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This article explores the benefits and challenges of operat-

ing an inclusive elementary and special education teacher

preparation program within a disability studies framework.

How does such a program balance issues of theory and

practice? How does it provide students with a critical ap-

proach that essentially views disability as a social and cul-

tural category much like race and gender, with a practical

approach that attempts to address, remediate or eliminate

those conditions that are considered disabling? How is it

possible to become a successful professional with a disability

studies perspective within a field such as special education

that is traditionally based around a deficit model? The

article provides recommendations for how such questions

might be addressed in teacher education.
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About half way through the semester during an intro-

ductory course on inclusive education, a worried first year

student entered my office and sat down. When I asked

her what was troubling her she replied, "You seem to be

saying that special education and pull-out classes are a

bad thing. But they really helped me. I have a learning

disability and those resource room sessions helped me

learn to read. I wonder if I am in the wrong program."

Those types of interactions happen at least once every

semester as students come to me struggling to negotiate

the current state of special education with the disability

studies framework presented in class and throughout

our inclusive elementary and special education teacher

preparation program at Syracuse University. Many stu-

dents feel pushed in uncomfortable ways to challenge

the discourses and practices of schooling for students

with disability labels, particularly in light of their own

recent school experiences. Rather than viewing these con-

versations as a threat to my style of teaching, a challenge

to the program or evidence of a troublesome discon-

nect between ideal and current reality, I smile and say,

"Your experiences are part of who you are and how

you make sense of the world. Let's talk this through
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in light of what we have been reading and talking about

in class." I try to reassure my anxious students that

these are the very questions disability studies forces us to

grapple with.

These are the questions that push us as educators to

go beyond theory to practice, to wrestle with the ten-

sions inherent to special education at this point in time.

Those moments of disjuncture or instances of cognitive

dissonance demonstrate the importance of integrating a

disability studies framework into preservice teacher prep-

aration for inclusive education. This article discusses the

benefits of such integration, while highlighting examples

of how this can occur in practice. I first describe the con-

text of the inclusive elementary and special education

program at Syracuse University as one example of a

teacher education program grounded in disability studies

principles. I then describe disability studies in contrast to

more traditional approaches. Finally, I discuss how a dis-

ability studies framework can inform and enrich teacher

preparation, with specific examples from one program.

Syracuse University is not alone in its integration

of disability studies perspectives into preservice teacher

preparation. The program in Elementary and Secondary

Inclusive Education at Teacher's College, which prepares

masters students within a disability studies framework, is

another example of a program that provides a disability

studies focus (Oyler, 2011). However, as the author is a

faculty member in the Inclusive Elementary and Special

Education program at Syracuse University, that program

and its courses will be referenced as an example through-

out this article and will form the basis for this discussion.

Before I discuss the integration of a disability studies

framework, some background on the development of the

program will provide needed context.

The inclusive elementary and special education teacher

preparation program began in the early 1990s. Since

that time, the School of Education has not offered a single

certification program in either special or elementary edu-

cation at the undergraduate level. AU students leave

the program prepared to apply for certification in both

Grades 1-6 general education and special education.

There is a clear and explicit expectation in every class,

regardless of the content area, that our preservice teach-

ers are responsible for teaching all students, regardless

of ability or disability. It is especially powerful that this
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expectation is shared and expressed by faculty in every

discipline. There is also a consistent message of the value

of inclusive education. While individual faculty may de-

scribe this differently or may place a different emphasis

on what this looks like, the message is clear: AU students

are entitled to a meatiingful education, with the appro-

priate supports and services, in typical classrooms with

same age peers.

When the elementary and special education teacher

preparation programs were merged in the early 1990s,

it was not done with a stated purpose of integrating dis-

ability studies. Rather, the value was in promoting "both

excellence and equity in schooling" (Meyer, Mager,

Yarger-Kane, Sarno, & Hext-Contreras, 1997). The inten-

tion was to develop a dual certification program that

prepared students to work with all students in inclusive

settings. By eliminating the single certification program,

the founding faculty sent a clear and unambiguous

message that all elementary teachers need to have the

skills and dispositions to teach all children. The process

of merging the programs began in 1987 and continued

until the first class was admitted in 1990. The following

shared values served as guiding principles in the pro-

gram development process: (a) inclusion and equity, (b)

teacher as decision maker, (c) multiculturalism, (d) inno-

vations in education, and (e) field-based emphasis (Meyer

et al., 1997). Throughout that change process and con-

tinuing today, the emphasis was on collaboration between

and among factilty, rather than maintaining separate iden-

tities as general or special educators. Faculty co-taught

courses both to model collaborative approaches but also

to leam about the others' discipline and content.

The seamless integration of general and special edu-

cation can also be observed in our physical layout. There

is no separate department of special education, the offices

are intermingled throughout the building, and there are

no separate bulletin boards advertising special education

versus general education content. Unlike many educa-

tion programs (Young, 2008), this physical integration is

emblematic of our inclusive program philosophy. The

students see examples of factilty coteaching and con-

ducting shared classes across disciplines. When we talk

with prospective students and parents, we talk about the

"inclusive program," shorthand speak for the Inclusive

Elementary and Special Education teacher preparation

program. These are markers of what we are as a program

and what we aim to impart to our students.

As the program at Syracuse University leads to dual

certification, we have an obligation to develop highly

qualified special and general educators. Therefore, the

students need exposure to the best content specific teach-

ing strategies, in addition to a strong foundation in dif-

ferentiation and the specific skills of special education.

