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Introduction 

Rittel and Webber (1973) wrote, “The search for scientific bases for confronting 
problems of social policy is bound to fail, because the nature of these problems.  
They are ‘wicked’ problems, whereas science has developed to deal with ‘tame 
problems’” (p. 155).  Thus, a wicked problem is one where the solution is bound up in 
its formulation and the context of the problem militates against its formation.  
Inclusion of students with disabilities in general education fits the definition of a 
wicked problem.  

Current definitions describe disability through the medical or science-based model, 
implying that problems can or should be addressed through diagnosis and 
prescriptive cure. Defining disability this way led to the development of diagnostic 
categories in special education.  Thus, the ever-expanding categorical specialization 
within special education poses a direct challenge to inclusive systems of support.   

Reframing Education as an Alternative to Inclusion 

Current frames of education rest within the logic of post-positivism (Sailor & Paul, 
2004), believing students “afflicted” with disabilities benefit most from the 
acquisition of scientific knowledge through a specific branch of education called 
special education.  This frame places the root cause of disability within the individual, 
neglecting to recognize larger, societal factors contributing to a person’s “disability” 
(Skrtic, 1993).  Under this model, inclusion is about placing students with disabilities 
in general education.    

The sociological, constructivist frame of education shifts the focus away from the 
physical placement of students toward distributing resources and supports equitably 
to ensure all students have the support they need to learn, regardless of the nature 
of their learning needs (Artiles & Kozleski, 2007, 2016).  This model moves away from 
using the medical model of disability toward whole-school applications (Booth & 
Ainscow, 2011; McMaster, 2013; Sailor, 2009; Sailor & Burrello, 2013).   

Replacing placement-based definitions of inclusion with whole-school, equity-based 
models can mitigate educational subgrouping.  While equity-based models of 
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inclusion are consistent with the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights, policymakers are 
most likely to be swayed by scientific evidence supporting this shift.  A growing 
body of evidence shows increased academic and social outcomes for students with 
disabilities who are associated with inclusive settings (Browder, Hudson & Wood, 
2014; Causton & Theoharis, 2014; Courtade, Jimenez & Delano, 2014; Florian & Rouse, 
2014; Jackson, Ryndak & Wehmeyer, 2008-2009; Kleinert et al., 2015; McDonnell et 
al., 2003; Nota, Soresi & Ferrari, 2014; Oh-Young & Filler, 2015; Peetsma, Vergeer, 
Roeleveld & Karsten, 2001).  

Emerging Characteristics of Equity-Based Inclusive 
Education  

Equity-based inclusion cannot fully occur under the present frame of education.  This 
section presents what inclusive education looks like in practice based on a review of 
literature.  

Structural Elements  

Most approaches to structuring inclusive schools to meet the needs of students with 
the most extensive needs follow a placement-based model, making the general 
education classroom the unit of analysis (Booth & Ainscow, 2011; McLeskey et al., 
2012; Sailor & Burrello, 2013).  Whole school models are just beginning to emerge.  
For example, Giangreco and Suter (2015) illustrate how a multi-tiered system of 
support (MTSS) can organize all school personnel (i.e., teachers, therapists, 
administrators, paraprofessionals) and the master schedule to meet the needs of all 
students, including those with the most extensive support needs.    

Administrative Leadership  

Research consistently shows that school leadership is a powerful predictor of student 
achievement (DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003; Fullan, 2005; Klingner, Arguelles, 
Hughes & Vaughn, 2001; McLeskey et al., 2014).  Principals of democratically 
organized, as opposed to hierarchically organized, schools who build a culture of 
trust can affect student achievement (Tschannen-Moran, 2014).  

Implications for Teachers  

Shifting to inclusive education requires schools to create comprehensive professional 
learning plans for all staff.  It is recommended that administrators and academic 
coaches attend all professional learning sessions and teacher collaborative planning 
sessions (Leko & Roberts, 2014). Preservice teacher programs will need to be 
designed so all teachers are trained to work with all students (Sindelar et al., 2014).  
Specialized services for students with low-incidence issues, such as blindness or 
autism spectrum disorder, will always exist, but universal design for learning (UDL) 
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principles (CAST, 2016) can be taught to general educators to minimize the need for 
some specializations.  Just as we do not need to segregate students with specific 
learning needs in separate classrooms or schools, we do not need to perpetuate 
separate educational systems through separate teacher preparation programs.   

Implications for Paraprofessionals and Teaching Assistants  

Placement-based models of inclusion rely heavily on the use paraprofessionals, with 
some arguing this perpetuates special education as a segregated service delivery 
model within the general education classroom (Tews & Lupart, 2008; Whitburn, 
2013).  Giangreco, Suter, and Hurley (2013) put forth a model for paraprofessionals 
that moves away from using them primarily as ‘velcro-aids’ toward assigning them to 
content areas or grade level classrooms, which fits with the whole-school model of 
inclusion.   

