Supporting Students with
Emotional Disabilities in
General Education Classrooms

Herb Lovett

Schools are faced with two conflicting impulses: to respect and support indi-
vidual student and parent preferences, beliefs, and needs and at the same time
to standardize academic and social expectations. Moving between these strong
currents, the shift from special to inclusive education represents more than a
change in educational policy—it reflects and typifies this larger crisis in edu-
cational philosophy and wider cultural concerns.

The University of New Hampshire’s Institute on Disability (IOD), as part
of its commitment to fully inclusive schools, has been working to support local
school systems in developing flexible and comprehensive supports for students
with educational disabilities. In collaboration with Keene State College in
Keene, New Hampshire, and the state Department of Education, the 10D
began the New Hampshire Statewide Systems Change Project, funded by the
U.S. Department of Education. One aspect of this project involved developing
and implementing proactive strategies and supports for those students identi-
fied as “seriously emotionally handicapped.” Through ongoing training and
technical assistance, schools throughout New Hampshire are developing a
wide variety of student and teacher supports that allow them to successfully
include identified students who are at risk of being placed in a separate class-
room or school. The full inclusion of children with emotional disabilities rep-
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Tesents a significant challenge for many schools. This project provides ongo-
ing and systemalic support to encourage systemwide change over time ag
opposed to a quick-fix mentality. Several districts receiving support have made
long-term commitments to develop, implement, and monitor strategies and
supports that enhance the social and emotional development as well as aca-
demic achievement of identified students.

There is no one answer as to what works, and no two schools have
mag_dm.mma the question of how to accomplish full inclusion of identified stu-
dents in Ea.oe the same way. This chapter presents case studies, based on
::52.05 visits and in-depth interviews over a full school year, of four stu-
dents in four different schools in four different areas of the state. Each school
is deeply involved in the process of change and committed to inclusive educa-
tion. Their experiences help shed light on the process and meaning of inclu-
sion for individuals with behavioral difficulties.

BRIAN

Southwest Elementary School is in one of the wealthier communities in
Yne Hampshire, This community of mostly white middle and upper-middle
income families is committed to the importance of education and believes that
directing local taxes to the schoals is a good investment. As a resull, the edu-
cational standards are quite high, and most children in the town attend public
schools.

Z.:o: as one would expect, Southwest Elementary was clean, orderly
and quietly active. My visit felt like I was having lunch in a slightly pricey m:n.
popular restaurant. I met on a snowy, late winter moming with Brian's fourth-
grade teacher and an assistant, both of whom had a warm, quiet way about
Em:_. When we began talking about Brian, their first words were, “He’s a great
little guy. And he’s very intelligent.”

. Brian’s mother was a single parent when he was born; he has never known
his father, When he was of kindergarten age, his mother remarried and his step-
father is alleged to have abused him sexually and, inevitably, emotionally.

When he came into the first grade, he was kicking, biting, and Spitling
both at adults and at other children. His teachers are not quite sure what hap-
pencd or why, but in the course of the next 2 years, Brian lived with his grand-
mother, at a group home for children with emotional disabilities, and with an
aunt before coming back to Southwest as a fourth grader.

As part of this complicated life, Brian is legally the resident of another
town but actually lives in the town of Southwest. Technically, he is a ward of
the state, but his primary caregiver is his grandmother. The state pays for a
psychologist to work with him at school for half an hour every week, but Brian
works better when he has a full hour. Although it was recommended that he be
seen by a psychologist for an hour each week, funding is only available for
him to meet every other week for 1 hour, The compromise of 1 hour every

e

BT o L L T L

other week is not the same as | hour every week. A full-time assistant works
with Brian’s class. Brian is still considered “explosive.”

There have been days when Brian has broken pencils and chairs and then
stormed out of the room when his teacher or the assistant have said “no” Lo
him. Being in control is important to Brian, and he often has a hard time when
told “no.” Once he calms down he is expected to make up the work he bas
missed. As a consequence he often loses recess so that he may make up work
that he has missed, but increasingly his teachers have been able to help him
learn to make better choices by showing him alternative ways to deal with and
talk about his anger and frustration. He is seen as gaining better control.

Brian’s teacher thinks that his outbursts are sometimes connected to his
diet and sometimes internally triggered by his difficull childhood. But for
whatever reasons he geis upset, his teacher usually tries to get him to leave the
room so he can yell outside until he has calmed down. She knows that talking
with him when he’s upset is useless but that he can be helpful in sorting his
thoughts and feelings out once he’s settled down again. Once Brian is calm, he
is able to talk about what has made him angry and figure out alternatives to
yelling or getting aggressive.

Like most children, Brian feels safe with clear boundaries, and his
teacher’s calm presence has helped him. As he starts to setile down, she asks
him, “Do you want to go back to the classroom? Or do you want to walk
more?" At first it would take him a good 15 minutes to wind down, but now
it’s more likely to take 5. Qver time he has learned to recognize his readiness
to return to structure and demands. Knowing that he has this choice gives him

the sense of control he needs and helps him to deal more effectively with both
the demands of school life and the internal stressors about which his teacher
can only guess.

Brian’s grandmother has petitioned the state for legal custody and has
been encouraging more contact with his mother and his half-sister. The day I
came to visit, Brian was planning to spend the upcoming weekend with his
mother, his stepfather, and his half-sister on a trip out of state even though he
has told his teacher, “Since I've been seeing my mother, I'm not doing the kind
of work [ was before” Staflf who work with Brian recognize that disruptions
in his life due to unstable and/or unsafe living situations often cause him Lo
have more difficulty succeeding in school, and these staff members are able to
adapt assignments and expectations when he is clearly too stressed to focus on
these tasks.

An important factor in Brian's successful school experience has been the
facilitating and trusting relationship he has had with his teaching assistant.
When interviewed, the assistant reported, “I didn’t have any special ed. back-
ground and, I [initially] tumed the job down because I didn’t know what to
do.... But [the teacher] cailed me and told me I'd be fine. She told me ‘He's
wonderful. Wait uniil you get to know him.’ The other teachers said, *You're
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going to have your hands full. He’s a monster,” but 1 decided to give it a try.
When I met Brian, [ realized his potential, He needs a lot of TLC, so that's
what I give him.”

Her positive vision of who Brian was and her high expectations of what
he could become if provided with a safe and supportive environment have
clearly contributed to Brian’s performance in a typical classroom. The assis-
tant said, “If he had a bad moming he couldn’t turn it off. So 1 taught him to
realize that [even] if he had a bad moming, afternoon [could be] different. 1
taught him to smile and [stay) calm as a way to do it. I don’t like tokens.
They're about being perfect, I think it’s better io teach respect, trust, commu-
nication, and honesty. No one’s ever going to be perfect.”

Because the assistant started in Brian’s class as a substitute teacher, when
she came as a teaching assistant, the pupils saw her as she hoped to be seen—
as an aide fo the whole room, not an assistant to one child. She and Brian get
along very well. During school vacations, Brian wilt drop by her house just to
say “hi.”