There is also a large foundational component to the

program. Before they enter their professional blocks,

focused on content and pedagogy, they take several "pre-

block" courses, which address such topics as chud de-

velopment, language development, general theories of

learning, schooling and diversity, and schooling in an

American context. To enstu^e otir students are broadly

educated, we also require a liberal arts concentration or

major to be taken in conjunction with the degree in

education. The following statement reflects the over-

arching philosophy of the program:

Programs in elementary education often presume

that not all students will be able to access the cur-

rictJa. Similarly, programs in special education often

reflect an assumption that disabuity can sometimes

interfere with learning such that some students will

gain only modest benefit from inclusion in the tradi-

tional academic curriculum. The Inclusive Elemen-

tary and Special Education Program at Syracuse

rejects these practices and assumptions; instead, the

IESE program encourages students to see the bene-

fits of presuming all students have the interest to

leam, that all can benefit from exposure to leartiing

opportunities, and that it is primarily the work of

teachers and other school personnel to engage in

research, innovation, and reflection to discover

how particular students can learn most effectively.

(Syractise University School of Education, 2009)

Several elements of our program philosophy illustrate

key tenets of the belief system that relate directly to

the work of disability studies. These include listening to

and learning from individuals with disabilities and their

parents and guardians as experts on the experience of

disability, a commitment to integrating "technical infor-

mation about teaching and learning while at the same

time understanding that teaching includes subjectivity

as well as conscious theoretical framing" (Syracuse Uni-

versity School of Education, 2009), a commitment to

universally designed instruction, a commitment to social

justice and equality of opportunity, and a commitment

to placing "difference at the center" so that access to

instruction and social opportunity with the necessary ac-

commodations and supports happens thoughtfully and

not as an afterthought. Table 1 displays a full fisting of

program tenets.

This program—and its commitment to socially just in-

clusive education—is part of a long history at Syracuse

University. Faculty have been at the forefront of efforts

to support disability rights, promote deinstitutionalization,

challenge the construct of mental retardation, support

community integration, and promote school inclusion. In

2000, Syracuse Utiiversity started the first disability studies

graduate program, and in 2010, we added an tinder-

graduate minor open to students fiom all across campus.

Furthermore, recent faculty hires in the inclusive educa-

tion program have backgrounds in both special education

and disability studies. Most have experience teaching in

inclusive settings to pair with their academic training in

special education and disability studies.



Disability Studies and Teacher Preparation 91

The Meaning of Disability: Contrasting
Approaches to Special Edncation

Traditional teacher preparation for special education

has relied on the medical model of disability and posi-

tions disability as a deficit that can be addressed through

identification and remediation. Students are generally

taught the common characteristics associated with the

13 federal categories of disability, including etiology and

methods of assessment, along with strategies for reme-

diating such differences. Disability is presented as a

fixed and identifiable construct, an immutable part of

the person. Many introduction to special education

courses and textbooks follow a similar disability of the

week paradigm. While this approach may be comforting

to naive educators looking for solid answers to the chal-

lenge of educating complex students, it also serves to

Table 1

Key Tenets of the Syracuse University Inclusive Elementary

and Special Education Teacher Preparation Program

• Commitment to serving diverse populations in inclusive class-
rooms. This includes students of differing class, ethnicity, lin-
guistic, famñy and community backgrounds, gender, color,
sexual preference, religion, and ability.

• Commitment to on-going leaming to integrate technology into
one's practice, ensuring that students benefit from advances
in technology, and utihze technology to augment leaming.

• Commitment to leam from parents, guardians, community
members, and others in the wider community who are part of
creating educational opportunities for students.

• Commitment to integrating into practice technical informa-
tion about teaching and learning, while at the same time
understanding that teaching also includes subjectivity (e.g.,
personal history, personality, art, style) as well as conscious
theoretical framing.

• Commitment to on-going professional development, through
participation in educational associations, conferences, research,
and training programs.

• Commitment to designing and adapting instruction so that it
can be accessed by all students, including those from diverse
linguistic backgrounds as well as those who have varying abil-
ities (e.g., students who use augmentative and altemative com-
munication systems).

• Commitment to social justice for all students and to reflecting
on how their own practice reflects a commitment to equality of
opportunity for students.

• Commitment to identifying, defining, and refining one's own
educational philosophy within a commitment to democratic
education.

• Commitment to placing difference at the center of one's con-
siderations in planning instructional practice, so that access to
academic instmction as well as social participation in the life of
the school are never treated as afterthoughts.

• Commitment to listening to and leaming from students about
how they construct and understand their own education.

• Commitment to reflective practice. All students are expected
to be able to document and examine their own practice and to
speak knowledgeably about how they change their practice
over time as a result of their own reflections.

Note. Adapted from "Accreditation Report to the Council for
Exceptional Children Specialized Programs Association," by
Teaching and Leadership Department of Syracuse University.

further reinforce the notion of disability as something

knowable that resides within a person.

The medical model of disability has its roots in posi-

tivist science or the idea that there are inherent truths

about the world that can be proven and objectively stud-

ied. Within a medical model framework, there are dis-

crete, definitive, and knowable categories of difference.

The challenge for teachers is identifying key areas of

difficulty and then providing the appropriate strategies to

improve the areas of deficit. Another key tenet of this

medical model is that the person is the same across set-

tings. Context, therefore, is often not a significant factor

as there is something inherent to the person that makes

him or her the way he or she is. According to the medical

model, the problem resides within the person (Davis,

1997; Linton, 1998; Shapiro, 2000; Thomson, 1997) and is

often constructed as personal tragedy (Mackay, 2003).

