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ABSTRACT 

Regular educators, special educators, and classmates without disabilities were surveyed at 
the end of the first year that middle school students with severe disabilities were integrated into 
regular education classes in two suburban midwestern communities. Results of this preliminary 
study revealed many benefits for educators and students. Educators and classmates concurred that 
positive outcomes, particularly in the area of social competence, were realized by the students with 
severe disabilites. Acceptance of students with severe disabilities by classmates was considered to 
have increased substantially. Educators felt the regular class integration experiences were positive 
for themselves and for students, although there were differences in perspectives between regular 
and special educators. Many constructive suggestions for future regular class integration pursuits 
resulted also. Implications for practice and research are offered. 
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REGULAR CLASS INTEGRATION OF MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS WITH SEVERE 
DISABILITIES: FEEDBACK FROM TEACHERS AND CLASSMATES 

Designing a system of education in which children with quite diverse, heterogenous needs are 
educated in the same classrooms and that requires a merger of special and regular education 
resources is the current topic of great debate, referred to as the Regular Education Initiative (REI). 
The proponents of REI claim that a merged system in which regular education owns all children and 
in which individualized adaptations and supports are made available to all children will better meet 
the needs of all children (Gartner & Lipsky, 1987; Lilly, 1988; Reynolds, Wang, & Walberg, 1987; 
Stainback & Stainback, 1984; Stainback & Stainback, 1989; Will, 1986). The opponents of REI are 
concerned that a merger of systems could do harm, particularly to those children who currently lack 
adequate support services and that there is an inadequate research base to advocate such a 
drastic change in systems design (Kaufman, Gerber, & Semmel, 1988; Lieberman, 1985; Messinger, 
1985; Vergason & Anderegg, 1989) Initially, the focus of the Regular Education Initiative debate was 
children with mild disabilities. A major REI issue related to these children has involved choice of 
curricular content and outcomes that parallel the regular education academic curriculum. The 
questions and concerns posed in the Regular Education Initiative discussion are generally of direct 
relevance to learners with more severe disabilities also (Zeph, 1988). For these students, however, 
adherence to the regular education curricular standards and outcomes is not a major issue. 
Instead, the issue centers on: (1) the need for children with severe disabilities to learn in natural 
environments in which age appropriate models of behavior and in which functional demands for 
performance are operative; and (2) the need for children with severe disabilities and their peers to 
learn about each other and develop the positive interdependence necessary to be part of the same 
community. The classmates and friends of today are the coworkers, neighbors and friends of 
tomorrow. In essence, given that positive interdependence cannot develop in separate 
environments, can the educational needs of children with severe disabilities be met in regular, 
integrated school and community environments? 

Increasingly, there are demonstrations of children with severe disabilities attending their 
home/neighborhood schools and regular classes with same age peers who do not have labels 
(Biklen, 1985; Ford & Davern, 1989; Giangreco & Meyer, 1988; Stainback & Stainback, 1984; 
Thousand et at., 1986). There are numerous reports that benefits can be realized by children with 
severe disabilities and their peers without disabilities who are afforded the opportunity to grow up 
and learn together, and even become friends (Elias, 1986; Forest, 1986; Hanline & Halvorsen, 1989; 
Strully & Strully, 1985). Because inclusion of students with severe disabilities in regular education 
classes is a relatively recent phenomenon, however, very little empirical data have been 
systematically collected and analyzed about the outcomes of regular class integration and about 
strategies for making it work. 

Davis (1989), in his review of the Regular Education Initiative, identifies several problems with 
the current discussion, including the lack of involvement of school district personnel. Most of the 
information in published literature has been from university special education personnel. The 
purpose of conducting this study was to obtain and share information from regular educators, 
special educators, and classmates without disabilities concerning the inclusion of students who have 
severe disabilities in middle school regular education classes. The study was conducted as part of 
a federally funded three year integration project. 
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PROJECT BACKGROUND 

