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Abstract 

At a large school system in the northwestern United States, students who received 

specially designed instruction services at the middle school study site were not always 

included with nondisabled peers in general education classes to the extent possible. The 

theoretical framework guiding this study was Vygotsky’s social constructivist paradigm, 

which says shared experiences shape people. Using a mixed methods, nonexperimental 

research design, data were collected using a concurrent, embedded strategy using a pre- 

and posttreatment online survey with 17 teacher-participants for the pretreatment survey 

and 11 participants for the posttreatment survey. The treatment in this study was a 

district-approved professional development provided through a YouTube linked 

slideshow, offered to staff at the study site. Follow-up face-to-face, semistructured 

interviews were conducted with eight teachers. Seven main themes emerged: (a) 

implementing inclusion seems too big to some educators, (b) most participants felt more 

knowledgeable about inclusion after viewing the presentation, (c) some participants did 

not feel knowledgeable enough to implement inclusive changes, (d) participants felt 

educators need training about inclusion, (e) inclusion is an issue of civil rights, (f) 

educators are open to dialogue about inclusion, and (g) resources are needed to increase 

and improve inclusion. Positive social change may occur through informed 

administrators and educators supporting students with disabilities to attend fewer 

segregated classrooms improving their educational opportunities and career choices 

leading to improved future outcomes. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

The purpose of this mixed methods, nonexperimental research study was to look 

at the effect of staff development related to the federal and state laws for providing 

inclusion on perceptions of administrators and teachers regarding the inclusion of 

students with specially designed instruction needs in general education settings. This 

study was important to conduct because federal and state laws require students who 

receive specially designed instruction services in public education settings to be served in 

the least restrictive environment possible; however, it was unclear whether administrators 

and educators in these school settings were fully aware of what the law requires.  

This study looked at the history of inclusion as the law has changed to improve 

education outcomes for public school students. Through this study I also examined 

statistics related to the study site. The study used a mixed methods approach, looking at 

quantitative and qualitative information concurrently collected in an online survey to gain 

a better picture of the study site. Surveys were given before and after a professional 

development, provided on YouTube due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The professional 

development provided viewers with federal and state law on inclusion in public schools 

nationally and in the study state. Eight participants volunteered to participate in 

additional face-to-face interviews at the end of the study. Implications for potential 

positive social change include more knowledgeable public educators and administrators 

as well as greater opportunities for students with disabilities to participate with their 

nondisabled peers in inclusive settings, accessing all that their peers have access to.  
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Background 

Thanks to civil rights legislation, students once overlooked as unteachable now 

have legal access to public education settings like their nondisabled peers (Hill & Taylor, 

2022). Special education students now have the right to a free and appropriate public 

education (FAPE; 20 U.S.C. §1401[9]), provided in the least restrictive environment 

(LRE), an environment deemed appropriate based on each individual student’s needs 

(Wilson et al., 2020). The section of the U.S. code that describes LRE states,  

To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children 

in public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children 

who are not disabled, and special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of 

children with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only 

when the nature or severity of the disability of a child is such that education in 

regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be 

achieved satisfactorily. (20 U.S.C. §1412[a][5]) 

A common term used to describe students attending class in the LRE is inclusion, which 

refers to students who receive special education services during all or part of their school 

day and have access to educational opportunities in the LRE. Educational opportunities 

include both students with disabilities and students without disabilities. Inclusion 

provides access and educational opportunities to students who receive specially designed 

instruction services. The extent to which a student is included is as individual as the 

student and is based on each student’s needs as determined by an evaluation (20 U.S.C. 
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§1412[a][5]). The student’s individual education plan (IEP) is written based on the 

evaluation and serves the individual needs of the student. These needs include needs such 

as academic needs as well as social/emotional and behavioral needs.  

Special education law has evolved over time. In 1975 the Education of 

Handicapped Children Act was passed, which is now titled the Individuals with 

Disabilities Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004), which is a more comprehensive law that 

helps educators in public schools determine how to best serve students with disabilities. 

However, many students who have special education needs still do not fully receive 

access to inclusive teaching as much as possible (LaNear & Fraturra, 2007; Matthies, 

2019; Powell, 2016). Many students still are not being included because many 

stakeholders do not fully support inclusion (Ain, 2018). But if this is the case, these 

special education students will have their civil rights in jeopardy, as students with the 

most profound disabilities have the right to an education in the LRE (Ain, 2018; LaNear 

& Fraturra, 2007). 