Lately, Brian's individualized education program (IEP) team has been
talking of weaning him from what they view as his dependency on the assis-
tant. This is an odd response for a child who has had so difficult a time trust-
ing adults. Still, the assistant has not tried to distance herself from Brian so
much as she has tried to give him more sources of support and more ability to
monitor his own behavior. As the year has progressed, his classmates have
been offering him more spontaneous assistance. As they are better able to act
as natural supports, the assistant’s role is changing to one of facilitator. If Brian
still needs sustained daytime support when he is in middle school, he could
have a system of planned peer support.

He is already making more friends at school. Last year a group of girls
were like mother hens around him, and he often avoided playing with other
boys because he would get into fights. But now he is fitting in better. He's
doing well in karate, which gives him some status, too. Karate seems like a
good way for him to connect socially because it has clear rules, boundaries,
and a way to focus and direct energy positively.

In spite of all of this hardship for one so young, Brian has remained at
grade level. His teacher says, “He does not need to perform at a certain level
in order to get a passing grade. He enjoys being challenged, and our flexible
grading system gives him some leeway in excusing his individval variation.
Sometimes we accept the work, but [other times] we tell him, *This is not the
best you can do, so let’s try it again.’ I’ve been in the classroom 22 years, You
can see challenge in a lot of different ways, and no two classes are alike, The
trick is to make a class of so many individuals into a unified community.

“I was teaching third graders, and when I went 1o fourth grade, 18 kids
came along. During that year, I began to think my discipline was too negative,
and I didn’t like behavior [modification]—it wasn't positive, and 1 was look-

JUPPOIUINIE J1UUEY YWILH LIDDHUIKD LA3auiiiucy v

ing for positive discipline. So I put up signs like We're here to heip each other
around the classroom. I'm looking for ways to teach kids about looking for
solutions, not blame.

“I also started having class meetings every moming. The agenda comes
from a community problem book. The issues have ranged from minor
(“Recess is too short™) to serious (“I'm scared of this kid who kicks me™).
These class meetings have really changed things for the better. Talking about
these (hings has made all the difference in the world. .

“Recently, the class had been in a debate because of what a boy had said
and how a girl had reacted. What had started between two pupils became a
major dispute. But in the class meeting, the kids themselves resolved the
whole thing. They decided it’s not a good idea to tell other people irmj some-
one is bothering you. It's a lot simpler to talk to the person directly. Brian had
the last word on this. He pointed out that boys and girls see things differently
and that it was important to remember this when talking things out. The ow._.o_.
kids were impressed. Brian says he hates the moming meetings, but he ___.Sm
the compliments he receives from the other students when he has something
to contribute.”

KEVIN

When Kevin started first grade at Northeast Elementary School, his teachers
remember him crawling on the floor, barking, and destroying his work. He
seemed to have mood swings from happy and giddy to seriously depressed
within minuies. He was referred for assessment fairly quickly, was diagnosed
as having attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and a major Eno&
disorder, and was reassigned to the school’s self-contained special education
classroom.

But during second grade, Kevin was placed into the general education sec-
ond-grade class at Northeast Elementary Schoel, with a resource room avail-
able within the school as a back-up. He was considered one of the brightest kids
in his room so his teacher focused on his academic ability. Originally, an assis-
tant was assigned to work with him on arithmetic, but she decided it would be
better to help the children who were struggling most with their work. As it
turned out, Kevin was rarely one of them. As she described it, “He could do
work well above grade level, but he couldn’t do, “What’s your name? Can 1 E.B‘
with you?'” Although academically bright, Kevin had problems using social
skills to make friends, solve problems, and deal with frustrating situations.

When Kevin has a difficult time dealing with his emotions or needs to set-
tle down, he goes 10 the resource room for a while, The resource room teacher
has an open, sunny manner; and although we intruded on her fairly busy
schedule, she matter-of-factly talked to us while she worked. “Our strategy has
been to pull him cut to the resource room when he’s getting confused, give _._:d
some cne-to-one instruction, and then get him right back into class to try it
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out,” she explained. "I try to make a safe space here for a/l kids in the school
It should be a choice [for] all kids to say, ‘I need a break, I need to go,’ and uom
have to deal with emotional crisis in public or in front of a group. wo,:_naanm
teachers can get into a struggle with the child, and the only way they know
:oi._o deal with it is through public correction. I even have teachers who sa
E&_“n ::E.Em:o: is good sometimes. But it is just inhumane for kids E_._w
m&: t get dinner last night, whose parents were drunk, or who get beaten. Thi
1s not correction. For these kids it means, ‘You are worthless.”” o

.wu\ the second half of the year, Kevin, at 9 years old, was doing well as a
?:-:.Eo member of the second grade class. Kevin's teacher, with 18 years’
Smn?sm experience, had thought at the beginning of the u‘.nE. that havin,
Kevin full-time in the class was going to be more difficult than it has En_nm
out [0 be. As she began designing accommodations, she found that this process
was =oﬁ.5=n= different from how she had always adapted her methods w: indi-
Sn:m._ m_mcmmozm so that each student could get the most out of school, She had
been Ea_iﬁ.m:m:mmm:m her approach for pupils all along. .

. She said she believes that “maybe the real secret to our success had been
_._E::.m more people and the flexibility that gives us. Using the teaching assis-
E_:m. intelligently is work; I don’t want someone just listening to me W_Ez
mmS:m. the assistant makes planning more work, but because of the o::mm
adults in the room, I can have a group go out to do something while [ get the
wrmsnm .S have five pupils in a writing lab. At thal level of personal attention
mstruction gets much more effective.” .

:m_., biggest challenge has been how to be fair but firm with Kevin. One
of Ew difficulties of working with a student with neurological &mn_d:n.mm or
emotional difficulties is sorting out when the child is overwhelmed, genuinel
confused, or is just being a kid. “He will push and try not to be _.MUm_uo:aEM
<$.~m_._.=m gets stressed or out of control, he cries or says, 'Everyone else mm.
%_ ng it" I feel confident with the checklists we have developed to help remind
him about work and conduct. And it helps having the safety valve of [the
resource room teacher] and her room.”

. Both Kevin's school and the local mental health servi
nize that a child is not just a “behavior problem” or a :&M..__MMW M.W_H_MM,H.M%W_
family member with a life beyond the school and that parents :.nna (and usu-
m.:u. want) to be part of their child's education in more significant ways than
.EE.Ew coming to an IEP meeting. The local mental health services agency has
:..m:E.HQ a program of in-home therapy for children identified as smw, i
behavioral or emotional difficulties at school. e
The director of this program said, “Many parents thought of the thera
program as ‘They’re coming to get me and take my kids away.’” Zo_w\
like good teachers, the agency staff meet families where they are E.oﬂ ooB..

fortable and allow truost 4 . .
t0 develop. Tust, a critical variable in both therapy and education,
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“Initially, 1 was only going o oversee this program,” the director
explained, “but it became clear that whoever was overseeing the program had
to be involved personally. I wanted to create predictability and consistency.
Relationships are critical, and I stay involved with every family. Ours is not a
program where staff working with these families can come and go; every time
aface changes, we set them back tremendously. Our hope is to carry over treat-
ment into the home. For instance, if a child is learning to make friends, we fig-
ure out ways of helping school friends be a part of after-school life.”