To design, implement and evaluate integrated education programs for middle school students 
with severe disabilities were the purposes of a three year federally funded project with 
implementation sites in the suburban Twin Cities, Minnesota area. The middle school students with 
severe disabilities involved in the first year of the project had all moved to the school from a 
segregated wing of a regular elementary school. Virtually no interaction with peers without 
disabilities had occurred in elementary school. During the first year of the project, primary emphasis 
was placed on (1) developing a community based component to the program, and (2) designing 
and implementing cooperative recreation/leisure opportunities in which students with severe 
disabilities and their peers without disabilities could participate. At the end of the first year, however, 
the focus of the project shifted to address the integration of the students with severe disabilities into 
regular education homerooms and classes. There were two primary reasons for this change. First, 
regular class integration was the topic of increasing discussion in the professional education 
literature, at conferences, and from families and advocates. Second, an inordinate amount of time 
was spent designing special opportunities for interactions between students with severe disabilities 
and peers without disabilities when there were many naturally occurring interaction opportunities 
(e.g., regular classes) that could be used (York, Thurlow, & Vandercook, 1988). Project personnel 
felt that maintenance of change would be enhanced if successful strategies for interaction were 
infused in naturally occurring integrated environments and activities (e.g., regular classes and 
extracurricular activities). At the end of the first project year, the parameters of an integrated 
education for the middle school students were reconceptualized as an individually determined 
balance between instruction in regular education classes and off campus, community environments. 

During the first project year, there were two regular middle schools located in one of the local 
school districts in which students served by the Intermediate District attended school. Students with 
moderate disabilities attended one of these schools. Students with more severe disabilities attended 
the other school. Project activities were directed primarily toward the school attended by students 
with more severe disabilities during the first project year. For the second project year, however, 
students were reassigned to two new middle schools based on geography instead of disability label. 
Project resources were then allocated to provide support in both middle schools. For the second 
project year, therefore, there were two substantial changes. The first was a shift to greater 
emphasis on regular class integration. The second was an expansion to two new school 
communities, serving a greater number of students with more heterogenous needs. 

Each of the middle schools was located in a different suburban community of the Twin Cities, 
Minnesota area. One middle school (I) for grades 7-9 had a student population of approximately 
1500, of which 18 had severe disabilities. The other middle school (II) was for grades 6-8 and had a 
student population of approximately 1200, of which 24 had severe disabilities. During the second 
project year, the goal was to integrate all the students with disabilities into regular education 
homerooms in the two "new" schools and to demonstrate effective examples of integration into 
selected regular education classes. (See York & Vandercook, 1989 for a discussion of building 
level strategies for changing to an integrated education for middle school students.) As part of this 
effort, feedback was solicited from the involved special educators, regular educators, and 
classmates. 

METHOD 

In both the project middle schools, students changed classes every period, with the exception 
of some sixth grade classes. In middle school I, it was the second year that students with severe 
disabilities attended that school but the first year in which regular class integration efforts were 
initiated. In middle school II, it was the first year that students with severe disabilities attended the 
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school, as well as the first year of regular class integration. In the second project year, regular class 
integration efforts started slowly. By the end of the year, selected students with severe disabilities 
were included in eight regular education classes and 8 homerooms. 

In the third project year, regular class integration increased substantially. By the end of the 
third project year, almost all of the 42 students with severe disabilities were based in regular 
education homerooms and attended at least one regular class. Several of the students spent no or 
very little time in special education classes. In addition, at one of the middle school sites, the three 
special education teachers responsible for the students with severe disabilities functioned as regular 
education homeroom teachers which involved teaching the district's RAP time curriculum (a 15 
minute period where teachers act as advisors to students and teach a series of curricular units on 
current teenage issues) and conducting parents conferences for their assigned regular education 
advisees. Most of the students continued to receive instruction in community environments also. 

Teacher, Classmate, and Regular Class Descriptions 

The teachers involved in this study during the first year of regular class integration efforts were 
the 11 regular educators of the classes into which the students with severe disabilities were 
integrated and the seven special educators of the students who were included in regular classes. 
Eight of the regular educators had students integrated into their regular homerooms and in subject 
area classes. Three had students in their homerooms only. The classmates involved in this study 
were 181 middle school students without disabilities who attended the regular education classes in 
which one to three students with severe disabilities were integrated. Excluded were classmates 
involved in integrated homerooms only. Table 1 summarizes descriptive information about the 
integration in regular classes, excluding homerooms. 