Problem Statement 

Students who receive specially designed instruction services in public schools 

have the right to attend classes based on their needs, not based on the needs of those who 

teach them. A problem existed regarding the inclusion of students who receive special 

education services at one suburban middle school in the northwestern United States. 

These students had documented disabilities, ranging in categories from attention deficit 

disorder (ADD) to students with severe and profound disabilities. These students all had 
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IEPs (§300.320; P.L. 108-446, Part B) that helped determined how they were served. If a 

student lags behind their nondisabled peers academically, they may receive extra 

instructional support to help bridge the divide toward academic standard. Some of this 

additional instruction may be provided in a more restrictive classroom, in the general 

education setting, or through pull-out sessions where a student may work 1:1 with a 

specialist. In the case of students with more severe disabilities, instruction may take the 

form of educating a student in essential life skills such as self-care, nutrition, or how to 

access public transportation. All specially designed instruction services are provided in 

the hopes of improving self-sufficiency and quality of life (Alesech, 2020). For example, 

a student who struggles in social/emotional and/or behavioral skills may have an IEP that 

includes goals related to successful participation in age appropriate social and academic 

interactions, something that general education classroom access with nondisabled peers 

can facilitate (Gruben, 2019; Tankersley & Cook, 2007; Watson, 2019). This could allow 

a student to access new curriculum without the expectation that the student would 

complete all of the required components expected of nondisabled peers, with the 

understanding that the student may require some accommodations for social behavior 

(Hart et al., 2011, as cited in Merrill, 2020). 

The study site serves Grades 6 through 8 and is considered a middle school. At 

the end of the 2017 academic year (AY), the school study site listed 70 students as 

receiving specially designed instruction services during the school day. When this study 

was conducted, in the 2020 AY, there were three types of placements for these students: 
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(a) learning center (LC), (b) mid-level contained learning center (CLC), and (c) mid-level 

contained learning center/positive behavior support (CLC/PBS). The LC was designed 

for students who were in the general education classroom for most of their day, with 

some support. The mid-level CLC supported students with intense needs. The CLC that 

served students who needed positive behavior support served students who required a 

great deal of support in both general and special education settings. Some of the students 

in this population returned to the CLC classroom during general education classes when 

they (or a staff member) felt they needed a break. After a break, students could return to 

the inclusive setting to continue learning with their non-disabled peers. Table 1 provides 

a breakdown of students being served in each setting at the study site and the percentage 

that these students were being served in the least restrictive general education setting in 

the 2019-2020 AY.  

Table 1 

Percentage of the Day Students Were Served in General Education at the Study Site 

Setting Total Student Number Served 100% 83% 67% 
Learning Center 57 2 36 10 
Mid-Level Contained Learning center  7  0     1 0 
Mid-Level Contained Learning 
Center-Social/Emotional, Positive 
Behavior Support  

6 0  2 1 

Setting Total Student Number Served 50% 33% 17% 
Learning Center 57 8 0 1 
Mid-Level Contained Learning center  7  0 1 5 
Mid-Level Contained Learning 
Center-Social/Emotional, Positive 
Behavior Support  

6 2  0 0 

Setting Total Student Number Served 0%   
Learning Center  57 2   
Mid-Level Contained Learning center  7 0   
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Mid-Level Contained Learning 
Center-Social/Emotional, Positive 
Behavior Support  

6 1   

 

In 2017 AY, the school grade report indicated that of all LC students, two 

attended no general education classes. According to the district grade report for 2017, the 

mid-level CLC for positive behavior support had one student in the least restrictive 

setting for 0% of the day, which means this student never attended a general education 

class during the school day. Some reasons a student might not attend general education 

classes with nondisabled peers include severe anxiety and/or behavior that would disrupt 

the learning of other students.  

The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Special Education Programs 

(2010) reported that, as of 2010, “57% of students with disabilities are in general 

education classrooms for 80% or more of their school day” (p. 11). However, federal 

reporting is unclear (Lipsky, 2005, p. 158). In the study state, “fewer than six in ten 

students with disabilities spend their day in general education settings—the eighth-lowest 

rate in the country” (Heyward, 2020, p. 1). At the study site, only one CLC student was 

included in general education classes 100%. In the LC setting, the setting where students 

require the least level of support, 30 of the 78 students served were in general education 

for 83% of the day. Students in the mid-level setting were served 50% or less of their day 

in general education classrooms. Students in the mid-level setting for positive behavior 

support, students with social/emotional and behavioral disabilities, were predominantly 

served in that setting 50% of their day. When sent to general education settings, students 
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with these types of disabilities were often sent back to the positive behavior support  

classroom by general educators because teachers felt these students were not able to 

participate successfully due to behavior concerns. The mid-level CLC teacher at the study 

site at the time of this report had two students (33%) participating in general education 

science classes. 