Kevin’s family decided that participating in the in-home therapy program
would be a good idea. One program staff member who works with Kevin said,
“Home workers can take him and his friends down to the [arcade] to play com-
puter games. The other kids’ parents are comfortable with that, and Kevin gets to
have his friends while doing something fun. Kevin has come through the same
stages we have come through as a system. His mom was angry at the school, and
she was right—we really were messing up. And now his mom has her own sup-
port group of other parents with kids with ADHD issues. She's listened to the
other parents, and this has given hera way to work on her parenting skills.”

Northeast Elementary is unique in its ability Lo gain access 1o community
supports for students and families, which helps school staff exlend support
beyond the school day. Given the complexity of many of the students” prob-
lems, it is difficult for the school to provide all necessary supports in isolation
from other professionals. Kevin's success is partiaily due to the school’s abil-
ity to collaborate in providing comprehensive supports for him and his family.

Kevin is only 9 years old, but he has had a lot to cope with. Beyond the
ordinary pains of growing most kids have and beyond having an unprediclable
emotional life and adjusting to ADHD, Kevin had a hard time with his parents’
separation. His big wish was that they would get back together.

Last April, Kevin spent part of his spring vacation week with his father,
who committed suicide shortly after Kevin left. Kevin’s teachers did not know
how to talk to him about this, but they knew it was important that they do so.
A clinical social worker who spends 2 days per week at Northeast Elementary
School and who had been seeing Kevin at school was able to help them with
their concems.

The social worker said, “Kevin talked with the class aboul it: He told
themn he was having a tough time ‘because my dad died over vacation,” and the
kids asked, *Are you okay?’ The kids and the teacher understood, and he got a
lot of support because of it. After this the kids were better able to accept him
when he was difficult.”

Success in school is only a beginning for Kevin, who will need signifi-
cant supports as he continues to grow and develop. Social skills remain an area
of concern. According to the social worker, “His relationship skills are weak.
He gets depressed a lot, and he’s hard to approach. If a kid asked him to play,
he would appear not to hear [him or her]. And then if he did play, he wouid
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have a hard time understanding the rules or would have a hard time playing if
he tried to join in.”

The positive relationship between Kevin and his teacher will continue to
be a key factor in making further growth possible. “I am his safety net; I am
always here. He knows I will make good choices when he can’t make them for
himself and he knows [ will never hurt him. I give him safety first and that is
the biggest issue for kids who have been hurt.” Helping kids be safe and suc-
cessful is what it’s ali about.

ELIAS

Larrived at Central Elementary at the same time that another researcher was in-
terviewing the teachers whom I was scheduled to meet. The teachers WEre an-
swering this researcher’s questions and talking to one another simultaneously. I
waited for this to subside before jumping in with my questions about Elias, a
sixth grader who was identified as having a “severe emotional disorder.”

As I sat there, [ was struck by the maxim *“We are who we serve.” These
same teachers who spent much of their time each day organizing material so
that children could be focused and attentive were, themselves, busily and nois-
ily unfocused; were interrupting themselves and one another: and were dis-
tracted by everything going on around them. In the midst of this flurry, 1
started to picce together how life at Central Elementary might have been going
for Elias and what it had been like before he had come to Central.

Elias started in parochial school and had a good first year but in the second
grade began losing verbal control. He started swearing and was considered
behaviorally difficult because of his resistance to direction and his argumenta-
tiveness with teachers. His mother was asked to take him out of the school.

Elias’s mother took him to Central Elementary, where he was so argu-
menlative and physically aggressive that he was assigned a one-to-one assis-
tant. The assistant would take him out of the general education classroom for
individual instruction in a room so small that his teacher said it was almost a
closet. Soon after, Elias was diagnosed with Tourette syndrome and ADHD.
The school district felt that it had fittle knowledge about how to deal effec-
tively with a child with these diagnoses and was initially not willing (o serve
a child who was out of physical control. So, Elias was bused out of the district
to finish second grade in a day school for children with behavioral and emo-
tional disorders. This school did not use individual behavior plans but rather
had a policy of sending disruptive students to a time-out room staffed with two
assistants. Instead of teaching Elias more effective strategies to deal with his
problems, he was punished for losing control. Elias spent more and more time
in time-out and less and less time in class. As it happened, Elias came to enjoy
socializing with the assistants, but they did not give any instruction. When
his mother reported that she was having a hard time at home geiting him to
do the work he had missed in class, the school responded by no longer send-
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ing the work home with him. If his teacher asked him for his assignment, he
would just swear and be sent to time-out for the rest of the day.

Not surprisingly, his academic levels at the end of the year were the same
as al the beginning of the year, and by the end of fourth grade his behavior had
deteriorated to the point where he spent large amounts of time angry and out
of control. So, the out-of-district day school asked for additional funding.
Confused and concerned by the school’s inability 1o appropriately support
Elias, his schoot district decided to develop an individualized transition plan
to bring him back to Central. They decided that they could use the funding
they were paying to the day school to provide better and more typical supports
to Elias in a typical classroom environment. Initially, Elias came to school for
just half a day, but he quickly complained that he was not really part of the
class, and he was right.

When Elias began fifth grade, he was worried about math so he went to a
tutor over the summer, and that helped 1o the extent that he came back with no
academic lags. Now he has typical math skills, but his verbal abilities are very
high. He began the year on a “diagnostic placement,” which meant that for 45
days teachers would collect data and then develop a plan. They began with a
tentative IEP until they could tailor it to him as they got 1o know him better.

Elias’s initial behavioral goal was o control his speech volume, not the
profanity (he would shout “yummy" or “f*** you,” or make a clucking sound).
The teachers did cue Elias to make him aware that he was swearing and give
him 2 minutes to quiet down. If he didn’t, they found his behavior would esca-
late and get very loud. For that reason, if he did not regain control in the
2 minutes, he earned a time-out, which meant he was sent to the resource room
to regain control.

Once, when Elias failed to calm down in the resource room, the teacher
called the special education van to remove him from the building. Elias was
very upset and couldn’t believe that he was being sent home. As the teacher
explained, “I didn’t know then how much control he had.” A few days later she
talked with Elias about the incident. She said, “I eventually asked Elias if he
really wanted to be here at this school, and he said he did. So I told him, “Then
I expect you Lo be appropriate in the class and the hallway.’”

The point of time-out was not to be punitive but to give Elias a chance to
calm down. Once calm, he was expected to plan a different way to deal with
the next time he became angry or anxious. Elias was subsequently taught how
lo self-monitor his anxiety. When he found himself becoming anxious, rather
than wait until he was out of control, he was allowed to quietly leave the class-
room and go to the resource room until he felt he could return. But he still
thought of this as a punishment. So, he and the teacher worked out a deal. In
his classroom, he can say “I need to leave,” or he can just leave without say-
ing anything—and he can go where he chooses on school grounds. He vsually
chooses to go for a walk or to sit in the resource room,
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The teacher reports that some of the other teachers are confused by this
policy. They ask, “How does Elias get away with being out of class on his own
like that?” Elias’s teacher tries to help these teachers see this as not a moral
lapse but rather an accommodation that Elias needs to successfully cope with
school.