Human variation thus becomes pathologized. Linton

(1998) described it this way:

Society, in agreeing to assign medical meanings

to disability, colludes to keep the issue within the

purview of the medical establishment, to keep it a

personal matter and "treat" the condition and the

person with the condition rather than "treating" the

social processes and policies that constrict people's

lives. (Linton, 1998, p. 2)

The pathologizing of difference and categorization serves

to reduce human variation to simple and concrete bina-

ries: able-bodied/disabled and normal/abnormal (Douglas,

1966). The abnormal is there to asstire the able-bodied

of his or her own normality. Those binaries "depend on

each other for their existence and depend on the main-

tenance of the opposition for their meaning" (Linton,

1998, p. 23). In other words, one can know what is "nor-

mal" by establishing what it is not.

Conversely, disability studies is a field of inquiry inter-

ested in examining disability as a "social, cultural, and

political phenomenon.... Disability is not a characteristic

that exists in the person so defined, but a construct that

finds its meaning in social and cultural context" (Taylor,

Shulz, & Walker, 2003). Rather than viewing disability

as something inherent to the person, it emerges or is

created through a complex interaction between the indi-

vidual and the larger social world. Rice states, "Disability

studies is an interdisciplinary area of study that utilizes

the lenses from social sciences and humanities to view

disability from personal, social, cultural, historical, and

literary perspectives" (Rice, 2006, p. 253). It has emerged

as a field of study within the last 20-30 years "in re-

sponse to the medical model's deficiencies in explaining

or addressing the social marginabzation and economic

deprivation of many people with disabilities.... For the

medical model it substitutes sociopolitical or minority

group models of disability" (Longmore & Umansky, 2001,

p. 12). It seeks to do what the medical model cannot, that



92 Ashby

is, address the social and political contexts that create and

perpetuate hierarchies of ability and disability.

Rather than constructing disability as something in-

herent to the person and a singular phenomenon, the

minority group model recognizes that individuals with

disabilities are part of a marginalized group (Bames,

Oliver, & Barton, 2002; Davis, 1997; Hahn, 1997), subject

to bias and discrimination similar to that experienced by

other groups based on ethnicity, gender, or sexual orien-

tation. Related to the minority model (and often used

interchangeably) in its recognifion that disability does

not reside within a person but is a result of an inter-

action with the larger social world, the social model is the

framework that has perhaps had the greatest influence

on the field of disability studies. The social model holds

that disability is not a personal tragedy or a personal

deficit but is the result of an interaction with a hostile or

disabling environment. Rather than seeking to "fix" the

broken person with a disability, the social model seeks to

address the larger cultural, social and political context

(Barton, 2001; EreveUes, 2002; Linton, 1998; WendeU,

1989). It is not the person that needs to change but the

environment. Wendell (1989) describes the importance of

developing a theory of disability that is broader than

personal identity:

We need a theory of disability. It should be a

social and political theory, because disability is

largely socially constructed, but it has to be more

than that; any deep understanding of disability

must include thinking about the ethical, psychologi-

cal and epistemic issues of living with a disability,

(p. 105)

Central to the social model is the idea that disability is

socially constructed. Rather than relying on positivist

science and its emphasis on constancy across time and

setting, social constructionists contend that meaning is

created through interaction and discourse. Taken fur-

ther, disability in school emerges through the interaction

of the student with the opportunities of the classroom,

teacher perspectives, and practices.

How Disability Studies Can Inform and
Enrich Teacher Education

Disability as a social construct

One of the tenets of a disability studies framework

is that disability does not reside within the person but

rather in the interaction with the larger social world. Some

scholars in disability studies (Baglieri, VaUe, Connor, &

GaUagher, 2011; Rice, 2006) make the distinction between

impairment and disability arguing, for example, that some-

one who cannot walk experiences impairment in motor

function. However, it does not become disabling untU

the person interacts with an inaccessible world. Instead of

being inevitable differences, these categories represent

constructed ideals of normative performance. These types

of examples make sense to students when we are discussing

physical differences or conditions of the body or senses.

This gets more complicated when we discuss inteUectual

or developmental disability labels. The notion of impair-

ment versus disability is less easUy digested when the dif-

ference is not physical or visible. However, in class, we use

the example of mental retardation in the 1970s. Prior to

1973, the cutoff for a "diagnosis" of mental retardation was

an IQ of 85. However, thousands of people were "cured"

in 1973, when the cutoff was lowered to 70 or two stan-

dard deviations below the mean. This glaring example of

the social construction of disability ülustrates the created

nature of disability categories and helps students see that

disability is not fixed but mutable.

Considering disabUity as a social construct does not

signify a denial of difference. There are differences in

the ways people move through the world, the ways peo-

ple access print, and the ways people process new infor-

mation. However, it is the meaning we make of those

differences that is important (Baglieri et al., 2011; Connor,

Gabel, Gallagher, & Morton, 2008; Kliewer, 1998;

Ware, 2003), "As DSE [Disabuity Stiidies in Education]

scholars and former teachers, we do acknowledge that

individual differences may have neurological, biological,

cognitive, or psychological referents.... However, our in-

tention is to question conventional and naturalized ways

of thinking about difference to bring greater balance

to the inteUectual grounding for understanding and re-

sponding to school failure" (Baglieri, 2011, p. 270). Kliewer

(1998) refers to this as "differences that matter," arguing

that only particular differences are constructed as de-

viant and worthy of remediation while others are seen

as natural variation and, thus, do not require elimination

or segregation.