The regular education classes into which the students with severe disabilities were integrated 
consisted of four academic (i.e., science, reading, and two social studies classes) and four non-
academic (i.e., industrial technology, health, and two physical education classes) regular education 
classes. The regular education classroom teachers were selected for involvement in regular class 
integration initiatives by the building principal or the special education staff. All regular educators 
who were approached chose to participate. Each regular educator was asked to commit to a short 
•trial" period after which time a decision would be made about continuing the integration. Some of 
the regular educators requested that the students with severe disabilities be integrated into selected 
periods of the day. Whenever possible, the regular educators chose to have students integrated 
into classes (1) that had a relatively small number of students, (2) in which they projected that 
classmates would be most accepting, and (3) in which there was a tendency for more cooperative 
or individualized activities as opposed to mostly lecture. Some classes, however, were large, had 
classmates perceived to be "tough," and were largely a lecture format. Class sizes ranged from 18 
to 31 students with a mean of 23 students per class. 

In four of the classes, only one student with severe disabilities was integrated. In three of the 
classes, two students with severe disabilities were integrated. In one class, there were three 
students integrated. All of the students with disabilities attended the regular classes every day that 
the classes met, with the exception of the two social studies classes. The social studies teacher 
invited students to attend on days that were not primarily lecture. Some classes spanned the entire 
year. Others were only a semester or quarter long. Not all of the students with severe disabilities 
began their respective regular classes the first day the classes met due to logistical factors (e.g., 
classes were not identified until September of the school year). Once integrated, however, all 
students remained in their respective classes for its duration, i.e., no students were removed from 
the regular classes after the agreed upon "trial" period. At the time the questionnaire was 
administered, students with disabilities had attended their classes for an average of 3.75 months 
with a range of involvement from two months to 7.5 months. 
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Table 1: 
Descriptors of regular class participation 

MIDDLE 
SCHOOL CLASS GRADE CLASS SIZE 

CLASS ATTENDANCE BY STUDENT(S) 
WITH DISABILITIES 

CLASS MEMBERS 
WITH 

DISABILITIES FREQUENCY DURATION" 

I Science 8 24 5 days per 7.5 months 
week 

Reading 22 5 days per 4 months 
week 

I Industrial 9 
Technology 

18 5 days per 6 months 
week 

I Physical 7 
Education A 

II Physical 8 
Education B 

Social 
Studies A 

Social 
Studies B 

24 

22 

31 

26 

5 days per 
week 

5 days per 
week (all but 1 
unit) 

once per 
week* 

once per 
week* 

2.5 months 

4 months 

2 months 

2 months 

Health 27 5 days per 2 months 
week 

* Students with disabilities attended class on activity days only (e.g., no lecture). 
** Indicates number of months from initiation in class to administration of questionnaire. 

Questionnaires were administered in April (School I) and May (School II). All students 
remained in classes to the end of the school year. 
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The students with severe disabilities carried labels of moderate to profound mental retardation. 
Some had motoric, vision and hearing difficulties also. In all eight of the regular classes, a special 
education support person was present initially. The need for intensive support in terms of a special 
education staff person being constantly present and assisting the student(s) with disabilities 
lessened in each of the regular classes. The support person was removed in three of the regular 
education classes but in eight homerooms. 

Instrument 

In a review of integration literature, no instruments could be located that were designed for the 
specific purpose of obtaining feedback from educators and classmates about regular class 
integration. Further, none were designed to target information about specific individuals and 
integration experiences. The located instruments were designed to measure attitude and 
acceptance related to the integration of "students with disabilities" instead of related to individual 
experiences with specific students who have disabilities. The purpose of this study was to obtain 
feedback from educators and classmates without identified disabilities about their specific 
experiences with individual students with severe disabilities integrated into regular classes. 
Therefore, a new instrument was developed. An open-ended format was selected over a more 
objective format so as not to limit the range of responses or to make a priori decisions about the 
types of responses that might be generated. 