Elias regularly sees a local pediatric neurologist who has served on the
multidisciplinary team thal has been working on giving Elias specific behav-
ioral supports and coordinating these with his medication. Recently, perhaps
as the result of a medication change, he seems to be smiling instead of getting
angry or only saying “yummy” rather than swearing noisily.

Elias has come to see the resource room as helping rather than punishing
and as something available to anyone who needs it. He explained, “If there’s a
problem in a class, we can come down here where's ils quiet, or they let [me]
£o outside to take a break. Or we can go walk around with the teacher in the
school. We go back when we are okay.” I asked him how he would know he
needed to take a break. “If I get warm inside and if I can’t concenirate, I can
act realiy wild. I get warm inside my head, and 1 start fooling. I've learned to
figure this out and take a break.”

When asked what helps the most, Elias answered, “the teachers, because
they understand me. I have had a tough time. They think of ways to Jn_w me
and give me goals and stuff and help if I need it. They help me stay in class
and with the homework and wrile home about what kind of day I've had. They
don’t say, ‘He was bad today.” They don’t use bad words. They write, ft's been
a tough day.” .

Elias’s sixth-grade teacher had worked in an automotive customer serv-
ice department for 20 years when he decided to go back to school. He said, “I
had always wanted to teach.” He has a reputation of being very understanding
but lets kids know when they are nol acting as well as they might. “Kids may
get crazy, but they are not all bad. I can gain the kids’ confidence and that’s
reassuring to them, This year’s class is an anxious group.

“I guess I have some structure, but it's flexible enough to make changes
on the run. You can’t go in straight lines; you may have to take a lot of detours.
Al the same time, you have to leave enough space for the kids. They have to
be comfortable. If they aren’t comfortable, nothing is going to get done. If they
don’t have that trust in you and what’s happening, they will just shut down. To
get that trust you have to be open and not assume things—actually see what's
happening and respond to it. I help {each of] them find out what's going on,
because sometimes the kid doesn’t know either. [ know this sounds vague, but
that’s the whole point—it is kind of vague.”

CORY
The town of Southeast is a mixture of “haves™ and "have nots.” Approximalely
12% of its population have college degrees, and 25% have not finished high
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school. A number of parents have a vision of education as a way for their chil-
dren to advance. But another group, more vocal and active in local politics,
have said, in effect, “[ didn’t have computers when I was in school, and I’m al)
right”” A number of parents have chosen home schooling for religious reasons.
One quarter of the homes in the community are mobile homes. After the IOD
conducted a series of workshops for the Southeast school system, the town's
high school embarked on a process of becoming fully inclusive.

First, I met with the principal of Southeast High. He had been described as
young, caring, flexible, and supportive. He had arranged for students to take
courses at the communily college or for them 1o have personalized schedules so
that they could graduate. Given the support of the superintendent, he worked to
bring pupils who had been placed out-of-district back to their local schools.

He has a clear sense of what a school should be like and has worked to
create a system in which experts support the teacher and the classroom rather
than send the child to the expert. This way, he reasoned, a sense of ownership
for each student’s education would rest with a student’s teacher. His goal is 10
create a culture where teachers have primary ownership and responsibility at
every step.

Inclusion inevitably means more widely varying student needs. Studenis
do not necessarily thrive simply by being included, The principal asked the
faculty to design an approach to rule-violating behavior. He asked them how
they could develop a consistent sequence of responses that would help stu-
dents learn from their behavior rather than simply be punished for it. The
results have been interesting, largely because of the way the issue was con-
ceptualized. The principal might just as easily have asked, “How are we going
to get kids to behave better?” This question would have led to a consideration
of various strategies of cajoling, control, or coercion. Instead, by considering
all of the staff in the school to be both stakeholders and resources, he invited
them to have responsibility and investment in the result.

The faculty brainstormed about ways to address kids who break rules or
do not make good choices and ways to give them more responsibility for their
behavior, and how they could move from a punitive to a proactive learning sys-
tem. They settled on an advisor—advisee program in which any aduit in the
building who wanted 10 work with kids would meet with a small group for half
an hour once a month. The principal explained, “We use it mostly just to touch
base with the kids. Every staff member agreed to be a part of it, though at this
point it’s voluntary, and some are better than others. We have all the teachers as
well as people in food service, the secretary, the aides—they all have a group.
This wasn’t the point of doing this, but our school dropout rate fell from 8% to
2%. These sessions give kids a sense that if you're not here, someone will want
to know why personally, not because it’s their job to check up on you.”

A technical assistance advisor from Keene State College also helped the
school come up with a consistent system for responding to difficult sjtuations.
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Rather than send students directly to the vice principal, who is the administra-
tor traditionally in charge of misconduct, the advisor suggested Smm students
come to a planning room where they could identify what got them ::.o trou-
ble, identify their feelings, and think of different ways they could act in such
sitvations in the future. The faculty feared that this would o<m.:<:m_5 the EE._-
ning room and the specialists there, so the advisor’s suggestion was to mmn this
system develop over time as each teacher found a way to Bmmosn_ to difficult
sitvations. In practice, the teachers have found that with n@:m_.ﬁoznw and pre-
dictability, the explosions are less frequent and w.am E.a.go:._m .co:n_..

Cory was identified as a student with educational disabilities by a mEﬁ_w:_
intervention team comprised of special educators, guidance nc._Smn_Onm_ admin-
istrators, teachers, and the school nurse. The team’s function is 6 keep an eye
out for kids who aren’t succeeding or are at risk. The basic attitude of these
teams is, “Something in this school is not working for this student, so what do
we need to do?” Cory, however, was identified late and Em_.nm.:n was not pro-
vided with special education supports until his junior year in high school. .

In his junior year a1 Southeast High, Cory E.A.uvvoﬁ_ out but then decided
to come back to graduate. He was missing 17 credits and _.ﬁmﬁ_na to take three
English classes, so he signed up for as many as :n.no.ci in the ?_._. Teachers
thought he would be overextended and were not optimistic about this Ew_.r w_.:
he and his guidance counselor got along well, and she supported ﬂoQ in his
plan. To almost everyone’s surprise, he not only went to class and did his io_..w
but also passed all of his courses. Some of his teachers thought that a lot of this
had to do with the counselor’s faith in him. . .