When discussing disability as primarily a social con-

struct, we hope students can take the next step in con-

sidering how their own assumptions and actions further

reify notions of difference. Returning to the example of

inteUectual disability, if a student enters the class with

a cognitive disability label, that carries with it cultural

meanings and expectations. For example, a common as-

sumption about students with cognitive disability labels is

that they do not do well with abstract concepts (Friend,

2008; Smith, PoUoway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2008) and have

difficulty completing analytical tasks. If teachers believe

that construction, they may hesitate to include such a

student in math classes that include higher-level think-

ing and have him or her focus instead on basic facts.

The student is then not exposed to content that includes

higher level thinking, which means he or she will be less

successful when facing content like that in the future,

thus reifying the notion that students with cognitive dis-

abilities are not successful with abstract concepts.

One of the ways we discuss these cultural construc-

tions is through critical analysis of media and the ways

in which media can both reflect and shape our cultural
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understandings of difference. Teaching critical media

literacy is an important tool in developing engaged and

critical future teachers and scbolars. From their very

first course in the program, we ask students to examine

movies, television shows, and children's stories for stereo-

typical representations of race, class, gender, and dis-

abuity. Placing disability alongside otber areas of diversity

ftom the outset helps students see connections and

shared oppressions. It also supports an expanded notion

of diversity that includes disability ratber tban construct-

ing disability as outside. Tbis emphasis on critical media

consumpdon and media literacy continues throughout

the program. We want our students to understand bow

the media serves to botb reflect and construct under-

standings of difference. Tbe language of special education

and disability also serves to construct our understandings

of buman difference.

Disability studies and the language of education

Mutua and Smith (2006) argue that the "socialization

of a teacher into the special education profession begins

witb the introduction to, and induction into and acquisi-

tion of tbe special education language" (p. 125). It is

virtually impossible to avoid immersion into tbe lingo

of disability. In line with the medical model of disability,

traditional special education places a strong emphasis

on identification and labeling of difference. Access to

services for students is dependent on the assignment of

categorical labels. Thus, disability studies, with its atten-

tion to the problems of labeling and locating disabuity

within tbe person, butts head flrst into the very system

of resource allocation for students who require addi-

tional supports. Furthermore, our students are or will

be immersed in tbe professional discourse of special

education in their placements and future classrooms.

They need to be comfortable with that discourse if they

are to challenge it from within. For example, they need

to understand the 13 federal categories of disability ac-

cording to the Individuals with Disabilities Education

Act and sfill be able to articulate the shortcomings of

this model and tbe limiting ways it positions students.

"[M]any pre-service teachers in special education courses

are neither critical of underlying messages with which

these labels are inscribed, nor are they conscious of tbe

nuanced ways in which those labels function to create

regimes of fitness among students in scbools" (Mutua &

Smith, 2006, p. 125). Despite the challenges of tbe larger

structure, we want our students to recognize not only

the stigma associated with disability labeling (which

most of them understand immediately) but also to ques-

tion the functionality of a system tbat requires a specific

diagnostic label to earn access to needed services and

supports. Contrary to more traditional special education

programs, we deemphasize a categorical approach and

refuse to promote the flawed logic of "if the student is

labeled this, then you do this." Our teacher candidates

need to understand how disability labels can operate

within schools, serving to limit access to the very instruc-

tional services and supports they were intended to foster.

We also hope students leave our program with the under-

standing that knowing one student with autism, for exam-

ple, means knowing one student with autism.

In New York State, there is an additional system

of labeling and categorization that further dehumanizes

students. This categorical system refers to the adult to

student ratio in the classrooms. For example, a 12:1:1

program means tbere can be 12 identified students to

1 teacher and 1 teaching assistant. However, those terms

can become descriptors of tbe students themselves. Just

as we used to hear (and sadly often still hear) students

referred to as "Speds" or "short-bus kids," we now bear

students referred to as "12:1:1s" or "8:1:1s." We encour-

age tbe students to see how these terms take on meaning

for the teachers and staff and became cultural signifiers

of the students' abilities and potential for inclusion and

future academic success.

When faced with the problem of language and labels,

students often raise questions such as, "Then what are

we supposed to say?" or "Is this just about political cor-

rectness?" It is that second question that I love to take on.

To consider labeling through a lens of disability studies

requires that we go beyond avoiding certain terms be-

cause they are "poUfically incorrect" or potentially de-

rogatory to questioning the meaning behind the labels

tbemselves and tbe political function they serve. We try

to push the students deeper into questions of, "Why do

we have a system so dependent on labels?" "How did

these labels emerge?" "Wby are certain populations of

students more or less likely to 'earn' certain labels?" In

otber words, we challenge students to go beyond imple-

mentation of person first language to challenging tbe

necessity of systems tbat sort, classify, and rank students

(Baker, 2002).

One of the first assignments in our introductory course

is an observation of a classroom, either the inclusive pre-

school classroom where many of the students complete

their first field placement or a coUege classroom in which

they are not a student. In tbis qualitafive observation,

we ask them to take particular note of the language used

by tbe teacher or teachers and how that language posi-

tions students in the classroom. Attending to teacher

language, botb formal and informal, is an important first

step in understanding the dynamics of power in a class-

room and the ways that hierarchies are perpetuated

or challenged. We teach that language is not neutral or

value ftee but often reflects tbe dominant discourses in

the culture.