Federal law, while setting guidelines for the inclusion of students, uses 

terminology that is, according to the research, ambiguous (Yell, 2017), providing 

administrators and classroom teachers with only an idea of the intent of the law. While 

the federal law requires inclusion in the LRE possible for each student, decisions on how 

to include and when to exclude students is made at the building level in each school in 

the school district where the study was conducted. School teams making placement 

decisions need to be aware of LRE legislation to determine whether the placement 

decisions made for individual students meet all requirements outlined by the federal law 

(Kurth, et al., 2019). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this mixed methods, nonexperimental research study was to look 

at the effect of staff development related to the federal and state laws for providing 

inclusion on perceptions of administrators and teachers regarding the inclusion of 

students with specially designed instruction needs in general education settings. The 

study participants, 17 on the initial survey, 11 on the final survey, and eight who 

volunteered for face-to face follow-up interviews, were administrators and teachers in a 
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middle school in a large, suburban school district in the northwestern United States. 

Students who receive specially designed instruction services at the study site are not 

always included in general education classes at the level possible. Students could be more 

fully included in ways that include the integration of where they are seated in the general 

education classroom to how they are included during classes, such as in group work, 

being called on, and/or encouraged to participate. In the case of some students who have 

been previously excluded, being given the opportunity to attend general education 

courses for the social benefits might also be possible. At the study site, some students 

with IEPs attend all or almost all general education classes because this is what their 

families prefer for these students. Teams using the LRE legislation as a guide can work 

toward inclusion of these students.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The purpose of this mixed methods, nonexperimental research study was to look 

at the effect of staff development related to the federal and state laws for providing 

inclusion on perceptions of administrators and teachers regarding the inclusion of 

students with specially designed instruction needs in general education settings. The 

quantitative question I wanted to answer was whether providing with professional 

development (independent variable) on inclusion law and inclusive best practices, would 

create a change in the perceptions (dependent variable) of administrators and teachers 

regarding inclusion. The qualitative question I hoped to answer was about how 

perceptions of administrators and educators changed following professional development 
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related to federal law requirements for inclusion.  

I used hypothesis testing to predicted whether there would be a positive change in 

the perceptions and attitudes of administrators and teachers after they were provided a 

professional development that explained federal and state requirements for providing 

inclusion in public school settings (Burdess, 2010; Gravetter & Wallnau, 2008). Testing 

was done by collecting both quantitative and qualitative results simultaneously, with 

questions pertaining to both data collection methods included within the same survey 

instrument, administered before and after a professional development. The study 

incorporated a directional or one-tailed hypothesis test, with a goal of ascertaining 

whether perceptions and attitudes about inclusion could be changed (if indeed there were 

negative perceptions) when participants were provided with professional development 

related to inclusion law and best practices for inclusion (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2008).  

Theoretical Foundation 

Theories that Informed the Formulation of the Problem to be Studied 

A theoretical framework guides the study based on an existing theory (Mensah et 

al., 2020). I chose to look at my research through the lenses of theory related to social 

justice and social constructivist learning theory. These theories guided my conceptual 

framework because inclusion is listed in federal law as a student’s right. Regardless of 

disability, all public education students have the right to a free and appropriate education 

in the least restrictive setting. Social constructivist theory maps a way to provide 

inclusion equitably. Using this theory, I could address the why of inclusion and how to 
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provide equitable inclusion.  

The Social Justice Learning Theory Lens 

There are two definitions or inclusion, one placement based and one driven by 

equity (Sailor, 2017). The first definition considers where a student is provided education 

and considers the issues arising from the placement in general education such as 

additional costs, disruption, and disabled students missing the specially designed 

instruction they may need. The second definition, driven by equity, moves toward a 

school systems change model as it includes all students and is thus more equitable for all 

students (Sailor, 2017). This social justice approach is equitable as it includes all students 

rather than sorting students based on labeling. Taking the time to reframe inclusion 

around equity and changing school structure through models such as multi-tiered systems 

of support (MTSS) works to change the school as a whole and addresses how students are 

taught more equitably (Giangreco & Suter, 2015; Sailor, 2017). When MTSS is used, 

along with universal design for learning (UDL) methods that look at instruction from an 

equity for all students’ perspective, inclusion can be successfully implemented and 

benefit all students (Nelson, 2014; Sailor, 2017). MTSS requires planning and re-thinking 

how instruction is delivered and how space and resources are used (Sailor, 2017; 

