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C h a p t e r  3

Steps to Implementing 
Inclusive Education 

To effectively 

implement inclusive 

education as an 

option, it is necessary 

to examine policies, 

practices, and 

procedures already 

in place and plan 

for new policies and 

procedures to support 

the new service 

delivery option. 

Now that we have a common definition and a sense of what inclusive educa-
tion looks like, let’s talk about where to start in developing inclusive schools. Many 
districts have struggled with implementing inclusive education on a student by 
student basis, only to find that their own system of providing services for students 
with disabilities does not easily allow for the flexibility needed to provide the 
necessary supports and services in places other than “special classes.” Others have 
found that the “inclusion program” was successful when certain personnel (prin-
cipal, special education teacher, parent, etc.) were implementing it but that it fell 
apart when those personnel left. 

The reason for the difficulties in both of these cases was lack of systemic sup-
port for an inclusive educational option. To effectively implement inclusive edu-
cation as an option, it is necessary to examine policies, practices, and procedures 
already in place and plan for new policies and procedures to support the new 
service delivery option. 

Ways for Districts and Schools to Examine Practices

Numerous needs assessments are available to assist districts and schools with 
this process. The District and School Level LRE Protocols (2000) developed by a CDE 
stakeholder group and now being piloted in several locations, provide excellent 
examples of research-based practices that will guide schools and districts in their 
self-improvement plans (see Appendix). CCIE developed two local level tools also 
included in the Appendix: a District-Level Needs Assessment (Halvorsen & Neary, 
1996) and a School Site-Level Needs Assessment (Halvorsen & Neary, 1996). The 
first has been utilized with district stakeholder groups or Inclusion Task Forces in 
each of the 15 CCIE districts as both a planning (pre) and self-evaluation (post) tool. 
Each group uses a consensus-based process to determine which practices are be-
ing implemented at an excellent/satisfactory/unsatisfactory level or not at all, and 
which are areas of extensive/moderate/minimal/no need for assistance. This cre-
ates a basis on which action plans are developed and approved through the LEA 
process. A sample first year LEA plan resulting from this process is contained 
in Table 9 and contains strategies for evaluating and documenting outcomes.

A needs-based process to assist schools and districts with personalizing the 
first steps, adapting these to their local situation, and incorporating plans within 
existing School Site Plans, including plans for professional development follows.
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District Level

The following process is helpful as districts begin to examine their practices 
to create improved educational options for students with disabilities in the Least 
Restrictive Environment.

Step 1. 	 Establish improvement team.

	 Form stakeholders workgroup or use existing team.

Step 2. 	 Conduct self-assessment using protocol.

	 Meet with team and review the needs assessment.

	 Rate practices based on evidence.

	 Identify need areas.

	 List any improvement strategies that come up during discussions.

Step 3. 	 Summarize using the summary sheet.

	 Average scores for each section and transfer this number to the sum-
mary sheet.

	 Summarize needs for section and list on summary sheet.

	 List any improvement strategies discussed on summary sheet.

Step 4. 	 Brainstorm solutions using SODA process.

	 For need areas where improvement activities have not been identified, 
brainstorm possible solutions using SODA process.

Step 5.	 Develop Action Plan.

Step 6. 	 Select improvement activities and put into an Action Plan.

	 Implement Action Plan.

Figure 1, First Steps in Implementing Inclusive Options, is an effective process 
to use when beginning any change effort. The process is one that has been used 
successfully by districts as they began to implement inclusive education across 
their district. The forms and steps are described as part of an ongoing process to 
implement and refine inclusive educational practices. Table 4 outlines three phases 
of development for districts as they begin developing inclusive schools.

As you can see in Figure 1, a cross-constituency or stakeholder group/improve-
ment team (Step 1) is a critical feature of the change process, and these working 
groups have been the most important catalyst in each of the districts with which 
we have worked. Their diverse expertise and perspectives ensure that a thoughtful 
planning process, including training, professional development, and ongoing sup-
port occur as inclusive options and are initiated and expanded. 

Table 4 is an expanded version of the process outlined in Figure 1. This version 
includes some specific actions to take at each step.
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STEP 1:

Establish a District Stakeholder Improvement Team

Working together as a team is at the heart of the inclusion process. Teams can 
be used at various levels within a district to support the development of inclusive 
practices. These levels include

	 Systems-level teams that operate at the district (system) level and deal 
specifically with overall district issues and needs.

	 Building-level teams that operate at the building (site) level and deal with 
site issues and needs.

	 Student-level teams that operate at the classroom level around student 
needs.

The District Improvement Team is a systems-level team that is representative 
of all stakeholders who will be involved in or affected by the changes the team will 
recommend. Participants might include: 

	 district general and special education administrators 

	 SELPA or County Office of Education representatives

	 parents 

	 site-level administrators 

	 general and special education teachers

	 related service personnel

	 paraprofessionals

	 agency or organizations (PTA, CTA, etc.)

The team typically will meet one to two times a month to review district 
policies, practices, and procedures for their consistency with LRE requirements of 
Federal and State law as well as effective research-based practices. These meetings 
might include a combination of voluntary (after school) and supported (release 
time, stipend, etc.) meeting times.