Instructional Innovations  

Using MTSS as the driver for whole-school inclusive education requires schools to 
think differently about how they utilize their space and expertise of staff to deliver 
evidence-based academic and behavior instruction.  Emerging instructional practices 
that enhance whole-school MTSS applications include (a) co-teaching, typically 
between general and special educators, (b) embedded instruction or the practice of 
distributing instructional trials throughout the day in various settings and across 
people, places and materials in order to promote generalization of learned, discrete 
skills, and (c) peer-assisted instruction.  

Whole-School Inclusive Educational Arrangements  

In Sailor’s opinion, we no longer need to ask the question, “should we include 
students with extraordinary needs for support and services in the general education 
program?” The preponderance of research supports inclusive education.  The 
question is instead, “how do we best distribute and apply all available resources to 
ensure all student needs are met?”  Schools implementing an effective MTSS focus 
on academic and behavioral outcomes, utilize data-based decision making, and 
configure school teams to allow for collaborative problem solving.  Batsche (2014) 
delineates parameters of MTSS including, (1) instruction is evidence-based and 
delivered in varying levels of intensity (tiers); (2) instructional planning involves all 
personnel working collaboratively; (3) roles and responsibilities of all staff are aligned 
and add value to student outcomes; (4) common assessments are used to evaluate 
the impact of MTSS on student growth; (5) instruction across tiers is integrated; (6) 
instruction is designed and delivered by all providers; and (7) students and families 
are informed partners in the instructional process.   
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Conclusion 

Inclusion poses a wicked problem.  Sailor argues that the problem is unsolvable 
because of the way the problem is framed within the greater context of education.  
Prevalent models for addressing learning challenges have been quasi-medical, simply 
locating the problem as a characteristic within the individual rather than one of 
interplay between student issues and the learning ecology.  Reframing education as 
an equity issue, wherein the distribution of resources generated through rigorous 
research becomes available to all students on the basis of measured need for 
assistance, allows us to move away from the medical model.  Instead, we recast 
“special” education as a set of particular evidence-based resources directed to 
specialized applications for learning issues related to physical, social/behavioral, 
perceptual, or cognitive characteristics of individual students. The advent of MTSS, 
whole-school rather than classroom-focused applications of instruction, UDL, and 
fully integrated teacher preparation programs enable the reframing project to 
emerge with successful models of application in practice (Sailor, 2015).  

Suggested Citation 

SWIFT Education Center. (2017). Equity as a Basis for Inclusive Educational Systems 
Change, Research to Practice Brief.  Lawrence, KS: Author. 

References 

Artiles, A.J. & Kozleski, E.B. (2007). Beyond convictions: Interrogating culture, 
history, and power in inclusive education. Language Arts, 84, 357-364.  

Artiles, A.J. & Kozleski, E.B. (2016). Inclusive education’s promises and trajectories. 
Critical notes about future research on a venerable idea. Education Policy 
Analysis Archives, 24, 43/44, 1-25. doi: 10.14507/epaa.24.1919  

Batsche, G. (2014). Multi-tiered system of supports for inclusive schools. Handbook of 
effective inclusive schools: Research and practice, 183-196. 

Booth, T. & Ainscow, M. (2011). Index for inclusion: Developing learning and 
participation in schools (3rd ed.). Bristol, UK: Centre for Studies on Inclusive 
Education.  

Browder, D. M., Hudson, M. E., & Wood, L. (2014). Using principles of high quality 
instruction in the general education classroom to provide access to the 
general education curriculum. Handbook of research and practice for effective 
inclusive schools, 339-351. 

Burrello, L. C., Sailor, W., & Kleinhammer-Tramill, J. (Eds.). (2012). Unifying 
educational systems: Leadership and policy perspectives. Routledge.  

CAST. (2016). About universal design for learning. Retrieved from 
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.Vs9bhhW6wY  

 



	

 5 

Causton, J., & Theoharis, G. (2014). How do schools become effective and 
inclusive? Handbook of effective inclusive schools: Research and practice, 30-
42. 

Courtade, G., Jimenez, B., & Delano, M. (2014). Providing effective instruction in core 
content areas (literacy, mathematics, science, and social studies) in inclusive 
schools. Handbook of effective inclusive schools: Research and practice, 352-
362. 

DiPaola, M. F., & Walther-Thomas, C. (2003). Principals and Special Education: The 
Critical Role of School Leaders. (COPSSE Document No. IB-7E). Gainesville, FL: 
University of Florida, Center on Personnel Studies in Special Education.   

Florian, L., & Rouse, M. (2014). International perspectives: What can be known about 
effective inclusive schools? In J. McLeskey, N. L. Waldron, F. Spooner, & B. 
Algozzine (Eds.), Handbook of effective inclusive schools: Research and 
practice (pp. 507–520). New York, NY: Routledge. 
doi:10.4324/9780203102930.ch36  

Fullan, M. (2005). Leadership & sustainability: System thinkers in action. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

Giangreco, M. F., & Suter, J. C. (2015). Precarious or purposeful? Proactively building 
inclusive special education service delivery on solid ground. Inclusion, 3(3), 112-
131. 