Wakeman et al., 2011). Moving toward an equity-based model, using MTSS, UDL, and 

better teacher prep, all students can be included in a way that offers socially just 

education and improved outcomes for all students (Burrello et al., 2013; Sailor, 2014, 

2017). 
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The Social Constructivist Theory Lens 

Constructivism indicates that there are multiple realities based on individuals’ 

constructed meaning (Nicholson & Cleland, 2015). Each administrator and teacher 

approach their work from their own reality, what they have experienced, and how this has 

shaped their perceptions and attitudes. These perceptions and attitudes about inclusion are 

directly tied to outcomes for students in their classrooms (Santoli et al., 2008; Savolainen 

et al., 2020). Some teachers, including special educators, doubt that students who have 

specially designed instruction needs could access the curriculum presented in many 

classrooms (Cook & Tankersley, 2007; Gaad & Khan, 2009; Santoli et al., 2008). Other 

teachers feel the issue of inclusion is a student-driven problem and that students simply 

need to adjust to the teacher’s way of teaching. This attitude could have a negative impact 

on students who were included in their classrooms and how successful these students 

were (Carter et al., 2009; VanCleef, 2019). Looking through the lens of social justice, not 

including students with disabilities in the general education setting prevents them from 

the necessary social construction of meaning they need as they learn (Nicholson & 

Cleland, 2015). Looking at learning as a social process, the context in which one learns is 

part of the driver of the learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). If a student is learning only in a 

setting where the members of the learning community shared a disability identifier, their 

learning would not be diverse (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Participating in a community of 

learning creates membership in that community when educational opportunities are 

enhanced by creating socially constructed inclusion (Nicholson & Cleland, 2015).  
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Conceptual Framework 

Key Concepts and Variables  

A conceptual framework covers the main topics that are studied and provides a 

lens to view the topics (Hughes et al., 2019). The key variables I looked at in my research 

were administrator and teacher perceptions on inclusion. The concept I was considering 

was whether these perceptions could be influenced by learning more about the federal 

and state laws related to inclusion. The conceptual framework for this study came from 

an analysis of the body of research supporting inclusion, the body of research related to 

inclusion and leadership for inclusion, research that demonstrated how professional 

development could improve outcomes for successful inclusion, and research on the law 

and inclusion. This framework was appropriate to this study as it sought to answer the 

question of whether perceptions and attitudes can be changed when legal requirements 

for providing inclusion are presented. Teachers’ experiences with inclusion vary widely 

(Berry, 2010). Further, teachers who understand the roadblocks on the path to inclusion 

feel better prepared for inclusion (Kight, 2008). Building on this preparation, teachers 

with inclusion experience were more willing to include students and had more positive 

perceptions about the feasibility of inclusion (Avramidis & Kalyva, 2007; Kuyini & 

Desai, 2008; Savolainen et. al., 2020).  

Nature of the Study 

Research has already been conducted on the effect of professional development 

on the attitudes and perceptions of administrators and how essential it is for 
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administrators to understand inclusion (Aksu & Taşçı 2020; Avramidis, & Kalyva, 2007, 

as cited in Aksu & Taşçı 2020 ; Aysegul, et al. 2021); however, I was unable to locate 

any research about how the addition of information about legal requirements on inclusion 

provided to administrators and certified teachers impacts attitudes and perceptions on 

inclusion. Therefore, a mixed-method nonexperimental research design was employed to 

answer the research questions. For the quantitative portion of this study, a comparison 

question (Creswell, 2009) was used to answer the question that when provided with 

professional development (independent variable) on the inclusion law and inclusive best 

practices, was there a positive change in the perceptions (dependent variable) of 

administrators and teachers regarding inclusion. Additionally, the qualitative question 

this study sought to answer was how the perceptions of administrators and educators 

change following professional development related to inclusion on federal and state law 

requirements. 

For both quantitative and qualitative questions, this study used one survey 

instrument, pre- and post-treatment. The treatment in this study was a district approved 

professional development, provided through a YouTube linked slideshow, offered to 

certificated staff at the study site. The professional development provided information on 

the legal requirements, both state and federal, outlined for the provision of inclusion to 

students in public schools. 

Definitions 

There are many terms associated with education and special education including a 
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large number are acronyms. To make matters more difficult, school districts across the 

United States often use their own terminology as well, which complicates identifying 

common categories. Terms related to this study are included in this chapter to make this 

topic more transparent to those who are unfamiliar with the language used in special 

education service provision. Some of the definitions relate to federal language while 

others are specific to my district. 