Special and regular education staff from each building and university personnel discussed the 
kinds of feedback they would like from the educators and from the classmates without disabilities. 
The two page questionnaire for the regular and special educators asked respondents to explain why 
they were interested in and willing to have students with disabilities in regular classes, to describe 
how the students with disabilities were involved in class activities, to identify the most difficult and 
the best or most interesting aspects of the integration, to discuss outcomes and changes for 
themselves and for the students, to identify effects that occurred beyond class time, and to provide 
recommendations about how to make regular class integration work. The one page questionnaire 
for the classmates asked the respondents to indicate whether they thought that regular class 
integration was a good idea, to identify changes they noticed in the peers with disabilities, to 
discuss things that they had learned, and to identify additional classes and other activities in which 
students with disabilities could be involved. The questionnaires were individualized for each regular 
class by inserting into the questions the names of the specific students with severe disabilities who 
were integrated into the respective classes. For example: "Do you think it is a good idea for John 
to be integrated in regular classes like your reading class?" The assumption was made that 
responses might vary depending upon each individual student. Knowing the specific students 
involved might allow analysis of outcomes that related to their unique characteristics and abilities. 
Further, the authors thought that by asking about specific students, the notion that not all students 
with severe disabilities are the same might be reinforced. Examples of the questionnaires 
administered to the educators and to the classmates are provided in Appendix A. 

Procedures 

In April (middle school I) and May (middle school II) of the first year of regular class integration, 
questionnaires were administered to the regular educators, special educators, and classmates 
involved in the regular class integration efforts for the students with severe disabilities. Special 
education staff personally distributed the questionnaires to the educators who then responded 
independently to the questions in writing. The regular education classroom teachers administered 
the questionnaires to all classmates who were present on the day of administration. Each classmate 
completed the questionnaire independently, although the classroom teacher read each of the 
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questions aloud, to assure understanding. The students with disabilities were not present in the 
class when the questionnaires were completed. 

Individual responses to each question were typed onto one master questionnaire for the regular 
educators (see Appendix B) and one for the special educators (see Appendix C). Classmate 
responses were summarized related to each class for each question (see Appendix D). Broad 
response categories were defined for each question. The individual responses were then coded by 
category and frequencies and percentages calculated independently by two people. The 
percentage of respondents, as opposed to responses, was calculated for each category. This was 
done so that subjects who provided more than one response would not have a greater influence on 
the overall data summaries and percentages. In situations where responses from the same subject 
fell into different categories, each category was credited with a response. When multiple responses 
from the same subject fell into the same category, that category was credited with only one 
response. Percentages reported within categories, therefore, are unduplicated. Reliability between 
the two persons coding and analyzing data was determined for each teacher and classmate 
response to each question. Anecdotal recordings were made of specific responses that were 
considered to be representative of the types of responses to each question or that were considered 
to be particularly insightful or unique. 

RESULTS 

Results are presented separately for the regular educators, special educators, and classmates. 
All results, except where noted, were calculated and reported in terms of percentage of respondents, 
not percentage of responses. When considering the number and percentage of respondents who 
provided the same responses, remember that the questions were open-ended and not multiple 
choice. Given an open-ended format, a lower percentage of similar responses would be expected 
than if a multiple choice format were employed. 

Feedback from Regular Educators 

Each of the 11 regular educators who had students with severe disabilities integrated into at 
least one subject area class or homeroom for most of the school year responded to the 
questionnaire. Results are reported for each question. Even though the questions were an open-
ended format, many of the teachers provided similar responses. Reliability for coding and 
categorizing individual responses to each question ranged from 88% to 100%, with an overall 
average of 93.62%. 

When asked why they were willing and interested in having students with severe disabilities in 
their regular classes, five of the teachers stated that regular class integration would provide an 
opportunity for classmates to learn about peers with disabilities. Three of the teachers also believed 
that it was a professional responsibility and were interested in working with all students no matter 
what the disability. For three of the teachers, the challenge and innovative aspects of integration 
were appealing, as evidenced by this response "/ like to try new adventures. It keeps my 33 year 
career exciting.' Two teachers indicated wanting to learn more about students with disabilities. 

Involvement of the students with disabilities in regular classes was reported by nine of the 
eleven teachers to be the same as their classmates as evidenced by this response "J did all of the 
activities that the other students participated in.' That is, very few different but parallel activities were 
designed. Over half (six) of the regular educators specifically referenced involvement of classmates. 
Examples of responses indicating classmate involvement were "mosf were very involved- kids in 
class seemed willing to help' and 'there were some activities that J was unable to do so her partner 
did all of the scoring...' For the two social studies classes in which the students were not full time 
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members, the teacher provided the following response "I felt that to have them the entire hour was 
counterproductive for them. Most [class activities] involve reading and writing which left the special 
kids out in the cold. Because of this, I don't think they ever felt part of the group.' 