The team might begin by formulating a mission and vision that is congru-
ent with the district’s overall vision but emphasizes the LRE guiding principles. 
The team might then work on a process of “backward mapping” which identifies 
the barriers within the structures, procedures, and processes that will need to be 
overcome to achieve those goals (Pumpian & Fisher, 1997). This backward mapping 
might involve several steps such as:

1.	 Assessing their district in relation to the vision developed by the team.

2.	 Setting goals and recommending activities to meet them.

3.	 Crafting a plan and overseeing its implementation.

4.	 Evaluating the activities and their impact in terms of student and school.
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1
Assessment and Student “Portrait”
•  Conduct formal and informal assessments
•  Collect all observation and assessment information
•  Complete student profile — describing strengths, 
    needs, and preferred learning mode

2
Begin Instructional Planning
•  Complete IEP matrix
•  Complete activity analysis
•  Complete routine chart
•  Develop schedule and support plan

3
Implement Instructional Plan
•  Make modifications to curriculum
•  Monitor student progress
•  Modify program based on progress

4 Revise Plan as Necessary
•  Monitor and review  plan
•  Revise and update

Figure 1: Instructional Planning Process

STEP 2:

Conduct a Needs Assessment

As stated previously, numerous needs assessments are available to assist districts 
and schools with this process, such as the California Least Restrictive Environment 
(LRE) Self -Assessment and Continuous Improvement Activities (2000) tool in Table 5. 
This tool was developed by a CDE stakeholder workgroup and is now being piloted 
in several locations. This self-assessment tool, which has both a District-Level and a 
School Site-Level form, provides excellent examples of research-based practices that 
will guide schools and districts in their improvement plans. The self-assessment pro-
tocols examine practices around six major components. These areas include:

	 Vision, expectations, leadership, and climate.

	 Policies and procedures that promote LRE.

	 An array of services and program and classroom strategies to facilitate the 
implementation of LRE for students with disabilities.

	 Accountability systems that reflect high expectations for all students.

	 Teachers, parents, and students working together for better student results.

	 Sufficient numbers of qualified staff.

(See Appendices for a complete example of both the district- and site-level forms.)
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The self-assessment tool shown in Table 5 should be used as part of the discus-
sions held by the Stakeholder Improvement Team. The tool contains:

	 Column 1, Components and Features of LRE, contains the practices or fea-
tures that each of the major areas is divided into. These measurable practices 
help the district identify the essential components of the area. 

	 Column 2, Rating, the team discusses each of these features and uses a con-
sensus-based process to determine which practices are being implemented 
appropriately and then rates their site on a scale of 1 (low) to 5 (high). 

	 Column 3, Information to Support Rating is listed by the team. This would 
include the evidence that could be used to support the rating the team gave 
in column 2. 

	 Column 4, Improvement Activities, the team makes some initial suggestions 
of what might be done to improve in this area. 

As the team reviews the self-assessment tool, discussions will emerge about areas 
of improvement for the site or district. It is often helpful to have a facilitator assist with 
these discussions and keep the group focused on the vision.

On the final page of the document, scoring overview, you will average all the 
scores in a section and briefly describe issues or needs in this area. You will decide 
the priority of importance of this area and activity and list out the suggested tasks 
that the team described during their discussions. This will be a summary of the needs 
identified by the team and the beginning ideas for solving the needs.  See Table 6 for 
an example of the summary sheet.
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It is also helpful to collect other information about the schools and programs 
offered throughout the district including information on the expertise available 
at each site as well as planning for which sites might be most successful as early 
implementers of the process.

Once the information from the self-assessment tool has been summarized, the 
beginnings of an action plan have been formed. The team will need to come to 
consensus on the action items and develop a plan. There are many processes that 
can be used to develop action plans but one that has been particularly successful 
in creating a collaborative mind-set is the SODAS process described in Table 7.
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STEP 3:

Develop an Action Plan

The use of a problem-solving process to develop solutions for the challenges 
your team has defined will help to create a way to help the team work through 
the entire problem and seek a more long lasting solution. There are many creative 
problem-solving processes but one that you might consider is SODAS.

SODAS*

S = Situation (define the problem.)

Do some fact finding at this point by thinking about the following:

	 Who is or is not affected?

	 What is or is not happening?

	 When does or doesn’t it occur?

	 Where does or doesn’t it occur?

	 Why does or doesn’t it occur?

	 How does or doesn’t it happen?

O = Options

This is a brainstorming part of the creative problem-solving process. DO 
NOT JUDGE the ideas at this point. Try to generate as many ideas as possible, 
REGARDLESS of how silly thy might seem. Use phrases or questions to help 
generate ideas, such as:

	 “In what ways might we…?”

	 “What if there were no obstacles…?”

	 “Who else might have ideas…?”

	 “If I had a magic wand I would…?”

D = Disadvantages

Now, take a look at the options and select those that the team feels are possi-
bilities. What might the DISADVANTAGES be if you implement the option? List 
them on one side of the paper.

A = Advantages

Using the same selected options as above take a look at the ADVANTAGES of 
implementing the option. List them alongside the disadvantages.

S = Solution

While looking at the disadvantages and advantages, begin to form your solu-
tion to the situation. Several of the options might be combined into the solu-
tion.

If you agree to a solution, MAKE A PLAN. 

*Adapted from South Dakota Statewide Systems Change/Deaf-Blind Project.
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Table 7 is an example of a completed format using SODAS as a tool.

Once solutions have been discussed, it is necessary to put the ideas into a plan 
of action, which will specifically describe the steps of implementation. Table 8 out-
lines what should be included in this plan and includes the following: 

	 What action is necessary?

	 Who will be responsible for each step in the plan?

	 What is the timeline?

	 How will we know if the plan is successful?

	 Who else needs to know or be involved in this plan?

REMEMBER! If the first solution does not work, go back to the process. What 
were some of the other possible solutions? Would one of those work? Keep trying.

gnivloS-melborPevitaerC:SAdoS.7elbaT

S –NOITAUTI
melborpehtenifeD

o –SNOITP
ewodsnoitpotahW

evah

d SEGATNAVDASI
noitpohcaefo

A SEGATNAVD
noitpohcaefo

S NOITULO

nommocfokcaL
,perp,gninnalp

evitaroballocdna
.emit

?detceffasiohW
,stnatsissa,srehcaeT

dna,stneduts
.stnerap

What has happened?
Meet “on the fly.”