Critical lens for considering the experience

of oppression

Part of our approach at Syracuse University is to con-

sider the sociopolitical culture of disability. In line with a

minority model viewpoint, we teach disability as a polit-

ical and social idenfity (Davis, 1997). Disabuity studies
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is, by nature, interdisciplinary, encompassing sociology,

humanities, law, Uterature, history, anthropology, media

studies, and gender studies (Taylor et al., 2003) and pro-

vides a critical lens into the social processes that serve

to disenfranchise and disable people who interact in the

world in diverse ways. Critical disability studies approaches

should be seen in line with other critical theories of edu-

cation such as critical race theory or queer theory. Clearly,

there are distinctions between these disciplines, but we

need to align ourselves with other marginalized popula-

tions and help students see the interconnectedness. "Like

other forms of oppression, the history of disability dis-

crimination chronicles a relentless infliction of segrega-

tion, dehumanization, and exploitation. However, unlike

race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality, disability as a civU

rights issue has received considerably less pubUc attention"

(BagUeri et al., 2011, p. 2).

It is vitally important to draw connections between

discourses and racism and ableism (the persistent de-

valuing of disabuity resulting in exclusion, discrimination

and diminished opportunities) without attempting to erase

those differences (Ferri & Connor, 2005). For example,

when we consider culturaUy relevant pedagogy, we in-

clude individuals with disabilities in that consideration.

Too often, cultural relevance refers only to race, class,

ethnicity, culture, whereas issues of disabiUty are left out

of that consideration. "DS is, of course, not just about

disability, but rather about the intersections of disabUity

with such factors and race, class, and gender as weU as

issues of social justice" (Broderick, Reid, & VaUe, 2007,

p. 137). Therefore, it goes beyond seeing how disability

oppression is simUar to the experience of other marginal-

ized groups, it is also imperative that our students see

how disabUity intersects with and compounds other cate-

gories of difference. For example, in our coursework, we

delve into readings that address the overrepresentation

of students of color in special education and the ways

in which labeling, special education, and tracking have

been used to resegregate students of color in our public

schools (Connor, 2010; Ferri & Connor, 2005). We also

consider the intersection of disabUity and poverty and the

role of economic privUege in accessing services and sup-

ports for students with disabiUties (Ong-Dean, 2009).

We also ask them to consider examples of disabUity-

based oppression and discrimination throughout his-

tory and then provide examples of how current issues

connect to those broader themes. For example, when

discussing segregated classrooms for students with emo-

tional and behavioral disabUities, we look at the histo-

ries of containment for other marginaUzed populations,

drawing especially on Mary Douglas (1966) and her

work on how societies have historically handled the

"problem of difference." She describes several processes

including assigning difference to absolute categories, label-

ing difference dangerous, elimination, and banishment,

and we use these as frames for considering past and

current practices.

Challenging normalcy

DisabUity studies also encourages teachers and schol-

ars to resist dominant discourses of normalcy. In the same

vein as racism, sexism, and heterosexism, ableism (Ashby,

2010; Bogdan & BUclen, 1987; Gabel & Danfonh, 2002;

Hehir, 2002, 2005; Rauscher & McCüntock, 1997) asks

us to consider how normative notions of performance

and participation can inhibit access to meaningful edu-

cational experiences. From an ableist perspective par-

ticular ways of being and particular world views are

privileged and thus become "naturalized" through dis-

course (Arfiles in Chamberlain, 2006). It is these un-

questioned assumptions that position certain students

on the margins that we aim to disrupt. From the syllabus

for the introductory class in the inclusive elementary and

special education program, the foUowing is noted:

Students wUl be able to define ableism and describe

how this impacts students' access to the educational

and social opportunities of schooUng.... These class

sessions introduce the idea that schools transmit cul-

tural expectations, definitions, and behavior. Among

other things, schools convey certain notions about

what teachers expect for their students. Students

and the instructors wUl examine dominant cultural

attitudes about ability and disabUity and about learn-

ing, and explore how these may be transmitted

in schools. We wUl also consider how schools and

teachers might play a role in transforming how the

culture thinks about particular student differences.

Dominant notions of performance and participation are

constructed and recreated; teachers have key roles in

either reinscribing those notions or destabUizing them.

We teach students about able-bodied privilege just as

we teach about white privilege and class privilege. The

students seem to find it easier to see examples of ableism

when considering issues of physical or sensory access.

They recognize that presenting uncaptioned fUms or

having physicaUy inaccessible classrooms leaves some

students unable to engage. However, we push them to

acknowledge subtler and, perhaps, more pervasive forms

of discrimination and oppression. We ask them to con-

sider one lesson they have recently taught and provide

examples of ways they made that learning experience

universally accessible. Then we challenge them to come

up with examples of barriers to access and meaningful

engagement. Perhaps this includes providing only one

level of text for the students to read or asking aU students

to oraUy provide their responses. This needs to go be-

yond consideration of access to the meaning made of

that access. In other words, what ways of responding and

participating are most valued in this classroom and what

alternatives should I consider?

Challenging dominant notions of normalcy in school-

ing is an act of resistance (Peters & Reid, 2009), one

we hope students take with them when they leave our
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program. We want students to challenge the naturalness

of many school practices—tracking, ability grouping, em-

phasis on verbal linguistic ways of learning, oral reading

as a marker of literacy, uniformity of student output. We

encourage students to unleam some of these taken for

granted assumptions and recognize that all of these prac-

tices reflect choices about what is valued in our culture

and what is considered within the range of "normal."