The most difficult aspect of regular class integration indicated by six of the regular educators 
was deciding how to include the students with disabilities in regular class activities as evidenced by 
the following responses: "knowing what to expect from various skill levels and how to fit them into a 
class and not take anything away from the regular class' and 'trying to make sure the daily lesson 
was something the students could participate in." Three of the teachers responded that they had no 
or very little difficulty including the students. Two of these three explained that the special education 
teacher assumed most of the responsibility for designing strategies for including the student with 
disabilities. Two teachers mentioned inadequate time to work individually with the students with 
disabilities. One teacher explained how class size affects instruction in general with implications for 
integration as well: "/ tried to get them into my better or smaller classes, too many kids are too many 
no matter what their abilities are.' 

The majority of regular educators (eight of eleven) concurred that the best and most interesting 
aspect of the integration was the positive reactions of the classmates without disabilities. The 
science teacher responded: "To see the genuine concern and acceptance of these kids and to 
know that they are seen as a very real part of the class.' Four of the teachers mentioned that seeing 
the students with disabilities enjoy the class was the best aspect. An art teacher offered that 'the 
best part of the integration was that the students [with severe disabilities] coming into my class get 
enjoyment from their work." 

When asked to identify the outcomes or changes attributed to regular class integration 
experiences for regular and special education teachers and for the regular and special education 
students, responses were quite varied but almost exclusively positive. Nine of the eleven teachers 
indicated changes related to themselves. Of these nine, six indicated positive outcomes (e.g., new 
colleagues, ready to have more students, personal reward because of student gains, social 
advantages outweigh concerns). Two of the nine indicated little or no change. One teacher was 
concerned about liability in physical education class. Three of the regular educators indicated 
changes for the special educators. Two of the teachers provided positive comments and indicated 
that the special educators probably felt more a part of the school, enjoyed their involvement with 
typical kids, and enjoyed seeing the students with severe disabilities function in a regular class. 
One teacher responded that the special education teacher appeared uncomfortable and unsure 
about what to do in the regular class. 

Nine of the teachers indicated changes and outcomes for the regular education students. Six 
of the nine responded that classmate acceptance, understanding, and the realization of similarities 
with students with disabilities had increased. One indicated that some regular education students 
did not know what to do or how to interact. Only four of the eleven regular educators provided 
responses indicating change in the students with disabilities. All four of the responses were positive 
and generally indicated that the students with disabilities were part of the group and were accepted 
by classmates. 

Eight of the eleven teachers responded to the question about effects of regular class 
integration that extended beyond class time. Five of the eight indicated effects beyond class time, 
such as more interactions between regular and special educators, between classmates and peers 
with disabilities, between special educators and classmates, and between regular educators and 
students with disabilities. Most responses indicated that effects were increased in informal 
interactions (e.g., greetings in the hallways). Three of the educators indicated having no knowledge 
of effects beyond class time. 
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When asked to provide recommendations about continuing regular class integration and to give 
advice to others initiating regular class integration, there was considerable consensus in the 
responses. Of the eight who responded, all eight recommended continuation of regular class 
integration efforts. Some qualified their responses by stating that integration in homerooms and in 
selective classes should be pursued. The need for ongoing communication among regular and 
special educators was recommended by five of the eight. Two recommended starting integration 
efforts on a voluntary basis. 

Feedback from Special Educators 

Each of the seven special educators who had students with severe disabilities integrated into at 
least one regular class responded to the questionnaire. Results are reported for each question. 
Even though the questions were in open-ended format, many of the teachers provided similar 
responses. Reliability for coding and categorizing individual responses to each question ranged 
from 85.70% to 100% for each question, with an overall average of 94.59%. 