Behavior intervention plan (BIP): BIP (§ 300.530(f)(1)(ii), 2004), also called a 

positive behavior intervention plan (PBIP), is derived from a functional behavior 

assessment and can be instrumental in helping a student remain in attendance in an 

inclusive setting. The plan is set in place to support the student and extinguish the 

undesirable behavior and/or to reinforce a positive behavior.  

Certificated employee: Defined by the state as one “who provides academically-

focused instruction to students and holds one or more of the certificates pursuant to WAC 

181-79A-140 (1) through (3) and (6)(a) through (e) and (g)”. These certificates include 

(a) residency, (b) professional, (c) continuing, and (d) standard teaching certificates. 

When this study refers to certificated employees, these include principals, assistant 

principals, teachers in the classroom, teachers on special assignment (TOSA), counselors, 

speech/language pathologists, and occupational/physical therapists. This list is not 

exhaustive; however, it serves to better define the term certificated as it applies to this 

state in the Pacific Northwest. 

Contained learning center (CLC): The mid-Level CLC at the study site is for 
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students who need more academic and sometimes, social/emotional support. They receive 

more support in general education classes and attend contained learning classes where a 

special educator and staff work on any area of specially designed instruction the student 

needs. 

Due process: Due process ensures that all citizens have the right to move through 

appropriate legal procedures before decisions are made by the government on their 

behalf. The section of the Constitution that covers this is the 14th amendment, which 

states: “[N]or shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due 

process of law” (U.S. Const. amend. IV§1).  

Eligibility to receive specially designed instruction: Students who are determined 

to be eligible for specially designed instruction services are those students who have a 

documented disability that prevents them from adequate success in the general education 

setting. When this is determined, an IEP (§300.320; P.L. 108-446, Part B) is written. 

Under federal law, a student who has an IEP is guaranteed a free and appropriate public 

education in the least restrictive environment. 

Functional behavior assessment (FBA): When a student’s behavior impedes 

academic progress and hinders the learning of others, a FBA (§ 300.530(d)(1)(ii), 2004) 

is a method used to determine the purpose of the behavior. An FBA helps determine what 

a student’s behavior is communicating. This can look at all relevant factors that might be 

contributing to a behavior and help a team plan the best interventions for this student 

(Kestner et al., 2018). Student behavior drives decisions about where students receive 
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their instruction (CFR § 300.320, 2004). 

Least restrictive environment (LRE): Under federal law, a student who has an IEP 

is guaranteed a free and appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment 

possible. 

Multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS): Described as a “continuum of system-

wide resources, strategies, structures, and practices to offer a comprehensive and 

responsive framework for systemically addressing barriers to student learning” (Averill et 

al., 2011, p. 1). This system provides levels or tiers of support, based on individual 

student need. For example, a Tier 1 student would need many more supports in place for 

successful learning than a Tier 4 student would need. 

Specially designed instruction (SDI): SDI (§ 300.A.300. (39)(b)(3), 2004), also 

known as special education services, is explicit instruction provided to students on IEPs 

by special educators and related service providers to students based on identified deficit 

areas for which they qualify to receive services (CFR § 300.39, 2004). According to the 

law, all students in public schools have the right to an inclusive education (Combs, et al., 

2010; Fish, 2018). 

Universal design for learning (UDL): Coined by Ronald Mace in the 1970s to 

refer to “the design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the 

greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design” (Al-

Azawei, 2016, p. 41). UDL embraces the ideas of systems change, to benefit all, 

reinventing spaces using resources on hand to create a more equitable environment. 
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Appendix C: Face-to-Face Follow-Up Questions 

 
1. After being presented information on our legal requirement for providing 
inclusion, do you  
    believe our school is providing inclusion well and could you please explain 
why you think this   
    way? 
 
2. After being presented the information in the staff meeting, do you think you are 
more  
     knowledgeable about what inclusion is? 
 
2. How have your experiences as a/an ______________________________ 
influenced your   
    thinking about inclusion in the general education classroom? 
 
3. Where would you see room for improvement in how we provide inclusion in 
our school? 
 
4. After being presented information on our legal requirement for providing 
inclusion, do you think you will: 
 

o Change the way you provide inclusion in your classroom 
o Seek to change the way we provide inclusion in our school. 
o Continue as previously 
o Unsure 

 
5. Could you please elaborate? 
 
6. What do you perceive to be the biggest hindrances to providing inclusion in our 
school? In  
    general? 
 
7. Is there anything you would like to add? 

 
 

 

 