?nehW
retfa/erofebyltsoM

,hcnul,loohcs
.skaerb

?erehW
sr’ehcaet,llahehtnI

ypoc,moor
.enihcam

?yhW
hguonetoN

.emitgninnalp/perp

?woH
.gninnalptuohtiW

nommocetaerC.1
.emitperp

loohcsnehtgneL.2
sruohknabdnayad

ylraeenorof
.keew/yadlassimsid

.sbusrofyaP.3

yranilpicsidretnI.4
.emitperpfokcolb

perpnommoC.1
.eludehcsottluciffid

noitatropsnarT.2
eracdlihC.seussi

.seussi

stsoC.3

-gnolseriuqeR.4
smetsysmret

dnaegnahc
.tnemtimmoc

emitgninnalP.1
elbaliava

.ylkeew/yliad

-elohwylkeeW.2
.emitgninnalpffats

gninnalpelbixelF.3
.elbaliavaemit

tuothguohtlleW.4
wollalliwssecorp

gninnalprettebrof
.emit

nommocaekaM.1
.emitperp

ehterolpxE.2
ylraefoytilibissop
yad-enolassimsid

.keewrep

rehtoerolpxE.3
emitrofsecruoser

.rehtegot



I n c l u s i v e  E d u c a t i o n  S t a r t e r  K i t 51   

C h a p t e r  3 :  s t e p s  t o  i m p l e m e n t i n g  i n c l u s i v e  e d u c a t i o n

nalPnoitcA:8elbaT

sinoitcatahW
?yrassecen

siohW
?elbisnopser

ehtsitahW
?enilemit

ewlliwwoH
fiwonk

?lufsseccus
sdeenesleohW
?devlovniebot

llarofgniniarT.1
.noisivnoffats

dnapoleveD.2
atnemelpmi

ediwloohcs
laroivaheBevitisoP

.nalP

dnagniniarT.3
dedeengnihcaoc

.ffatsmoorssalcrof

tcirtsiD.1
dnanoitartsinimda

.lapicnirp

maetlevel-etiS.2
.lapicnirp&

.maetlevel-etiS.3

ybdetelpmoC.1
.10-9

ybdetelpmoC.2
.20-6

ybdetelpmoC.3
.20-6

sruccogniniarT.1
detonegnahcdna

tsop/erpni
.syevrusedutitta

etiS.2
noevitatneserper

ERLtcirtsid
.eettimmoc

etiS.3
fonoitatnemelpmi

.sruccoycilop

tcirtsiD.1
dnanoitartsinimda

.ecrofksatERL

tcirtsiD.2
dnanoitartsinimda

.ecrofksatERL

.ffatsetiseritnE.3

Once a plan is in place, it will be critical that the team continues to meet to re-
view progress and adapt the plan and activities as necessary. Initial planning steps 
might include training for all staff, selection of sites for early implementation and a 
similar planning process at these sites for their own planning to meet the specific 
needs of their students, staff, and families. These initial steps might include:

	 Initial school sites identified and orientation sessions held

	 Professional and parent development/training needs identified and plans 
defined

	 Resources and staff identified to support sites needs

	 Policy and procedures reviewed for any necessary revisions

	 Short- and long-range plans submitted for district approval

After the initial plans are implemented, the planning teams should meet again 
to review progress and plan for next steps of implementation. Some of these steps 
might include:

	 Districtwide parental and IEP team access to information on inclusion

	 Short- and long-term plans initiated

	 School sites represented on district task force and linked with each other

	 Personnel development for school sites, parents and parent groups, spe-
cific staff role groups

	 Stakeholder work groups established in areas, i.e., curriculum, personnel 
development, evaluation, handbook on inclusion

	 Evaluation plans designed and initiated

As implementation continues, the planning process will take on a new pur-
pose, that of systematizing the process. This will include development of policy 
and procedures that will ensure that the steps that have been used successfully 
for initial planning and will be added to district and site policies. These ongoing or 
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This planning process 

can be used to moni-

tor and maintain ini-

tial efforts and to plan 

for the ongoing next 

steps as sites become 

competent in serving 

all their students. 

continuing activities might include:

	 Policy and procedural changes approved and implemented in LRE policy, 
enrollment/placement, IEP forms, related services delivery

	 Additional schools provide inclusive option each year

	 Inclusive education unified with other educational reforms in the LEA

	 Ongoing data review and feedback used for program improvement/
changes in plans 

	 Evaluation data reviewed by site teams and utilized for program improve-
ment

This planning process can be used to monitor and maintain initial efforts and 
to plan for the ongoing next steps as sites become competent in serving all their 
students. New sites can begin implementation using the same site process but will 
have the additional resource of the experienced sites as mentors in the process.

Table 9 is an example of a district level inclusion plan developed as a part of 
the planning process. This plan spells out the specific outcomes of the task force, 
strategies to reach the outcomes, and how the outcomes will be evaluated.
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School Level

At the school-site level the process (seen in Figure 2) is quite similar to the 
district-level process, described in the last section.  The school site process begins 
in Step 1 by establishing a school-identified team of general and special education 
teachers, parents, site administrator(s), support staff/related services, and (second-
ary-level) students to identify both positive practices as well as areas of need for 
improvement and assistance.  

Step 2 utilizes a needs assessment process such as the site level version of the 
California Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) Self-Assessment and Continuous 
Improvement Activities (2000) tool (see Appendix).  Completing this activity assists 
the team to identify practices, procedures, and policy issues in need of revision 
as they move to a new service delivery model.  The process also allows the team 
to discuss possible strategies for achieving its goals and to collect evidence of its 
existing effective practices.  Once the team has completed the needs assessment, 
and the items have been prioritized, an action plan can be developed to delineate 
the next steps the site will take in their change process.

Step 3 moves to the development of an action plan based on the needs assess-
ment and prioritization process.  A brainstorming process such as SODAS (de-
scribed in the district process) could be utilized at the site level as well to develop 
solutions to the issues that arose in the needs assessment.  Once strategies have 
been identified, they should be put into an action plan to be carried out in a strate-
gic manner. 