By mid-year Cory got an after-school job and again n:_.o:ma._: more E.mz
the usual number of classes for another ambitious semesier. ,E:.“ job gave him
some money, but it also added 10 his siress. Cory began mnx...na_:.m his money
on alcohol and drugs and started failing in his courses. At this ﬂo=._,ﬂ E.u. starled
becoming defiant, saying, “I'm not listening to anyone anymore.” His coun-
selor wondered whether graduation meant that Cory would lose the structure

safety that they had created at school.

e ﬁwo” m:.ﬂ:o the Wanosa semester, the principal noticed that Cory had a
glass bottle in the cafeteria and reminded him of the rule moncaa.mum glass con-
tainers in the cafeteria. Dealing with authorily is, in the best of times, hard for
Cory. In less time than it takes to read this, Cory lost control. He mammrmﬁ_ the
bottle and threatened to slash the tires on the principal’s car, all the while men-
acing him with the jagged bottle neck. The principal _Smi. that Cory needed
time to blow off steam and process before he could talk rationally and that he
had no skills of coping in the moment. The principal told him, “We know how
hard you are trying, and we want to help you through.” But Cory n.oc_a only
shout that the rule about glass containers was a stupid rule. gmn:i?._m. et
one called the police, and as they removed him, they found a hash pipe in his
jacket. (The school also has a rule forbidding drugs or paraphernalia.)
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Cory went before the student board and negotiated his return. Given his
difficulty in controlling his temper, his guidance counselor went over some
options with him. The schoal rules, she explained, were not going to change for
him, but he could make some choices about how he could live with them. She
told him that if he felt stressed and needed 10, he could walk around the school
but that someone would need 1o know where he was, 50 one safe place would
be to come to the planning room in the guidance department and calm down.

Sometimes, though, he would Just walk to the restroom and smoke. He
did this often enough to be caught six times, and the handbook on student
behavior mandates suspension for 1 week after the sixth offense.

The day I came to Southeast High to meet Cory would have been the first
day he was eligible to come back, but he had decided that it was hopeless. He
was failing his classes and could not see how he could pass. His job, in a bot-
tling factory, ironically enough, paid what seemed to him to be a comfortable
wage. Compared with the structure and routine of his job, getting organized at
school well enough to graduate probably seemed overwhelming to him.

I was curious about what kinds of clinical assessments Cory had been
through. I was concerned that he had so many symptoms of a treatable neu-
robehavioral disorder that the school's accommodations, however well
intended, simply missed the point. It made sense to me that the rules of the
school would not change for him, and I admired the ways the adults in the
school had worked so hard to be accommodaling, but the difficulty, if my
hunch was right, was not in Cory’s intellectual grasp of success. Without hav-
ing met him, I was sure that he knew very well what the rules were. I was con-
cerned, though, that his highly variable capacity to gain access to that infor-
mation, his impulsivity, his use of drugs, and his history of explosive behavior
and substance abuse all might suggest that he had ADHD or a related disorder.

Just as Elias had Tourette syndrome bul was not identified until it affected
his academic work, Cory had not been identified as having educational dis-
abilities until his junior year in high school, because he had been able 1o strug-
gle along academically. Without any other way to understand him, and given
his apparent intelligence, his behavior was seen as a lack of discipline or lack
of regard for social norms. Without further clinical assessment, his underlying
neurological condition could not be discerned or addressed, Cory would blame
himself further and be more discouraged, and even adults who wanted to help
would have to concede defeat in helping him,

It is difficult to strike the right balance. Because so much assessment
focuses on what people cannot do (at least while being tested), some schools
who have taken on inclusion have a Justifiable suspicion of formal testing.
Southeast High turned out to be one of these, and little assessment information
on Cory was available.

Cory’s girlfriend came to the guidance office to ask for the paperwork
s0 that he could formally drop out. Perhaps with an accurate diagnosis and
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some clearer accommodation, he may yet be able to return to school eventu-
ally and graduate.

IMPLICATIONS

Each of these four students’ schools is unique in it's ability to gain access to
Tesources, train staff, develop schoolwide approaches that focus on discipline
as opposed to punishment, teach social skills and problem-solving strategies
as part of a general curriculum, and in general provide safe and supportive
environments in which children can learn. Despite the diversity of communi-
ties, staff, and organizational history, certain similarities appear across all of
the environments represented in these case studies. Each school not only initi-
ated changes in their responses to challenging behavior but also addressed the
need for the system as a whole 10 expand beyond traditional boundaries to
enhance the school’s ability to provide successful social and learning experi-
ences. Some common themes from these four case studies have clear implica-
tions for policy and practice in the following areas:

* Labeling and diagnosis

= Discipline and assessment

* Supportive school cultures

* Teamwork and interagency collaboration

* Flexible curricula and scheduling

* Appropriate supports for students and staff
¢ Parental involvement

Implications for Labeling and Diagnosis

In watching teachers, administrators, and parents struggle with the issue of
including all children, I have noticed that the one group that seems to have be
the hardest to support are the children labeled “severely emotionally dis-
turbed” (SED), which is defined in the New Hampshire Code of Administrative
Rules (n.d.) as the following:

A condition exhibiting one or more characteristics over a long period of time
and to a marked degree, which adversely affects educational performance:

(1) Aninability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory or
health factors;

(2) Aninability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships
with peers and teachers;

(3) [Inappropriate types of behaviors or feelings under normal circum-
stances;

(4) A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression or

{5) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with pet-
sonal or school problems.
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(6) The term includes students who are schizophrenic.

The term does not include students who are socially maladjusted, unless it is
determined that they are seriously emotionally disturbed.

This definition sounds as though it were a diagnostic category when in
fact it is a social construct. “An inability to learn™ might be expected among
children whose teachers cannot teach. It would be hard, and by no fault of their
own, for children from a feared or hated minority or even a low-income fam-
ily to “build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships.” Section 3
leads one to question, “What is an inappropriate feeling?”’ It may not be
“appropriate” to be tearful in geography class, but this obviously is not the
case for a depressed child; it may not be “appropriate™ to be rageful in algebra
class, but it might be the best that a child with Tourette syndrome can do at the
moment. This is not about blame. Children with “emotional disturbance™ can
come from chaotic homes; they can also come from homes where parenis are
doing as well as anyone knows to do.

I wonder who has more fun, logicians or lawyers, with the concluding
sentence of the definition: “The term does not include students who are
socially maladjusted, unless it is determined that they are seriously emotion-
ally disturbed.” In other words, children labeled “socially maladjusted™ are not
labeled SED unless they are SED.

The problem is that the term SED has pretensions to being a diagnostic
label rather than the context-dependent, socially constructed expedient that it
really is. No disability definition is—or even could be—about a child alone.
To say a child has a body weight of 26 kilograms says nothing about the scale
or the person who weighed the child, but to say a child has “an inability 1o
build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and teach-
ers” necessarily says something about those peers and teachers.

The medical impulse to call children with difficulties in school by a name
that was not pejorative, such as SED, was probably an attempt to describe,
neutrally, a condition and not a child. But most schools talk about “EH
[emotionally handicapped] children” or “SED children,” so in effect the term
has found its actual value. It has come to be used as a synonym for “crazy,”
“rebellious,” or “troubled.” .

Children labeled SED often do have real difficulties in making friends
with other children. It would be one strategy, albeit not at all useful, to
say that those other children must lack in empathy if they are not able
to embrace this child. But it is not a matter of blame. Some children
baffle other children—and adults—not because these other people are uncar-
ing or stupid but because they are just baffled. Similarly, if parents stuggle
to cope with a child whom they love more than they understand, they are
at risk of being assessed as “dysfunctional.” This tendency to blame, how-
ever, stops with professionals. If a therapist or a program has no effect, we
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professionals often console one another that these children must be, in effect,
impossible.