However, we have to be careful not to simply broaden

our conceptualization of normative performance, moving

the boundaries further out but still holding on to the

concept (Baker, 2002). Rather, we need to turn normalcy

and the desire for it on its head, valuing instead a plurality

of perspectives and ways of being.

In order for that message to hold water with our future

teachers, we have to model that in our own classes and

program. This means utilizing a variety of approaches to

instruction, encouraging altemative forms of assessment,

providing more choice in activities and ensuring that all

ways of being and performing in the classroom are valued

and supported. This requires that faculty consider issues

of access in our own classes. How do program faculty

respond when our students require accommodations that

seem to disrupt our own normative expectations of a

novice teacher? How can reasonable accommodations

be balanced with the demands of classroom teaching?

How can accommodations be provided such that the stu-

dent can be successful in a future position? For example,

if a student requires additional time for every assignment

and class activity, how can that be supported within a

classroom setting? If a student requires additional pro-

cessing time to respond to questions, how can they de-

velop the skills necessary to respond in the pace of a real

time classroom? How we take these issues up within

teacher preparation reflects our assumptions about the

profession and the normative discourses of teacher per-

formance, which are always historically situated. What

can we learn from individuals with disabilities that can

inform our current understandings?

Decentering of knowledge

Another key element of a disabuity studies frame-

work is that it turns the tables on traditional construc-

tions of disability and traditional hierarchies of power

by locating the lived experiences of disability at the center

of consideration. Rather than seeing disability as being

on the periphery of human experience, disability studies

shifts the focus and looks at the experience of disabuity

from the inside out. "Disabuity studies is concemed with

the social processes that 'disable' people and the under-

standing of disability and disabling social processes from

the inside, or from the perspective of lived experience"

(Gabel & Danforth, 2002, p. 3). It represents a "body

of knowledge owned by the disability community as op-

posed to one written about that community by 'normals' "

(Davis, 1997, p. 1). For teacher educators, disability stud-

ies decenters the locus of knowledge that all too often

places individuals with disabilities at the periphery,

while so-called scholars and experts on disability get to

define the experience and the needs. A disabuity studies

framework privileges individuals considered to have dis-

abilities as the experts on that experience. Therefore,

it is essential to leam from the individual, not about

the individual.

There are several ways to decenter the location of

knowledge within a teacher preparation program. When

choosing texts and articles, it is important to assign first

person narratives of disability. Too often, the experience

of disability is narrated through a professional or clini-

cal voice in textbooks and journal articles. While those

sorts of knowledge can contribute to our understand-

ing, the primary source of textual data about the expe-

rience of disability should come through the voice of

individuals who experience disability. It is also impera-

tive to invite individuals considered to have disabilities

into our classrooms to teach our students and not just

to have them share about their experience with disabil-

ity. Rather they can and should be invited to contribute

to the larger knowledge base about education and

schooling. For example, at Syracuse University all of

the students in our inclusive education program have

the privilege of being taught alternative approaches

to mathematical concepts such as square and cube

roots by a man who developed his own mathematical

theories after spending much of his life in an institu-

tion. When he speaks in class it is as an expert on

math, not an expert on disability. While first person

accounts are always preferable, documentary films are

another excellent resource for accessing the perspec-

tives of individuals with disabilities.

In our courses, we also highlight the important knowl-

edge that parents and families bring to the experience

of school. Students read family narratives, written by

parents and siblings. We also invite family members into

our classrooms to talk about working with school dis-

tricts in support of inclusive education. When we discuss

individualized education program (IEP) development

and implementation, we stress the role of parent and

student involvement in all phases of the process. Our

students attend Committee on Special Education meet-

ings and discuss how parents are, or are not, empowered

to participate meaningfully in the discussion and plan-

ning. This emphasis on shared knowledge is foundational

to an understanding of disability as multi-dimensional

and socially embedded.

One of the biggest benefits of such an enmeshed certi-

fication program is that we do not emphasize separate

bodies of knowledge. We aim to send the message that

special education is not a different kind of education, it is

simply "really good education." There is no magic, no

special education fairy dust. The tools and strategies of

special education should not be owned by a small group

of specially trained and selected professionals. Rather,

we encourage interdisciplinary student-centered problem
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solving. Some of our students enter the program with a

desire to become special educators, whereas others are

interested in general elementary education. Therefore,

we have to equip both sets of students with the same set

of tools that will enable them to be highly qualified in

either role.

Preparing Future Teachers for the Work
of Inclusive Education

When I was going through interviews for faculty posi-

tions, a dean once asked me, "Do you think it is enough

to just deconstruct what is wrong with special education

or do you think students need to leam how to teach?"

Obviously, this was a somewhat tongue-in-cheek ques-

tion. Of course we need to prepare teachers for the actual

work of teaching. When this dean went on to explain

her question further, her concem stemmed from the fact

that disability studies as a field of study has been critical

of traditional models of special education and would I,

therefore, be able to prepare students for the work of

special education, no matter how flawed the system

is. Would I only teach my students to critically consider

what is wrong with the system, or would I also teach

them concrete strategies for working with students that

challenge typical ways of performing in schools.

My response was that both of those are essential skills

for both preservice and in-service teachers. Faculty need

to actively challenge the discourses of ability, disability,

and normalcy that serve to limit access for so many stu-

dents. However, we do need to equip future teachers

with pedagogical tools to provide high-quality instruction.