Figure 2 is a flow chart depicting phases of school-level inclusive develop-
ment from initial steps to continuing activities. These steps are more specifically 
described in Tables 10 and 11. These recommended steps and practices are pro-
vided to assist districts and schools with an action planning process and are based 
on our work with schools statewide. Readers are encouraged to adapt the specific 
activities to their local communities.

A Site-Level Plan resulting from a Needs Assessment Process follows in Table12.  
This plan was developed using the California Confederation on Inclusive Education 
Needs Assessment (located in the Appendices) and would be the first step in pri-
oritizing areas for action.  A process for prioritizing, brainstorming and action plan 
development, such as the one described previously in this chapter, would then be 
utilized to move the team along the change process.
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2

Establish School Site-Level Planning Team

Conduct Needs Assessment

3 Action Plan Development

1

�  Student assignment to classes

�  Special education staff assigned

�  General orientation for school community

�  Grade level/subject matter meetings

�  Ability awareness for student body

�  Partner/mentor school(s) identified

�  Professional and parent development/training needs identified and plans made

�  Students are members of their age-appropriate general education class(es)

�  School Site Council and SST’s roles defined

�  School links with other inclusive sites

�  Schools represented on LEA-level task force

�  Ongoing support from partner/mentor schools

�  Inclusion unified with other school reforms

�  Service delivery/support model structured to meet site needs

�  Peer support networks

�  Parent and community participation in school

�  Evaluation data reviewed by site teams and utilized for program improvement

�  Professional and parent development/training occurs:

      •  PTA-SSC participation

      •  Mentor school and district assistance

�  Team planning meetings structure established for proactive vehicle to address roles and
      responsibilities, scheduling, support approaches, curricular, and instructional needs

�  Students’ IEPs addressed in general education curricular context with support

�  Collaborative teaching and support relationships initiated among general and special educators

�  Evaluation process defined and data collection initiated

Suggested Initial Steps

Next Steps

Continuing Activities

Figure 2.  

Developing
Inclusive Schools: 

SITE LEVEL
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Table 12.  Site Needs Assessment – Identified High Needs Areas

E n v ir  o nment     

	 Preschool through 12 inclusive programs have been established for students with disabilities. 
1)	 Preschool and elementary levels doing well, secondary needs work. 
2)	 Transition from elementary levels to junior high and to senior high difficult. 

	 The school is physically accessible to all students. 
1)	 No wheelchair doors in school. 
2)	 Restrooms not accessible – not acceptable for changing students.

S ch  o o l  C limate      

	 Principal is ultimately responsible for program, which includes supervision and evaluation of staff. 
1)	 Inclusion staff not supervised by site principal. 
2)	 Need clarification of roles and responsibilities for administrators (site and district). 

	 A defined plan or process supports staff in implementation. 
1)	 Collaboration time is needed for all levels (teachers, assistants, etc.). 
2)	 Need for training time for all staff. 

	 The principal applies the same standards and expectations to special education staff and programs as to 
general education staff. 
1)	 Due to part time nature of the inclusion specialist, duties have not been given. 
2)	 Might want to look into this area as it pertains to duties, extracurricular activities, and supervision. 

	 The principal observes special education program/staff. 
1)	 RSP program but not the inclusion program. 
2)	 This is a district issue and needs to be discussed with district administration and roles of the principal and 	
	 director need to be addressed. 

	 General and special education administrative staff work collaboratively to address school site-level issues 
and planning. 
1)	 Budgets, staffing, assignment of personnel, location of materials all fragmented. 
2)	 No district-level program specialist so director has to address all issues at all levels. 
3)	 Site issues: scheduling of students done during summer when staff is not available. This causes delay in 		
	 placement of inclusive education students or inappropriate placement. 

	 Inservice programs are inclusive of special education staff. 
1)	 Generally okay for certificated staff though multiple sites cause issues for attending all site activities. 
2)	 Classified staff not able to attend most inservices. High need for training for assistants.

S taff     I ntegrati        o n / C o llab    o rati    o n 

Special educators and general educators: 

	 Meet at least once a month for collaborative, student-level planning for students who are included. 
1)	 Collaborative time, common prep time and Dream Team time are used but scheduling is difficult. 
2)	 Time is an issue. 

	 Collaborate to make material and environmental adaptations for students with disabilities to access the 
core curriculum within general education classes and facilitate participation throughout the school. 
1)	 Time is an issue in making modifications. It is usually done on the fly.  
2)	 Need a time and schedule to meet with teachers. 

Continued  
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	 Collaborate to develop systematic transition plans for students who are moving within schools or to new 
schools. 
1)	 Need time and process for teachers to meet and plan for next year’s students. 
2)	 Transition to junior high from elementary school is difficult. Need to work on process. 

	 Work to provide safe, orderly and positive learning environments for all students. 
1)	 Some safety issues with untrained personnel, need training and transition for fragile students. 
2)	 Need to develop process for training of all staff on safety issues. 
3)	 Need to work on a process for communication. 

	 Establish high expectations for all students. 
1)	 Teacher dependent. 
2)	 Need training of all staff in how to “stretch” all students. Need to coordinate need of students to IEP goals. 	
	 Need to understand how to mesh these. 

	 Employ age-appropriate materials for instruction. 
1)	 Issue because materials are not available for inclusion students. 
2)	 Time and responsibility of making modifications is an issue. 
3)	 Need high-interest and low ability materials. 
4)	 Access to core curriculum is an issue. 

	 Individualize activities for students, design and utilize systematic instructional strategies, and monitor 
progress systematically. 
1)	 Same as above. 

	 Encourage and support friendship development for all students and develop systems to promote natural 
peer supports. 
1)	 Done informally for some students. 
2)	 Need to make a part of overall system. 
3)	 Need ability awareness activities. 

Special Educators: 

	 Attend faculty meetings and parent conferences with general education staff. 

	 Participate in regular supervisory duties. 