When asked why they were interested in having their students with severe disabilities integrated 
into regular classes, five of the seven special educators responded that it would provide an 
opportunity for their students to interact with peers who do not have disabilities. Four of the seven 
indicated that regular class integration would provide an opportunity for their students to learn new 
skills, specifically to learn from peers who do not have disabilities. Representative quotes were: "It 
is important for students without disabilities to have them [students with disabilities] in their classes 
so they can get to know them as individuals" and "students [with disabilities] need to develop their 
social skills repertoires and peers without disabilities serve as excellent models." One teacher was 
interested in regular class integration because it provided the opportunity to team with regular 
educators, to get to know regular education students, and to feel more a part of the school 
community. 

Special education teachers provided extensive detail as to how the students with disabilities 
were involved in the regular classes. In general, the students were involved in the same activities as 
the classmates. Also mentioned was that classmates provided various types of support (e.g., 
assistance in finding the correct seat). A special education staff person was present most of the 
time in the classroom. In one class where the activities were not the same, the student with severe 
disabilities was involved in developing his picture schedule and shopping list while classmates 
worked on individualized reading assignments. The special educator explained that several 
classmates took turns assisting the student develop his picture schedule of daily activities and that 
through this experience the classmates learned more about the student's day. As a result, these 
classmates had more to talk about with the student. 

Four of the seven special educators responded that developing strategies for including the 
students with disabilities into the regular class activities (e.g., creating adaptations, deciding on 
objectives, using age appropriate materials) was the most difficult aspect of the integration. Three 
also mentioned logistics, such as scheduling and time, as being difficulties. Two quotes represented 
these findings well. 

"Scheduling, logistics. If a student has both a.m. and p.m. regular classes, when do we fit 
in community instruction?" 

"Evaluating the experience and deciding what the next move would be (e.g., adaptations, 
objectives)- only because it was thought provoking, a challenge, not particularly difficult." 
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Four of the seven teachers reported that the best aspect of regular integration was the 
acceptance of the students with disabilities by their classmates without disabilities. There were 
several specific references to friendships that had developed as a result of the integration. Four of 
the teachers responded that the skill acquisition by the students with severe disabilities was the best 
aspect of regular class integration. The aspect of regular class integration experiences considered 
most interesting varied considerably among teachers. The following quotes represent the diversity of 
responses and perspectives as to the most interesting aspect of regular class integration. 

'Seeing students in such a different environment was really eye opening. If we build a wall 
around them so they are in special environments, how do special education teachers and 
students learn about typical situations and expectations?" 

"The experience allowed me to see how a severely disabled learner can learn skills in an 
integrated environment that previously I felt could not be learned given the success in the 
special education classroom. Skills and behaviors often reinforced in special education 
classrooms are often inappropriate in regular classrooms (e.g., talking out of turn, 
hugging)." 

'[student with moderate disabilities] did not have the social success I expected. I thought 
[student with severe disabilities] would have more trouble. Just the reverse happened." 

'You can't read this in a book. You must experience it." 

"We're part of it. Interacting and planning with the [regular education] teacher- learning 
from each other." 

"The best aspect of the experience was a regular education teacher commenting that It's 
not intellect that is a measure of success and whether or not people want to be around 
you. It's pleasantness." 

Five of the seven special educators responded that an outcome for the regular educators was 
a better understanding of how to involve students with disabilities in regular class activities. Two 
mentioned that they felt the regular educators were less anxious about integration. Two responded 
that regular educators had developed new colleagues and friends through their regular class 
integration efforts. Special educators also mentioned that regular educators had learned new 
strategies for working with typical" kids who were falling through the cracks. Further, special 
educators indicated that some of the regular educators received a lot of reinforcement and 
appreciation for involvement in regular class activities. 

When asked to indicate changes or outcomes related to themselves, the special educators 
indicated that they had developed a new perspective on education by learning more about the 
regular education system. Also mentioned was a feeling of being more part of the school 
community. One teacher specifically indicated feeling more confident that regular class integration 
was good for all kids. 

All seven of the special educators indicated that classmate acceptance of peers with disabilities 
and recognition of more similarities than differences was a positive outcome for the classmates 
without disabilities. Positive outcomes for students with disabilities reflected greater inclusion in the 
community as well as increased growth. Two representative quotes were: 'they can't go any place 
in the school without kids talking to them" and "they are more a part of the school community." Four 
identified improved social skills and curricular skills as outcomes for students with disabilities. One 