Those tools do not need to be and should not be disabil-

ity specific or based on rigid descriptions of categories

of difference. Rather, they should reflect a strengths-

and needs-based approach to determining supports and

useful teaching strategies. Perhaps the more pressing

challenge is to alter the instructional context such that

students can be successful rather than focusing on reme-

diating supposed deficits. Gabel (2005) argues, "One

methodological dilemma for educators is the problem

of deciding how to balance the need for the improve-

ment of function (often the school's concern) with the

refusal to pathologize and the reticence to 'cure' dif-

ference (two concems of social interpretations)" (p. 9).

This is the rub. Teaching should not be about "cure" or

"elimination of difference." Rather, educators need to

approach teaching as an active and reflective process of

altering the environment to make meaningful engage-

ment possible and providing instruction that builds on

areas of strength while addressing areas of academic

need. It is not "just" or "inclusive" to fail to teach students

skills that would help them meet important academic

and life goals.

Strengths and needs-based approaches

One of the benefits of a disability studies approach

to education is that it is much more emancipatory than

traditional models of special education. When disability is

viewed through a lens of social constmction, when con-

text is considered, teachers have clearer ways to inter-

cede. If context and environment matter, teachers are

empowered to alter them. In effect, a disability studies

framework gives teachers permission to be creative prob-

lem solvers and to reach out to others from different dis-

ciplines. If we eschew the positivist notion that disability

resides in the person and that we have to have all the

answers as the professional, then we open ourselves up

for greater possibility. Conversely, "A neutral/objective

framework, once embraced, invariably leads to teach-

ing that is largely a matter of applying a prescriptive

method. Thus instruction emphasizes form over function

and meaning" (Gallagher, 2005, p. 143).

One way that we support a strengths- and needs-

based approach to supports and services is through the

implementation of positive student profiles and utiliza-

tion of an inclusive lesson-planning template. This lesson-

planning template (Causton-Theoharis, Theoharis, &

Trezek, 2008), utilized in some form throughout all of

the professional blocks, requires that students develop

positive students profiles on identified focus students.

The teacher candidates then have to consider these stu-

dents as they plan for instruction and develop student

specific supports. Rather than basing the supports and

accommodations on an identified disability label, the

students have to focus on individualized strengths and

needs, areas of multiple intelligence strength, and subject-

specific academic skills. Very much in line with our em-

phasis on universal design for learning (Rose, Meyer,

& Hitchbock, 2005), rather than approaching lesson

design and implementation from a "teacher proof" or

prescriptive position, this lesson-planning template en-

courages future teachers to keep students at the center of

instructional design.

Teachers as problem solvers

In keeping with our emphasis on leaming from our

students, we encourage our students to try and under-

stand the meaning of behavior rather than simply trying

to change students' behavior to comply with a stated

norm. In the course Collaborative Teaching for Inclusive

Education, a senior level course taken by students in

conjtinction with their special education student teach-

ing placement that focuses on the inclusion of students

with more complex needs, we ask the students to conduct

a ftmctional behavioral analysis with a focus student.

The idea is to identify a behavior that has proven chal-

lenging for the team to make sense of and then conduct

specific and targeted observation to determine potential

contextual factors or triggers. The idea is to see the

behavior as communicative and potentially functional.

Once students surmise potential functions the behavior

serves for the student, they brainstorm other ways to

meet that fimction, other ways to address that need

for the student that are less disruptive or harmful to the
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student or the envirormient. Often, what students learn
from this activity is that behavior that has been con-
structed by the adults in the room as highly problematic
is less so when viewed through the perspective of poten-
tial function. It also creates a culture of student-centered
problem solving, rather than focusing on eliminating
the behavior or ignoring the need, the students have
to consider the meaning of the behavior to the person
experiencing it.

In addition to teaching the skUls of IEP development,
we ask our students to analyze an IEP for a student in
their placement classroom, but pair that with a qualita-
tive observation across multiple contexts. Then, students
are expected to draw interpretations using both the IEP
document and the observation as data, and consider
how differently the student can be constructed. What
different meaning can be made of these two, often dis-
parate, data sources. We also ask them to consider those
potential disjunctures—the examples where the student
on paper does not correlate with the observational data.
Again, we are teaching a necessary special education
professional skUl but are placing it in a broader context,
where students can see the socially constructed nature
of our assumptions about students.

Rethinking student assessment
I struggled for several semesters with the worry that my

students were leaving this program in inclusive elemen-
tary and special education without sufficient exposure to
the standardized test measures used so often to identify
and plan for students with disabUities. However, our
program does not embrace formal assessment as the
most accurate means of understanding how students
learn. We emphasize a needs-based approach, rather
than a categorical approach. Therefore, formal standard-
ized assessment has not historically been a focus. How-
ever, our students then leave and go into jobs where they
are expected to administer and interpret achievement
tests. What then is our responsibUity? How can we find
that balance between theory and current practice? How
do we simultaneously prepare our future teachers for
the world as it is while helping them work toward the
world as we would like it to be?

In this instance, I decided to integrate an assess-
ment laboratory into my senior methods course. In this
laboratory, the students examine and administer several
commonly used measures. We review the administration
procedures and explore the test books, with an eye on
starting to understand how to administer the tools, but I
also ask them to take note of any questions raised by the
materials. Many students point out the obvious cultural
bias in some of the test protocols. Others point out the
challenge of responding in the time allotted if you are
an individual with motor planning or sensory challenges.
After they practice administering the assessments, we
have a discussion of both the process and the concerns
that they identified.