	 Participate in extracurricular responsibilities. 
1)	 Multiple sites an issue for attending meetings. 
2)	 Need to develop a process to address this at the policy level. How will information be shared when staff is 	
	 not able to attend, etc. 

	 Follow school protocol: keep principal or appropriate administrator informed on an ongoing basis. 
1)	 Need formalized communication process between general educators, special educators, support staff and 
administration. 

	 Adequately prepared and supported to effectively teach students with disabilities in their classes. 
1)	 Time to meet is an issue. 
2)	 Training necessary. 
3)	 Need to develop process for sharing information on student’s IEPs. 

4)	 Need to allow for flexible scheduling of student.

S t u d ents    

	 Students’ IEPs and instructional programs are based upon individual student needs (work study, commu-
nity-based instruction, mobility, etc.). 

	 Students’ IEPs include necessary support services and equipment. 
1)	 Committee will work on an overall review of all students.

Table 12 (continued).  Site Needs Assessment – Identified High Needs Areas
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Early Childhood Inclusive Education

Inclusive practices for young children are implemented in different ways and 
within different settings than their counterparts in K-12. Both physical and philo-
sophical partnerships between early childhood education and early childhood 
special education providers are necessary. While both groups may agree on many 
areas, certain beliefs need to be clearly defined and discussed before both pro-
grams can work toward a cooperative relationship.

The following is a position brief developed by the Division of Early Childhood 
(DEC), Council for Exceptional Children, and approved by the National Association 
for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). The position is widely accepted by 
both the Early Childhood Education field and the Early Childhood Special Educa-
tion field.

Council for Exceptional Children

P o siti    o n  o n  I ncl   u si  o n

Inclusion, as a value, supports the right of all children, regardless of their 
diverse abilities to participate actively in natural settings within their communi-
ties. A natural setting is one in which the child would spend time had he or she 
not had a disability. Such settings include, but are not limited to, home and family, 
play groups, child care, nursery schools, Head Start programs, kindergartens, and 
neighborhood school classrooms. 

DEC believes in and supports full and successful access to health, social 
service, education, and other supports and services for young children and 
their families that promote full participation in community life. DEC values 
the diversity of families and supports a family-guided process for determining 
services that is based on the needs and preferences of individual families and 

children. 

To implement inclusive practices, DEC supports (a) the continued develop-
ment, evaluation, and dissemination of full inclusion supports, services, and sys-
tems so that the options for inclusion are of high quality; (b) the development of 
preservice and inservice training programs that prepare families, administrators, 
and service providers to develop and work within inclusive settings; (c) collabora-
tion among all key stakeholders to implement flexible fiscal and administrative 
procedures in support of inclusion; (d) research that contributes to our knowledge 
of state-of-the-art services; and (e) the restructuring and unification of social, 
education, health, and intervention supports and services to make them more 
responsive to the needs of all children and families. 

Source: Division for Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional Children; Adopted April, 1993; 
Updated February, 1998; Endorsed by the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC); 
November, 1993.
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Developmentally 

appropriate practices 

are recommended to 

design an environ-

ment that is both 

age-appropriate 

and supportive of all 

children’s needs. 

Early childhood education programs are based on the widely held philosophy 
of developmentally appropriate practices (DAP). This approach focuses on the child 
as an active participant in the learning process; a participant who constructs mean-
ing and knowledge through interaction with others, friends and family, materials, 
and the environment. The teacher is an active facilitator who helps the child make 
meaning of the various activities and interactions encountered throughout the day 
(Houser & Osborne). These practices include:

	 Developmental evaluation of children for program planning.

	 Fully qualified staff.

	 High ratio of adults to children.

	 Strong relationship between home and center.

	 Child-initiated activities as a primary means of learning.

Early childhood special education is based on the philosophy that comprehen-
sive intervention should be delivered early to maximize the child’s learning poten-
tial. These practices are based on individualized strategies to increase the child’s 
involvement in the learning. Widely accepted practices include:

	 Family-centered support and involvement.

	 Support services that focus on functional outcomes for the child and that 
are developed as a result of an appropriate, multidisciplinary assessment.

	 Multidisciplinary services that are provided in the early childhood program 
and are accomplished through teaming and collaboration.

	 Planning for transitions to future environments as an ongoing process.

To combine the two philosophies it is helpful to define the role each will take in 
the program. Developmentally appropriate practices are recommended to design 
an environment that it is both age-appropriate and supportive of all children’s 
needs. At the same time, the design of developmentally appropriate programs may 
not fully address the needs of individual children, particularly children who need 
specific intervention strategies. Early childhood special education practices can be 
designed to support the developmentally appropriate program by bringing in indi-
vidualized strategies to address the learning needs of students needing additional 
assistance. These practices include: 

	 Directly prompting practice on individually targeted skills, based on func-
tional behavioral outcomes.

	 Reinforcing children’s responses.

	 Collecting data to monitor children’s progress and make intervention 
changes (Udell, Peters & Templeman, 1998).

A suggested set of first steps in achieving collaborative, inclusive early child-
hood programs appears in Table 13.
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Policy and Procedures for Local Districts

Implementing inclusive education typically requires that districts “do business 
differently.” Procedures for placement, provision of services, roles and responsibili-
ties of staff, and even the basic overall philosophy or mission of a district might 
look different. Many districts have responded to this by developing procedural 
guides for inclusive education or they have made revisions or additions to exist-
ing procedural guides to address the changes and issues that arise. Some districts 
have revised existing Board of Education Policy to define this new service delivery 
process and to systematize these new processes as well. San Francisco Unified 
School District (SFUSD) revised its Board of Education LRE Policy to address in-
clusive education. They have also systematized procedures and teacher contract 
language, and have defined roles and responsibilities within the SFUSD handbook 
on inclusive education. The Board of Education Policy on Least Restrictive Environ-
ment adopted in 1996 follows.