Recognizing the mutuality of the problem children can present for
schools invites us to ask honestly not just “What do we do about Brian (or
Kevin, Elias, or Cory)?” but “What do all of us in this school need to support
one another in creating a place where all can leam?”

Implications for Discipline and Assessment

These discussions of how difficult behavior is handled in schools have signif-
icant implications for what appropriate behavior is and what the consequences
of inappropriate behavior should be. If we look at schools as factories mak-
ing parts for the business world, then the emphasis on external appearance
and conformity lo social norms is well placed. But if we see schools as
preparing children to feel like part of their communities, to make responsible
decisions about themselves and their communities, and to continue learning
and growing throughout their lives, then the focus shifts from appearances
to understanding and accommodating each child's interior reality and
needs. Without this feeling of understanding and acceptance, few children
will be able to feel enough sense of belonging to care about social norms in
the first place.

For example, one common misperception is that a child who is having
tantrums or who is aggressive is angry. In reality, aggressive children are
more often afraid, Typical discipline strategies may comfori the teacher
and the class, but these responses can actually make malters worse for fright-
ened children.

I suspect that routine disciplinary procedures are much more satisfying to
the adults implementing them than they are instructive for the students on
whom they are used. If, as a teacher, I have a student who for the first time is
restless and is talking loud enough to disturb other students, I might try a gen-
tle reminder. If the student escalates and tells me to back off, I might ask the
student what is going on, with the implication that I'm really asking, “What's
wrong? How can I help?” It might be that today this student is so anxious
about something that he or she cannot say, “I'm worried about going home
tonight.” Or, this might be an anxiety attack that the child him- or herself
poorly understands. Even a nonconfrontational and relaxed encounter can
result in the student’s blowing up and screaming threats or obscenities.

At this point, the class has a problem. Typically, the teacher is held
responsible for managing a solution. Teachers choose, most likely, the route
that seems to follow with what they think is the reason for a particular behav-
ior. If they see disruptive behavior as coming from a “wild"” kid who needs 10
learn that one doesn’t talk and act like that in class, then sending him or her to
the principal’s office has a certain logic to it. If a disruption seems to be a
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chronic pattern, a teacher might want to put the student on a program where
he or she can earn rewards or expect consequences depending on his or her
“choices.” If the teacher thinks the child is having a hard time at home and
needs to cool off, then maybe offering 10 minutes somewhere quieter, not as a
punishing time-out but as a break, would help.

If we take as our starting point that Elias, for example, is disruptive and
perhaps aggressive when he is anxious, the addition of a punishment that is
contingent on disruptive behavior, if he pays attention to it, will probably only
increase his anxiety about how he is performing. [ncreased anxiety will almost
certainly diminish performance. This will lead to more of the disruption or
aggression and is likely to lead to an increase in the punishment he can expecl.
(For some reason, behavierally based schemes almost always escalate punish-
ments rather than rewards.) As these behavioral programs fail to work, they are
shaped in ways that soothe the adult administering them rather than the child
they purport to help.

Many adults mistakenly assume that these difficult behaviors are inten-
tional and learned and that students can control them. One could just as easily
reverse this vicious cycle with one that has more responsiveness to Elias and
his teacher. Most of us prefer unconditional reassurance when we're upset. If
Elias is in fact having an anxiety attack or is frightened that he wiil be discov-
ered and ridiculed for his lack of information, then he might be so nearly out
of control that the only thing that will help is a chance to go somewhere quiet
and calm down. Some days he might need to sit and refocus with a computer
game or to go out and walk around the school 20 times as fasl as he can. In the
ideal world, Elias and his teachers know that these stressful times can happen
and have negotiated these options in advance. That Elias knows he has oplions
when things start to be too much for him reduces his stress.

As Elias experiences less stress, he can be expected either to show less
disruption or aggression or at least to begin to learn how to control those
behaviors. With his stress level reduced and a relationship with adults that is
supportive rather than competitive, he is in a better position to take in infor-
mation. A relaxed atmosphere also allows both Elias and the teacher 1o be
more creative about solutions. If walking around or computer games don’t
work, then maybe something else will. The point is not to expect Elias to be
compliant to the program but for the program to be supportive of Elias. Instead
of teaching him that “1) we don’t care about your feelings; 2) you will have to
sort things oul within our expectations; and 3) if you don’t, you will be pun-
ished,” the school might teach him that *1) you already know—or can learn to
recognize—your own feelings; 2} we trust you to tell us decent ways of help-
ing you; and 3) if those ways don’t work, we can trust one another to find
something that might.”

Students need predictability. Predictable consequences, though, are less
supportive than a predictable process. Knowing that whenever I do something
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wrong a certain loss of privilepe will always oceur is less comforting than
knowing that there is a process that will help me to take more responsibility.
When punished, I resent and learn to avoid my punisher, When helped to take
responsibility, I have greater skill the next time.

These kinds of negotiations subtly teach what is appropriate. By teaching
Elias that we are working 10 make things safe for him, he learns that he can
value this safeness because he has experienced it. Many students who are
“emotionally disturbed” have received a great many lessons from adults on
maladaptive behavior.

Implications for Supportive School Cultures

Just as the school systems’ case studies represent different communities, they
each have arrived at somewhat varying technologies of support:

*  Brian’s school uses class meetings and staff support leam sessions to iden-
tify pupils with difficulties and collaborate in supporting them. Support
teams consist of trained school staff who meet on a regular basis and take
referrals from school staff when any student is experiencing social or emo-
tional difficulties.

= Kevin's school has collaborated with the local mental health services
agency 1o bring supports to the school and to families with an emphasis on
social skills development as well as collaborative probilem solving. They
also have brought in mental health consultation and increased adult assis-
tance in classrooms in which kids need more support.

* Elias’s school uses a planning room with in-school consultation for teachers.

= Cory's school has a planning room system as well as advising sessions for
all students,

Given that inclusion is more of an attitude than a technology, it is not sur-
prising that these schools had more similarities in their attitudes toward chil-
dren than in the ways in which they implemented them. These attitudes were
not just about children identified as having difficulties but about all children—-
as one school psychologist said, “We are trying to help all kids, coded or not.”

This attitude—that everyone has value and needs to feel a sense of
belonging—was a common characteristic among all four school systems.
Often this came from what might be called visionary leadership.

In each school there was at least one administrator, but often several, who
had a strong sense of what a school community should be like. These admin-
istrators tended to work collaboratively and collegially, As Cory’s teacher at
Southeast High School put it, “[The principal] supported this change. And he
asked us, “What do you need 1o make this happen?’ He kept saying, ‘T don't
know.” He’s stilf not sure and is worried about the special education kids® aca-
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demic progress.” A different principal might have opposed these innovations,
but by sharing his concerns and raising good questions, this principal has been
able to develop as a leader and his faculty have developed as collaborators.