One idea we discuss for addressing test bias is ad-
ministering some sections of the assessments twice: once
adhering to all administration rules and procedures
and once with additional time allowed. The first set of
data can be used for diagnoses, reporting of progress,
and official decision making. The second can be used
for instructional decision making. We also discuss alter-
natives and additions to standardized assessment, such
as portfolio assessment, systematic observation, and
curriculum-based measures. In this course, the students
have to identify a targeted academic goal for a student
with complex support needs and then develop instruc-
tional activities to address this goal over the course of
the semester. In addition, they have to develop and im-
plement an assessment plan that does not rely on stan-
dardized measures. They need to be able to administer
standardized measures, but we are also asking them to
question the process and think about ways to make the
assessment of students more meaningful and in-line
with their own beliefs about student learning. This bal-
ancing act is an example of what it takes to operate a
teacher preparation program within a disability studies
framework.

Becoming agents of change in schools
One of the foci of our program is helping future

teachers see themselves as agents of change in schools
and equipping them with the tools necessary to make
that happen. We want teachers to feel empowered to
be part of a change process with students and to teach
with an eye on constant improvement and striving to-
ward more just and inclusive school communities, but
we recognize that we send our students out into a world
that is not necessarily in line with what we are teaching.
At least once a semester a past student e-mails me to
ask for help with a specific challenge she is facing in her
new position. But that is often accompanied by a tone
of frustration that the school world she entered was not
nearly as inclusive or progressive as she was expecting
based on our instruction and expectations. We prepare
them as inclusive educators, prepared to teach all chil-
dren with and without disabilities in typical education
classrooms, yet many of our graduates will enter into
positions that are not inclusive. Many accept positions
as special education teachers in self-contained settings.

We have struggled as a department with the question
of placements in segregated classrooms. We want all of
our students to have experience in inclusive classrooms,
and we prepare them to teach inclusively, yet the local
schools do not always afford us enough options for place-
ments. Furthermore, we want our students to work with
a whole range of learners including those with more
complex support needs and those students are not always
educated in typical classrooms. Therefore, some of our
students do complete their student teaching in pull-out
resource rooms or with teachers that spend part of their
day in special class settings. During the course of their
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programs, our students complete over 900 hours of field-
work, so they experience a wide variety of models.

To provide even more exposure to the continuum of
services, the students are also required to visit a class-
room that utilizes a different model of service delivery.
We then discuss tbe different skills and competencies
necessary for success in these varied settings. As many
of our students take jobs working with students with
more complex needs, we emphasize strategies for em-
bedding individualized education plan goals and func-
tional goals in academic curriculum and expect them to
be able to utilize an IEP goals matrix for that purpose.
They are also expected to develop student specific ob-
jectives for each lesson they teach, regardless of setting,
that address not only the grade level curriculum, but
the specific needs outlined by the students' IEPs.

As we hope that our students will be advocates for
greater inclusion in their future jobs, we provide tools
and resources to tbat end. For example, during the senior
level course on collaborative teaching for inclusive edu-
cation, we take tbe students through a series of activities
that are useful when initiating inclusive teaching with a
new partner. They are required to develop a shared phi-
losophy of education and tben develop a plan for roles
and responsibUifies in their inclusive classrooms. We
also share and discuss differing scheduling and support
models for special education. Furthermore, we hold mock
discussions with resistant teachers and administrators
where the students role play their responses in support
of inclusive practice. We group tbese activities and ex-
amples in our own work with inclusive school reform
and our current eftorts to help schools utilize staff and
support in more inclusive ways.

Conclusion

The separation between general and special education
is neither natural nor inevitable. We can envision a way
to teach all kids, including those with the most complex
needs. We can all assume this responsibility, regardless
of training or title. And, hopefully, students can work
to foster a similar climate in their future classrooms
and schools. I have not attempted to present a model for
teacher preparation. There is not a cookie cutter disabil-
ity studies infused program that can or should be repli-
cated at other universities. Rather, disability studies
can provide a guiding framework for thinking about the
experience of difference and a way to irrform program-
matic decision-making.

This is a trying time in education. Scbools are facing
drastic reductions in funding, class sizes are growing
in many places, and special educators are struggling to
balance tbe demands of high stakes testing and accoun-
tability with the desire for more inclusive opportunities.
Our current students are entering tbe field during a time
of great uncertainty. Disability studies is a field of study
that asks us to reconsider disability not as something to

be cured or eliminated but as an inevitable and impor-
tant part of human diversity. It requires that we listen
to and learn ftom individuals with disabilities and their
families. A disability studies ftamework requires us to
consider tbe ways tbat school policies and teacber prac-
tices can serve to eitber enhance or limit opportunity. For
all of those reasons and so many more, this approach to
preservice teacher educafion is emancipatory.

My wish for the students I described in the introduc-
tion is that that they leave our program with many more
questions than answers, with open minds and a commit-
ment to social change. For the student in my office, I
hope she leaves tbe program with the ability to think
critically about her own experiences in light of what she
leamed. Ratber than simply stating that all students need
to be taught in general education classrooms, end of con-
versation, we can talk about the racial and economic
factors related to provision of services. We can discuss
the characteristics of tbat resource room and what ele-
ments of that experience could and sbould be brought
into a general education setting to support the learning
of all students. We can ask the questions, what students
are not gaining access to age-appropriate curriculum
and why do we think that is? Disability studies is not
intended as a replacement for special education. Rather,
it provides discursive tools for making sense of disability
and engaging in tbe crifical conversations necessary to
re-envision education for all.
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