Table 14.  Least Restrictive Environment

It is the intent of the San Francisco Board of Education to comply with both Federal Law and the State Master 
Plan governing the education of students receiving special education services in the least restrictive environment. It 
is also the policy of the Board of Education that programs and services for these students be made available which 
comply with the prevailing laws and regulations. Therefore, the SFUSD’S commitment to the education of students 
with disabilities is supported by the belief that individuals have the right to receive their education in chronologically 
age-appropriate regular school classrooms with their non-disabled peers, with appropriate supplemental supports 
and services as described by the individual education plan (IEP). As is further delineated in federal and state statutes, 
education in an environment other that the general education class should be considered by the IEP team only when 
it has been determined that these specialized supports and services are inadequate or unsatisfactory to meet the 
student’s needs. Toward this end, an array of services and placement options is made available within the SFUSD to 
meet students’ IEP needs for special education and/or related services in the least restrictive environment including: 

	 General education classes 

	 General education classes with support and services 

	 Resource Specialist services 

	 Designated instruction and services 

	 Special classes 

	 Nonpublic, nonsectarian school services 

	 State special schools

	 Programs and services for students identified for special education will include the following components to 
ensure that these options for the least restrictive environment exist. 

	 Mainstreaming opportunities occur when students whose primary placement is a Special Day Class attend and 
participate in general education classrooms for some segments of the instructional day, with varying levels of 
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The Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) has included the following Inclusion 
Policy Bulletin in their Inclusion Policy Bulletin, Table 15, which is excerpted below.

DEFINITION 
Inclusion is a program option that enables students with disabilities to attend the school and classroom they 

would attend if they had no disability. Support and services are brought into the general education classroom to 
meet the unique needs of the student with disabilities. 

Student Eligibility/Placement 
Inclusive education is a placement not a label. More specifically, federal law (IDEA – Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act) specifies that within the best interests of a child, he/she shall be placed in the least restrictive 
environment (LRE). Disability type or severity of disability does not preclude involvement in inclusive education. 
The school district will offer inclusion to all students with severe disabilities who live in the geographical areas of (or 
who have received district transfers to) the inclusion school sites. Placement in inclusive education programs shall 
also be determined by the students’ IEP team. The site administrator, in consultation with the inclusion teacher when 
possible will place the inclusion student in an age appropriate classroom. Inclusion students shall advance with their 
classmates to the next grade level.

Table 15.  Inclusion Policy Bulletin

Inclusive Education Task Forces

As a district moves to begin providing inclusive education, one of the first 
steps recommended is to create a district-level cross-constituency inclusive educa-
tion task force or stakeholder group. The purpose of this task force is to assess the 
current status of students’ access to general education and develop plans to build 
access where it is lacking, and revise or recommend policy and procedures to sup-
port and systematize inclusive education. It is crucial that membership on this task 
force is representative of all stakeholders who will be impacted by implementa-
tion of inclusive education. Members are asked to serve as liaisons to their peers 
to communicate the work of the task force and to solicit input and suggestions to 
bring back to the task force. Though membership will vary based on district struc-
ture, it is recommended that the following groups be represented:

	 District-level administrators (general education and special education)

	 Site-level administrators (principals/assistant principals)

	 Teachers (general education and special education)

	 Designated Instructional Services (DIS) personnel and transportation

	 Teacher’s association representative

	 Paraprofessionals

	 Parents/family members

	 Students (when appropriate; e.g., for secondary level)

	 Other agencies (when appropriate, especially when planning for early 
childhood programs)

	 Other
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The Inclusive Education Task Force typically meets at least once a month for 
one to three hours beginning 6-12 months prior to implementation and continu-
ing as inclusion develops. Meeting times can vary between after school (voluntary) 
meetings to longer time periods using release time and/or summer stipends for 
work groups (Halvorsen and Neary, 2001). A good beginning activity for the group 
is the development of a mission and goals that are consistent with the district’s 
overall vision. This will help to focus the group on outcomes for their work and will 
define what they are going to do. Identification of current practices, issues, and bar-
riers will be necessary to determine what needs to be done. This can be done with 
the completion of a needs assessment, such as the one developed by the California 
Confederation on Inclusive Education. This will assist the task force in determin-
ing what policy, procedures, and practices will need to be changed or added. The 
needs assessment should examine all areas of the system such as:

	 Policy

	 Accessibility and transportation

	 Collaboration, including professional development/preparation

	 Climate

	 Student assignment procedures

Once the mission, goals, and needs assessment have been completed, the 
group will then create an action plan and timelines for developing the new/revised 
procedures for submission to the district. When the new procedures have been 
completed and approved the committee should develop recommendations for 
policy for approval by the Board of Education. Districtwide training needs should 
also be determined and a plan for meeting these needs completed, within the 
context of the district’s overall personnel development plans.

A process that has been successfully used by several cross-constituency 
groups was described by Halvorsen and Neary (2001). The activities include:

	 Assessing their district and/or sites in relation to the vision.

	 Setting goals and recommending activities to meet them.

	 Crafting a plan and overseeing its implementation.

	 Evaluating the activities and their impact in terms of student and school 
outcomes.

The district-level task force will assist in the selection of the sites that will 
implement inclusive education. Once sites have been selected, a site-level inclusive 
education committee should be established at each site. Membership on these 
teams should be representative of the stakeholders at the site and the school may 
choose to utilize an existing group such as the school site council for this purpose. 
The site-level teams should also complete a school-level needs assessment. The 
needs assessment should examine issues of:

	 School environment (accessibility, logistical issues, scheduling, etc.)

	 School climate (ownership of students, relationship of staff, etc.)

	 Team collaboration among staff and families

	 Student planning and support
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The site team will then define a plan for activities to assist their site in imple-
menting inclusive education. These activities might include participation in dis-
trictwide personnel development activities as well as site specific activities. The 
district and site plans contained in this chapter illustrate examples of this.