For example, the advising sessions at Southeast High School came about
when the principal asked the school staff to consider ways for keeping students
personally connected to and part of the school. By sharing a problem and ask-
ing the key players for ideas, he was demonstrating how these connections
are made. He might just as easily have decided on a solution and held a staff
meeting to announce how they would implement this. Instead, he created an
environment in which the staff could be committed to the students first rather
than primarily 1o him or his policies.

In all of the schools visited, administrators took a personal interest and
personal leadership in creating inclusive environments, though how the admin-
istrators expressed this varied. The personalities of the people in the school
appeared to be a more powerful factor in their success than did any one style
of administration or set of policies.

Administrators also tended to see their schools as communities commii-
ted to personal growth, not just for their students but for their teachers and
themselves. One principal said of his school’s accomplishments, “The staff
makes it all possible. When there is a conference they want to go to, I try to
send as many as [ can. It’s important for them to go and part of my job Lo see
their classes are covered.”

It is not surprising that a number of the personnel involved in these
schools had not always been educators or mental health professionals but had
come into the field as part of their own personal or career growth. Some had
been drawn to these innovations because they had family members with dis-
abilities and felt strongly aboul the ways people with disabilities sometimes
have been poorly treated in our cullure.

A number of those interviewed mentioned that they spent some of their
own time with families, working without pay. Although this voluntary contri-
bution could be easily turned to exploitation, many of the teachers, consult-
ants, and administrators talked about this work as something they found per-
sonally rewarding and engaging.

These administrators were committed to finding good staff, providing
time for planning and professional development, and supplying information
that teachers wanted. In turn, the teachers had some empathy for issues beyond
their own classrooms. As one said of the school district’s superintendent, “We
have administrative support for our work. And we in tumn are always looking
for how we can consolidate to save money, but our administrator is not sacri-
ficing quality for cost. In the long-term this kind of working relationship will
pay off for everyone.”

When matters did not go well, teachers saw this as coming from a break-
down in getting information, from not being listened to, or from working too
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much in isolation. As one administrator said, “The problem is that you can’t
mandate getting along.”

These innovative administrators worked within a community that they
had nurtured and helped to grow, not in a world they invented and whose val-
ues they established and enforced. This patient building and the need for wide
ownership has significant implications for school systems that might attempt
to replicate their work.

Implications fer Teamwork and Interagency Collaboration

Given the number of social agencies and family members teachers might have
to be in touch with, poor communication from system to system is a common
complaint, even in schools in which things are going fairly well. Brian’s serv-
ice coordinator comes to school meetings but, for reasons of confidentiality,
teachers have leamed almost nothing about the facts of Brian’s life beyond
school. No one knows whether his stepfather was ever charged or how the alle-
gations of his sexually abusing Brian have been pursued. Services coordina-
tors, who change all the time, can keep teachers apprised of what is currently
happening in a stiudent’s life but do not divulge history,

In Northeast, where Kevin lives, the good connection among the families,
the schools, and the Tocal mental health center has paid off. The mental health
center has made a conscious effort to keep staff over time so that the relation-
ships they make with children, their families, and schoo! staff can have some
stability and depth.

In one school system, the elementary teachers were concerned that so
many children were showing up in first grade with unanticipated needs. By
working with the private preschools {(New Hampshire’s public education
begins with first grade), they were able to coordinate so that children who
might have difficulty in school would have less difficulty. But this kind of
thinking and planning helps all children and thus is not something that is done
just for children perceived as different but for all children who are seen as
needing some extra attention as they begin their school careers.

Implications for Flexible Curricula and Scheduling

There has been some confusion between the concept of individualized educa-
tional planning and personal planning. Just because a plan is for one child does
not at all guarantee that it is suited to him or her personally. Al some self-con-
tained special education schools, all children have essentially the same individ-
ual plan of instruction, but this is all the children themselves have in common.

Good teachers have always tailored their methods to the student. As one
teacher said, “Good teachers are sensitive to the needs of kids, able to com-
municate and problem-solve, and are not locked into one style. They're flexi-
ble” Teachers have some students with disabilities, though, are asked to
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stretch this flexibility even further. For example, Brian's teacher knows that
writing can be frustrating for him. So she gives him the option of reporting
orally to the class. If this is too stressful, then she and Brian can meet quietly
in the hall. She uses a flexible grading system for him so that his differences
don’t translate automatically into poor grades.

When his class was preparing for a field trip to the opera, Brian found lis-
tening to the Italian words too difficult. So his teacher gave him two alterna-
tives: going to the library and researching the opera on his own or listening to
it during recess with an assistant. The point of giving him these choices was to
let him know that he could in fact learn what others did and that his teachers
could be flexible in teaching him. What is important to remember, though, is
that without the mutually valued relationship he and his teacher had, this could
easily have become a struggle of wills. Her way of working with him was to
accommeodate him with respect, and, fortunately, this was how he understood
this process himself. Without this help, school staff might have been able to
say either directly or with their own behavior, “You are not a good learner. If
you can’t learn with the others, then we should not expect you to keep up with
the class.” This would have been an especially difficult lesson given Brian’s
eagemess to learn. Instead of being discouraged and ostracized because of his
differences, he was able to become a contributing member of his class.

Teachers need this flexibility as well as opportunity for real connection
with other staff. In one school, all of the staff meet before school on Wednesday
mornings to consider any child of concern. These meetings were called “child
study groups,” but teachers felt uncomfortable presenting a child in a case con-
ference format. So, because the school took the idea of cooperation seriously,
the same consultants—special education teachers, speech-language therapists,
the school nurse, and so forth—who might have passed judgment contribute to
the meelings and are now part of a conversaltion, admitting their own confusion,
asking questions, and talking adult-to-adult with the teachers. When there is a
culture of nonjudgmental support for teachers, making this culture available to
pupils as well becomes easier. As one teacher put it, “Teachers are more confi-
dent to be creative; they are more able to focus on what they want to be creative
about. When people are insecure, they focus on protocol, strict behavior pro-
grams, regulations.” The success of these meetings is not just in the format but
also in the relationships among school personnel. Because they generally like,
trust, and respect one another, almost all school staff regularly attend these
meetings, a sign that they find the meetings helpful,

Virtually everyone working in the four schools discussed in this chapter
admitted a willingness to help one another, especially if asked. Although no
one rationally expects any one teacher to be equally effective with each pupil,
in many schools teachers act as if that were the case. In another school system,
which was far less successful in including all students, I asked a teacher, "Can
you go to the principal and say, “This child and I are not a good match’?”
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“Sure,” she answered, “the principal has stated that kind of flexibility is
school policy.”

“Have you ever done it?”

*Oh, Lord no. It’s bad form. It would mean you aren’t a good teacher.”

Implications for Appropriate Supports for Students and Staff

“A lot of teaching is very lonely,” Brian’s teacher said. *“You are alone with the
kids. Twenty-four kids can be hell on some days, and on other days they are
the best thing that can happen to you.”

