story”
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students (chapter two). In chapter four, “Redesigning Instruction and Assessment,” it would be
beneficial for the authors to discuss Universal Design for Learning (UDL), which would provide
a more comprehensive framework for readers to connect the suggestions of the authors to profes-
sional practice. In chapter five, the authors discuss the benefits of intervention and enrichment (IE)
blocks. While these programs are beneficial for both students and teachers alike, they require al-
terations to master schedules, as well as staff buy-in. It would be beneficial for the authors to
include further guidance related to scheduling and creating staff buy-in, either through their own
experiences, vignettes, or further readings on the topic.

Recommendation

Rufo and Causton have authored a text at a pivotal time in education that is both grounded and
forward-thinking about ways educational systems can evolve to meet the needs of all students. As
such, their work has broad appeal, particularly if used as an initial text to engage these important
conversations. While most useful for administrators, including principals, assistant principals, and
directors of special education who have the structural ability to implement the changes proposed
in the text, the book also holds benefit for early career educators. These teachers would benefit
from being exposed to new ways of thinking about special education and changing their own in-
dividual practices, particularly regarding how they see and story students. This book is best read
as part of a comprehensive effort to re-envision special education in post-COVID schools, rather
than as a stand-alone “how-to” guide.
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Program Origin

The program originated in the summer of 2020, as a response to the disruption of in-person edu-
cation due to the Covid-19 pandemic. An SIUE professor and at the time an SIUE doctoral student
co-founded the initiative ConnectED: Virtual Teaching Assistants Program to provide a practical
and adaptable solution to access education. This program created a mutually beneficial solution
for Salvadoran EFL teacher candidates needing clinical hours (practicum) while providing St.
Louis and Southern Illinois schools with remote instruction. Over four years, the program has
offered free support to U.S. schools, facilitating bilingual efforts and cultural understanding for
both English learners and Spanish learners in K-12.

Beginnings

Thanks to a mutual agreement between Southern Illinois University Edwardsville and Universidad
Gerardo Barrios (UGB) in El Salvador, the recruitment of virtual teaching assistants to support
local school districts was possible.

All teacher assistants need to go through the following procedures:
e abackground check by the government of El Salvador + English translation.
e apsychological test for teachers + English translation.
e Submit a signed disposition letter regarding online behavior, and
e aletter of recommendation from their UGB professors.

e Minimum 3.0 GPA
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As with any relationship, compatibility is essential. Private and public school stakeholders were
given a list of what the teaching assistants could do to support their learners. UGB ensured the
safety of the students by following state and participating school policies for safety. Host teachers
completed a needs assessment and UGB instructors/supervisors determined placements based on
the host teachers’ responses. This process assured successful pairing, a determination especially
important for specific content areas such as science and math.

Teacher Assistant Roles and Tasks

All teacher candidates are in their undergraduate senior year, most majoring in English language
teaching, others in modern languages (French and English). Therefore, they are able to offer sup-
port for up to 70 hours to K-12 ELs or Spanish learners as follows:

1. tutor in language acquisition, subject areas and assist with class and homework.
2. translate English to Spanish / Spanish to English, as needed.

3. perfect pronunciation and listening skills of the students (in English and Spanish).
4. prepare lessons, cultural activities for K-12 students.

5. assist in language lab hours/School Learning Center.

To ensure program effectiveness, active collaboration occurs involving the program supervisor
and coordinator (the co-founders) and the U.S host teachers and the on-site university TA super-
visors in El Salvador in overseeing the activities and evaluating the practicum progress of candi-
dates.

Program Structure

As a small-scale online program, this initiative was allowed to develop organically rather than
having a prescribed structure or execution. Instead, it emerged as a flexible, external support re-
source that adapts to the specific needs of each classroom and subject area, as determined by the
host teacher. For example, Salvadoran TAs have become the visual, auditory, and cultural input
providers, enabling Spanish learners to engage in authentic communication with native speakers.

The ConnectED: Virtual Teaching Assistants Program exemplifies how technology can serve as a
bridge for global collaboration and cultural exchange in K-12 education. This program strengthens
bilingual instruction by connecting students with native Spanish-speaking teaching assistants in
real-time. These virtual exchanges go beyond language practice; they create meaningful interac-
tions where students naturally develop cultural awareness and improve communication skills
(O’Dowd, 2021).

Voices for Educational Equity 21 (2) 91
December 2025



Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) prioritizes meaning-centered communication, offering
students opportunities to engage in real-world language usage through online tasks (Chong &
Reinders, 2020; Zeng, 2022). Meanwhile, research on situated learning shows the process happens
best when students are in realistic, practical situations. Instead of just memorizing vocabulary,
students learn by doing in simulated environments that feel authentic (Alomar, 2022; Abdallah &
Mansour, 2015; Yang, 2011). The combination of these methodologies within a virtual environ-
ment suggests effective conditions for language acquisition and cultural exchange (Kim &
Namkung, 2024).