Teacher’s Association Guidelines

One of the policy areas the district task force often deals with is recommen-
dations for contract language. Many districts across the state of California have 
negotiated language in their certificated contracts that address issues of inclusive 
educational practices. Following are examples of negotiated contract language 
from two districts.

San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD)

8.8  Inclusion Programs

31.8.1	 An inclusion student is an IWEN who may be eligible for placement in 
a special day class assigned to an age-appropriate general education 
classroom for the same number of instructional minutes as his/her peers. 

31.8.2	 The Union and the District agree that the successful initiation and 
implementation of Inclusion Programs requires cooperation, planning, 
preparation, and training of teachers and support staffs. Therefore, 
Inclusion Programs at specific schools or sites shall be initiated through 
the IEP process. It is the intent of the Special Education Department 
to provide training and support as needed. (31.8.3) Except in unusual 
circumstances, a school or site initiating an Inclusion Program shall 
establish an Inclusion Planning Team consisting of at least the Inclusion 
Support Teacher, the general education teacher(s) receiving the identified 
inclusion student(s) and the administrator. 

31.8.4	 The parties recognize that the successful placement of an Inclusion 
student incorporates such components as advanced notice consultation. 
As appropriate: review of IEP documents, consideration of classroom 
environment(s), necessary additional training, and provisions for 
appropriate support services. (31.8.5) The implementation of an Inclusion 
Program shall not be utilized as a way to achieve a reduction in staff. 

31.8.6	 The Inclusion Support Team shall consist of the Inclusion Support Teacher 
and the paraprofessionals assigned as additional classroom support 
as specified in the student’s IEP. The caseload assigned to the Inclusion 
Support Team shall not exceed the class sized specified in Article 9.5.7 of 
the Contract.
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Oakland Unified School District (OUSD)
Article XXI – Section 15: Full Inclusion Education 

A.	 Definition: The full-time enrollment, as prescribed by IEP, of a Special Day Class 
student in a general education classroom, which is not staffed by a full-time 
Special Education Teacher. 

B.	 General Provisions: 
1.	 The full inclusion student shall count as part of the general education 

teacher’s class size roll. 
2.	 The general education teacher shall receive a copy of the student’s IEP. 
3.	 Any full inclusion student with an IEP shall be included in the Special 

Education case carrier’s caseload. 
4.	 The Special Education case carrier in consultation with the general education 

teacher(s) is responsible for providing program guidance, including 
orientation to Instructional Assistants/Aides to the Handicapped assigned to 
their programs. 

5.	 The Special Education case carrier in consultation with the general education 
teacher(s) shall submit to the Site Administrator and appropriate Program 
Manager a recommended work schedule and work responsibilities for any 
Instructional Assistants/Aides to the Handicapped assigned to their program.

 6.	 It is the intention of the District to continue the practice of planning full 
inclusion placements in such a way that no more than two full inclusion 
students are normally placed in any one self-contained general education 
classroom. 

7.	 It is the intention of the District to assign full inclusion students to case 
carriers who have the necessary competencies to meet the needs identified 
in the IEP. 

8.	 The site principal, upon receiving a copy of the IEP, shall assign a full 
inclusion student to a general education classroom. Among other factors, the 
assignment shall take into consideration physical space needs of the student, 
scheduling, curriculum designs, existing classroom composition and the 
unique needs of the student. The Special Education case carrier shall make 
available to the principal any additional pertinent information regarding the 
student which may have a bearing on placement. Any general education 
teacher who wishes to volunteer to teach a full inclusion student may have 
such a request considered as one of the placement factors. 

9.	 This is for information only. A teacher may request an IEP review to be held 
pursuant to California Special Education Code Section 56343.

 10.	 Under the direction of the site administrator and in consultation with the 
appropriate Special Education Program Manager, the Special Education 
case carrier and the general education teacher(s) will develop a plan for the 
support of each general education teacher serving a full inclusion student 
(for example, release time via a rotating substitute of one day per month). 

11.	 Preference shall be given to the use of single grade classrooms as one of the 
primary factors in selecting placements for full inclusion students. 
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Personnel Development Strategies

When implementing any new educational practice, personnel development 
is a critical element in the success of implementation. In the section on First Steps, 
we have included one district’s overall action plan that grew from the needs as-
sessment process. Personnel development is a critical component of that plan.            
Research-based practices which ensure effective personnel development were 
defined in an issues brief by McGregor, Halvorsen, Fisher, Pumpian, Bhaerman & 
Salisbury (1998). They note that school reform and personnel development must 
occur in tandem, and development activities must reinforce the new forms of 
teacher involvement that have been identified in restructured schools. Berends & 
King (1994) describe some of these roles and responsibilities:

	 Staff participate in training design that is based on their local needs and

	 Teachers function in differentiated roles including mentoring, peer super-
vision, collegial planning, curriculum development and policy making.

To address these needs, McGregor et al. (1998) suggested that we use our 
knowledge about adult learning as well as the empirical base on staff develop-
ment to design training that is:

	 Based on research, best practices, and needs assessment;

	 School-focused, with emphasis on both individual and organizational de-
velopment;

	 Directed by a cohesive school-site plan; and

	 Embedded as much as possible within the job of teaching, through partici-
patory learning such as coaching, study groups, and peer observation.

The National Staff Development Council defines standards for staff develop-
ment. These include standards for the context, the process, and the content of staff 
development. 

	 	 Requires and fosters a norm of continuous improvement.

	 Requires strong leadership in order to obtain continuing support and to 
motivate all staff, school board members, parents, and the community to 
be advocates for continuous improvement.

	 Is aligned with the school’s and the district’s strategic plan and is funded 
by a line item in the budget.

	 Provides adequate time during the work day for staff members to learn 
and work together to accomplish the school’s mission and goals.

In addition, Halvorsen and Neary (2001) noted that personnel development 
is one essential support for the change process and its use implies two additional 
necessary supports: Time and the financial resources for time and training, as well 
as for materials and related activities, such as mentoring, classroom observations, 
attendance at relevant conferences, or work on curriculum design teams. 