Given this intense relationship that teachers have with their students and
their work, it can be hard for teachers to ask for the help they need or even to
consider that they might want it. As one school psychologist said, “You have
to be so careful about how you enter that empire of the classroom. Teachers
often need a lot of support for information and understanding, but they aren’t
entirely open to talking about things. A lot of teachers like closing the door and
having that classroom as theirs.”

The TOD has provided ongoing technical assistance to each of these
schools. Given the voluntary nature of this relationship, these outsiders have
been able to give new ideas. But most consultants can give new ideas. Whal is
critical is that this outside help was offered in the sense of discovering together
what this work could mean. Schools were more able to ask simple questions
knowing that few of them had simple answers. A technical assistance consult-
ant to a school said, “Every now and again, teachers wonder if all this plan-
ning and working actually has made any difference. I try to be their memory.
| remind them what things were like a couple of years ago.”

Good consultants don’t sirengthen dependency on them so much as help
school communities develop their own strengths. Many teachers have found a
reliable resource in their own network of informal support. As one teacher
said, “I can just catch someone in the hall and say, ‘T'm losing it with Terry.
And the other teacher will listen or even help me out herself. This doesn’t go
through formal channels, so we can help one another without having to call a
formal meeting. Some administrators think a lot of requests for consultation is
a sign of incompetence, and getting help for children can be made to look
like—and fee! like—professional failure.”

Similarly, schools have developed ways for students to get help without
making them feel like failures either. The schoolwide support teams at
Southeast High make problem solving part of the school culture rather than
something done only for “bad kids.” The opportunities that students in the
middle of behavioral difficulties pet—taking a break, leaving the building for
a walk, having a chance to talk to someone who knows them—are all ways of
helping them to move from an escalating cycle of behavior to building a cul-
ture of accommodation and support. As one teacher said, “Having the backing
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of people familiar with the clinical pieces, having the support on a daily basis
rather than a crisis, and having administrative support keeps this new for me.”

Implications for Parental Involvement

Once someone said about children with emotional disabilities, “These are the
kids no one wants. They are physically aggressive. They’re not consistent. The
parents are difficult to deal with.” It is interesting to note that this was said bya
psychologist who had spent a number of years in working to support children
and their families. Having a child with a behavioral or emotional disability can
be a stress on even the most stable and confident of families, and the schools did
not pretend that parental involvement was simple and easy. They were commit-
ted to working in this way because it was the best they knew for their students.

Just as schools have historically tended 10 isolate and ostracize children
with differences, so, too, have communities pulled away from their farnilies.
The collaboration with local mental health and family Support services agen-
cies evident in the four school systems described in this chapter helped parents
to keep their connections or establish relationships that would sustain them.

In all of the schools studied, people mentioned the impaortance of sus-
tained retationships. The wraparound services in one system did not work
merely because the professional staff were so accomplished. It also worked
because they understood the importance of coordinating their professional
expertise in the context of a relationship in which all the players knew, trusted.,
and respected one another. This combination allowed families, schools, and
professional service providers to work in a spirit of collaboration. Because
there are no clear answers for most of the difficulties these children experi-
enced, it was important for people to feel confident to guess as to what might
help most. This way, the adulls in the children’s lives saw the children and
their parents as people they were gelting to know rather than as problems. As
the local mental health director in one system said, “With the good case work-
ers, there is a lot of communication among the players, so the families get clin-
ical help they need or want. The clinical component often gets lefi out of most
schools and after-school support. Lots of schools are still doing behavior con-
trol programs that assess the parents and hold them responsible for the child’s
progress. A lot of them are trying to get the parents undet control as well.”

One pupil’s mother has mentai retardation. His general education teacher
said, “His mother does so well with most things that we forget how difficult
life can be for her. She called the school for a meeting, but then when we sat
down, she said things were fine, and there was nothing much to talk about.
People wanted to blame her for being manipulative, but I think she was afraid
that since her son was doing well at school and not at home, then we would
think she was a bad parent. So the teachers spent Lime with her so she could
trust that they did not want to judge her as a mother.”
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CONCLUSIONS

My own interest in the New Hampshire Statewide Systems Change Project has
been as much in the adults in schools as in the children. Typically, we psy-
chologists ask, “What’s wrong with this child?” But this project allowed me
the luxury of asking, “What makes this situation work so well? Why do you
think you have these positive attitudes in waorking through difficult situations
with children?”

I have been intrigued by the number of people in the helping professions
who, when something goes wrong, are quick to find reasons in themselves and
to take responsibility—"I"m afraid I failed Elias. He needed more than I could
give.” But when confronted to take responsibility for why things are going
well or even outstandingly well, many teachers shift the credi(: “Anyone would
have done the same.”

Teachers and administrators talked about this work of tncluding students
with difficult behavior as something that renewed them personally and profes-
sionally. It is interesting to note that many people talked about how their per-
sonal and professional growth became unified rather than parallel. Precisely
because there is no one answer, the challenge of engagement never ends. The
work can never become routine or stale. Listening to students with difficult
behavior requires an attitude of openness, of looking from as many angles as
it takes to develop a solution. Schools that have been successful have admin-
istrators who either allowed teachers to be creative or actively encouraged and
supported them. Similarly, outside consultants were seen as helpers rather than
rescuers. A sense of collaboration encouraged speculation and experimenta-
tion and gave people the security necessary for this to work.

Finally, the sine qua non of these successful experiments has been the
relationships among all the players. Merely having good feelings about one
another is no substitute for competence on the teacher's part and for availabil-
ity for learning on the student’s part, but without this primary and positive con-
nection, education takes place in spite of the school rather than because of it.

It seems fitting to end with the wise words of two of the many people who
zave their time and insight to this chapter. I asked Elias if he had any advice
‘or teachers. He responded, “Talk nice. and don't give up on the kid. Try to
inderstand what the kid is going through.” A school psychologist said, “I
now the Kids, the staff, their families, the psychological umbrella that each
*hild has. We do a lot of hand-holding, even if we call it coordination and con-
ultation. But whatever you call it, when it works it means two human beings
alking to one another compassionately.”
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Turning Points

The Story of High School
Inclusion in New Hampshire

Cheryl M. Jorgensen and Carol Tashie

The story of high school inclusion in New Hampshire .m._a the 3_.0 m_m«mﬁ_
by the University of New Hampshire's Institute on Disability (IOD) is m_:::.:.
to any other “once upon a time” tale in three parts. In the m_ﬁ part of this
story, we look back before any students with significant disabilities were
included in peneral education classes. As the story unfolds, we show _:.n
relationships between the lives of individual students, the n:mmmmm their
schools were undergoing, the role of the IOD as the state’s leader in systems
change advocacy and action, and the educational and E.:Eom_ nozﬁ,ﬁm that
were unique to the state. The second part provides insight :uﬂo En.MOU.m om..mn-
tiveness as a change agent by focusing on local schools’ inclusion histories,
both the good news and the disappointments. Our reflections are _...:,::na
within the context of educational reform theory and experience. Finally,
the third part describes systems change strategies for the future. The I0D’s
goal is to learn from the past, respond to the needs of today's mEnm_.:m and fam-
ilies, and build New Hampshire schools’ capacity to be true inclusive commu-
nities of learners.
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