Benefits

Some schools use Google Classroom or Zoom for synchronous sessions and tutoring. Over the
past four years, this flexible, technology-driven approach has led to success stories, demonstrating
the program's ability to deliver desired and expected outcomes. For instance, host teachers have
shared the positive impact of hosting TAs in their teaching practices and student learning experi-
ences. The teaching assistants not only introduced new digital resources but also developed cur-
riculum materials that teachers can use in future lessons, thus enhancing instructional strategies
and resource availability. The TAs’ support extends across all classes, not just ELs-focused les-
sons. There is a willingness to tutor students after school, allowing host teachers to cover more
content throughout the school year.

In this virtual environment, host teachers in the U.S. serve as mentors to the TAs, guiding them
and sharing effective methods for Spanish as a foreign language instruction or reinforcing one-on-
one English language learning. While TAs are native Spanish speakers familiar with teaching and
learning techniques, their prior training is in teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL). This
mentorship lets TAs adapt their skills to the Spanish teaching context, enhancing the learning ex-
perience for students.

Where are we now?

Over the past five years, this program has continued to develop and expand, incorporating im-
provements from program experience, welcoming new collaborators, and broadening its reach.
We have been working with 7 U.S schools, and two universities in El Salvador. Salvadoran TAs
have provided support in content areas such as: mathematics, biology, social studies, physics,
learning strategies (ELs), and Spanish I, II or III.

As of Spring 2025, the ConnectED program has achieved these milestones:

e Approximately 800 students in K-12 have benefited from the bilingual support and cultural
exchange opportunities provided by virtual teaching assistants.
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e A total of 62 Salvadoran TAs have participated in the program, contributing to language
learning and academic support in U.S. classrooms.

e 12 K-12 host teachers have requested language TAs, reflecting the growing demand for
bilingual support and cultural exchange within participating schools.

Conclusion

These achievements illustrate the program’s success in bridging cultural and linguistic gaps. This
program will continue to link teacher candidates in El Salvador with U.S. schools in the southern
Illinois region. The success of this model, using educational technology, can be replicated with
other global partners to foster collaboration, communication, cultural awareness, and student un-
derstanding of their place in the world.
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Voices for Educational Equity — Call for Submissions
Volume 22, Number 1 — “Teacher Leadership”
(Submission Deadline, March 15, 2026)

A “team culture” characterizes many of the most successful and productive organizations and
teamwork has become the mantra of efforts to increase organizational efficiency and effectiveness.
Perhaps no sector in U.S. society needs more robust outcomes than K-12 education. Teamwork
has been introduced in classroom co-teaching and occasionally in curriculum development, but on
the whole teacher creativity and leadership potential have been overlooked. As a result many teach-
ers are frustrated and demoralized and see their only avenue to advance their careers to be in be-
coming principal certified, leaving the classroom, and joining the administrative hierarchy or leav-
ing the profession entirely for what they perceive to be better outside opportunities.

Certainly, there is a great demand for administrative leadership, but schools’ greatest needs are to
improve classroom educational outcomes, increase teacher retention in the profession, and enhance
teacher morale. To accomplish these laudable aims, the goal should be to harness the full talents
and potential contributions of each teacher as a way of increasing teacher productivity and profes-
sional satisfaction, while improving student outcomes and schools’ institutional effectiveness.
Most teachers want their voices to be heard whether on issues of school climate and working con-
ditions or respect for their expertise as educators. They want to feel greater ownership for the
classrooms where they teach.

The potential results of teacher leadership efforts are desperately needed right now. Not only has
the teacher shortage become such a national crisis that virtually every school in the United States
has unfilled staffing needs, but this is occurring at a time when an ever increasing number of stu-
dents enter school with special needs and the educational requirements of our complex society
demand more and better prepared students. Improved pay, working conditions, and better re-
sourced schools, while necessary, only go so far. Solutions such as teacher leadership programs
address the critical need for greater intrinsic professional satisfaction by empowering teachers and
increasing both their self-respect and the respect society accords them.

1. What are the benefits of teacher leadership to schools in performing institutional
roles beyond mentoring and coaching functions?

2. What unique and special needs of Title I and rural schools might teacher leadership
roles help address.
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3. What research and case study evidence might submissions for this issue of Voices
cite to demonstrate the effectiveness of teacher leadership programs?

4. What models are out there that could assist schools, districts, and states wishing to
develop teacher leadership programs?

5. Many colleges and universities have for years developed collegial institutional
cultures as the seedbed for faculty institutional leadership. How might these
examples prove to be useful models for K-12 schools?

6. What teacher leadership roles might teacher leaders play that seem obvious places
to begin in developing teacher leadership programs?

7. How might teacher leadership serve to enhance collaboration among schools,
parents, and local communities?
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