Several creative ways that schools can “find” common planning time are 
through “block scheduling” at the middle or high school, or “banking” minutes to-
ward one shortened instructional day at any level. Teaching is a multidimensional 
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job and we require people to work collaboratively with others. Therefore, we must 
work toward embedding personnel development and planning time within the 
contracted day, while recognizing that all professionals will contribute significant 
portions of their time as well.

Financial Support to professional development is always an exercise in prob-
lem solving. As Halvorsen and Neary noted, “Start-up costs are associated with the 
marketing and initial implementation of any new product or business activity, but 
we sometimes fail to acknowledge this reality within education, particularly as it 
relates to innovation or change” (2001). 

When we do not provide the necessary financial supports to accomplish 
change strategies we further endanger progress (Halvorsen and Neary, 2001). 
Bridges (1991) descried all transitions as having a beginning, a neutral zone, and 
an ending. We tend to focus most of our energy and resources on the beginning 
of the process and too little on the neutral zone, that time when we are not yet 
established. The honeymoon is over and Bridges (1991) compared the neutral zone 
to a period of “wandering in the desert.” People are especially vulnerable at this 
time — anxious and full of self-doubt. If we do not find ways to support them as 
they face the real problems of implementation, we can expect that there will be a 
strong tendency to return to what was or for the whole process to be “hijacked” by 
new alternatives that promise the necessary support and positive outcomes. 

Think about weight loss programs. Imagine that the new one you have sub-
scribed to requires changing almost all of your current eating habits—when, 
where, what, and how much you eat. You begin with great enthusiasm and a 
specific goal of losing 20 pounds in six months. You attend orientation sessions, 
group meetings, and food preparation classes. You lose half the weight in the first 
two months and then your weight loss starts to slow down. There are no meetings 
going on for the people like you. Weigh-ins occur only monthly, with brief staff 
intervention. You don’t want to go back to meetings with people who just started 
because they don’t have the problems you have. Nothing in the information or 
material you received tells you how long to expect that this slump might last. You 
think maybe you’re alone in this problem. Along comes a friend who tells you 
about her herbal remedy and all the weight she’s lost. You switch over to her plan, 
delighted to have some peer support. The herbal concoctions promise much. A 
year later you have regained most of the initial weight loss.

Recidivism is a risk in all kinds of changes but is most likely to occur during 
the neutral period as new problems arise and anticipated support is absent. The 
inclusive change process must build in these supports from the outset, so that par-
ticipants have a place to turn, to problem solve, to try out ideas. This support may 
take a variety of forms, and examples are listed in Table 16, adapted from Halvorsen 
& Neary (2001). Each of these strategies is job embedded. In other words, teachers, 
staff, and parents are no longer subjected to “go and sit and get” types of passive 
“inservice” but rather are actively constructing their own learning through a series 
of participant experiences much as their students in constructionist classrooms.
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The actual content of these personnel development experiences may vary 
both as a function of the person’s role (teacher, parent, administrator, related ser-
vice provider) and of the current implementation status of inclusion at their school 
sites. Professional development designed for school or student-level teams has 
yielded very positive results for schools initiating inclusive services (Villa & Thou-
sand, 2000; Halvorsen & Nearly, 2001).

A needs assessment utilizing tools such as the Site Level LRE Self-Assessment 
and Continuous Improvement Strategies Protocol (CDE, 2001) can help to identify 
key content areas to be addressed through a mix of strategies including those in 
Table 12 as well as more formalized interactive seminars or round tables. Table 17 
contains a listing of recommended content areas to address over time when inclu-
sive services are being initiated.
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Ways for Districts and Schools to Improve and Evaluate Practices

Tools such as the ones described in this chapter are an initial step in a systemic 
process to provide inclusive options for students with disabilities. The next steps 
are defining strategies and identifying local resources, such as creative ways to 
find grade level planning time, opportunities for professional development, new 
technology, or enhanced curricular materials. Manual 2 provides more detail on 
this process.

Clearly, districts and schools need to have defined expectations or outcomes 
in their inclusive plans so that results can be measured in both an ongoing man-
ner with changes made based on data collected and for summative purposes such 
as Focused Monitoring, Program Quality Reviews or School Accountability Report 
Cards and most importantly, to demonstrate the impact of these practices for stu-
dents, families, and staff. The needs assessments presented are one such pre-post 
measurement strategy. There is a host of other ways to evaluate program effective-
ness and student outcomes, using, for example:

1. 	 The IEP Evaluation Instrument (Hunt, Goetz & Anderson, 1986), a validated 
instrument for examining the quality of IEP objectives keyed to docu-
mented best practices in the instruction of students with moderate-severe 
disabilities.

2. 	 The IEP Evaluation Tool (Lipton & Hunt, 1999), designed to assist in deter-
mining the presence of IDEA ‘97 requirements within all students’ IEPs.

3. 	 District-developed consumer surveys for feedback from parents, teach-
ers, principals, paraprofessionals, and others, such as those developed by 
Colusa County Office of Education (1992) and San Ramon Valley Unified 
School District (1994-1999).

4. 	 Perceptions of Achievement Scale (Halvorsen, Nearly & Hunt, 1994), a tool 
for IEP teams to utilize in examining student outcomes.

5. 	 Cost effectiveness evaluation strategies such as the Inclusion Cost Analysis 
Scale (INCAS) developed by Piuma (1994) and utilized in a California pilot 
study by Halvorsen, Nearly, Piuma and Hunt (1996).

TABLE 17: Professional development Content Areas for School Teams

Differentiated Instruction for ALL Students Resource Structuring to Meet Diverse Needs

Multilevel, standards-based instructional design
and modifications

Peer supports and relationships

Positive schoolwide classroom climate and
supports

Collaborative and active learning

Innovative service delivery models

Co-teaching approaches

Team processes for individualized and classwide
planning

Problem-solving processes
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