Giangreco, M. F., Suter, J. C., & Hurley, S. M. (2013). Revisiting personnel utilization in 
inclusion-oriented schools. The Journal of Special Education, 47(2), 121-132. 

Jackson, L. B., Ryndak, D. L., &Wehmeyer, M. L. (2008–2009). The dynamic 
relationship between context, curriculum, and student learning: A case for 
inclusive education as a research-based practice. Research and Practice for 
Persons with Severe Disabilities, 33–34, 175–195. doi:10.2511/rpsd.33.4.175  

Kleinert, H., Towles-Reeves, E., Quenemoen, R., Thurlow, M., Fluegge, L., Weseman, L., 
& Kerbel, A (2015). Where students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities are taught: Implications for general curriculum access. Exceptional 
Children, 81, 312–328. doi:10.1177/0014402914563697 

Klingner, J. K., Arguelles, M. E., Hughes, M. T., & Vaughn, S. (2001). Examining the 
schoolwide “spread” of research-based practices. Learning Disability 
Quarterly, 24(4), 221-234. 

Leko, M. M., & Roberts, C. A. (2014). How does professional development improve 
teacher practice in inclusive schools? Handbook of effective inclusive schools: 
Research and practice, 43-54. 

McDonnell, J., Thorson, N., Disher, S., Mathot-Buckner, C., Mendel, J., & Ray, L. (2003). 
The achievement of students with developmental disabilities and their peers 
without disabilities in inclusive settings: An exploratory study. Education & 
Treatment of Children, 26, 224–236. 

McLeskey, J., Landers, E., Williamson, P., & Hoppey, D. (2012). Are we moving toward 
educating students with disabilities in less restrictive settings? The Journal of 
Special Education, 46(3), 131-140. 

McLeskey, J., Waldron, N. L., Spooner, F., & Algozzine, B. (Eds.). (2014). Handbook of 
effective inclusive schools: Research and practice. New York, NY: Routledge. 

McMaster, C. (2013). Building inclusion for the ground up: A review of whole school 
re-culturing programs for sustaining inclusive change. International Journal of 
Whole Schooling, 9(2), 1-24.  



	

 6 

Nota, L., Soresi, S., & Ferrari, L. (2014). What are emerging trends and perspectives 
on inclusive schools in Italy? In J. McLeskey, N. L. Waldron, F. Spooner, & B. 
Algozzine (Eds.), Handbook of effective inclusive schools: Research and 
practice (pp. 521–534). New York, NY: Routledge. 
doi:10.4324/9780203102930.ch37 

Oh-Young, C., & Filler, J. (2015). A meta-analysis of the effects of placement on 
academic and social skill outcome measures of students with disabilities. 
Research in Developmental Disabilities, 47, 80–92. 

Peetsma, T., Vergeer, M., Roeleveld, J., & Karsten, S. (2001). Inclusion in education: 
Comparing pupils’ development in special and regular education. Educational 
Review, 53, 125–135. doi:10.1080/00131910125044 

Rittel, H. W., & Webber, M. M. (1973). Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy 
sciences, 4(2), 155-169. 

Sailor, W. (2009). Making RTI work: How smart schools are reforming education 
through schoolwide response-to-intervention. New York, NY: Jossey-Bass. doi: 
10.1002/9781118269480 

Sailor, W. (2015). Advances in schoolwide inclusive school reform. Remedial and 
Special Education, 36, 94-99. doi: 10.1177/0741932514555021  

Sailor, W. & Burrello, L. C. (2013). Shifting perspective to frame disability policy. In L. 
C. Burrello, W. Sailor & J. Kleinhammer-Trammill (Eds.). Unifying educational 
systems: Leadership and policy perspectives (pp. 21-40). New York, NY: 
Routledge.  

Sailor, W. & Paul, J.L. (2004). Framing positive behavior support in the ongoing 
discourse concerning the politics of knowledge. Journal of Positive Behavior 
Interventions, 6, 37-49. doi: 10.1177/10983007040060010601  

Sindelar, P. T., Adams, A. J., & Leko, C. D. (2014). How can teacher education improve 
effective inclusive schools? Handbook of effective inclusive schools: Research 
and practice, 55-66. 

Skrtic, T.M. (1993). The crisis in special education knowledge: A perspective on 
perspective.  In E.L. Meyen, G.A. Vergason, & R.J. Whelan (Eds.), Challenges 
facing special education (pp. 165-192). Denver, CO: Love.  

Tews, L., & Lupart, J. (2008). Students with disabilities' perspectives of the role and 
impact of paraprofessionals in inclusive education settings. Journal of Policy 
and Practice in Intellectual Disabilities, 5(1), 39-46. 

Tschannen-Moran, M. (2014). Trust matters: Leadership for successful schools. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  

Whitburn, B. (2013). The Dissection of Paraprofessional Support in Inclusive 
Education: ‘You’re in Mainstream with a Chaperone’. Australasian Journal of 
Special Education, 37(2), 147-161. 

 
 
 
Copyright SWIFT Education Center, 2017	


