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The central research question for this study was the following: What is the experience of families who
move to seek inclusive opportunities for their children? Our sampling frame contained mothers and fa-
thers of students with disabilities who had moved from one school district to another and, in some cases,
from one county or one state to another, to find improved educational opportunities for their child.
Data collection consisted of interviews and largely focused on storytelling. Findings indicated that fam-
ilies had faced a range of obstacles, including educational segregation, inappropriate curriculum, lack
of appropriate supports and services (e.g., individualized programming), and social rejection. Making
the decision to move had been challenging for all participants and was characterized by feelings of quilt
(for not staying to fight the system), desire to end the personal and professional struggle with the dis-
trict, and doubts about being able to create change in their current placement. Finally, in assessing their
moves, the families experienced both frustration and relief. Although all of the families found that their
children initially landed in placements they deemed more appropriate, desirable, and, of course, in-
clusive, several were also disappointed to face more struggles related to inclusive education in the years
following their move. We offer considerations for promoting inclusive education and for supporting the
families of students with disabilities in their quest for a quality education for their children.

U.S. public policy on the education of students with disabili-
ties, as defined by federal law, espouses a presumption of in-
clusion. Specifically, federal regulations provide

(1) that to the maximum extent appropriate, chil-
dren with disabilities, including children in public
or private institutions or other care facilities, are ed-
ucated with children who are not disabled; (2) that
special classes, separate schooling, or other removal
of children with disabilities from the regular educa-
tional environment occur only if the nature or
severity of the disability is such that education in
regular classes with the use of supplementary aids

and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily. (In-
dividuals With Disabilities Education Act [IDEA]
of 1990, § 612[a][5])

Furthermore, if families and students object to particu-
lar service decisions, including placement outside the general
education classroom, the law guarantees them due process
rights, including access to an impartial fair hearing and, fail-
ing a satisfactory determination, the right to pursue a remedy
in the courts. This article focuses on families who have not
been satisfied with their children’s education despite these
rights and safeguards. We examined the experiences of fami-
lies who sought to have their children with disabilities in-
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cluded in classrooms with children without disabilities and
who, having not received full access to inclusion, moved to
other schools and school districts.

It has long been recognized that schools, school districts,
and states have unevenly implemented the federal law guaran-
teeing students with disabilities a presumption of inclusion.
For example, in a study of educational practices related to
schooling children with Down syndrome in one region of one
state, Kliewer (1998) found widely divergent practices within
given schools (i.e., from classroom to classroom) and between
particular schools in a given district and across districts. In some
schools, children with Down syndrome were routinely treated
as nonliterate and were not given access to academic curricula,
whereas in another school, all children with disabilities were
given access to classrooms with nondisabled peers and were
supported to participate in the curriculum. And in some
schools, access to inclusive classrooms was highly tentative and
dependent on the student’s ability to fit into a classroom for
which adjustments had not been fashioned to support inclu-
sion. Similarly, Biklen (1988) found in his examination of
placement decisions across the United States that some states
are 40 times more likely than other states to segregate students
with multiple disabilities in disabled-only schools. He con-
cluded, based on these data as well as other information on
placement decisions involving students with disabilities, that
“place of residence, for example, whether students live in
Maryland or in Nebraska, determines whether or not they will
attend regular or special schools” (p. 133).

Although federal policy fostering safeguards to ensure
maximum inclusion of students with disabilities in educa-
tional settings with their nondisabled peers passed Congress in
1975 (Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975),
implementation of the law has been slow and erratic. Just as
Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court’s 1954 deci-
sion concerning racial segregation/integration, did not lead to
rapid desegregation and concomitant racial integration of
schools, local practice regarding school inclusion of students
with disabilities is remarkably inconsistent 30 years after pas-
sage of the legal mandate.

Although the percentage of students with disabilities
placed in K—12 general education classrooms for at least 80%
of the day increased between 1988/1989 and 1998/1999, the size
of the increase varied significantly across disability labels. The
largest increase occurred among students with specific learn-
ing disabilities, from 20% to 45%. Only 12% to 14% of deaf-
blind students increased their time in general education. The
smallest increase occurred among students with multiple dis-
abilities: Students with this label moved from 7% to 11% in-
clusion (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002).

The National Council on Disability (2000) released similar
findings in its independent report Back to School on Civil
Rights. The Council found that every state was out of compli-
ance with IDEA requirements and that U.S. officials were not
forcing compliance. Investigators found that children with dis-
abilities are often taught in segregated classrooms and that in

many cases, schools were not following regulations meant to
protect students from discrimination.

The Research Problem

What, then, do the families of students with disabilities do
when their children are not given access to inclusive schooling?
Clearly, not all parents are equally positioned to avail them-
selves of legal safeguards; some families predictably do not re-
alize they have rights and a voice in their children’s education.
Other parents of students with disabilities may desire a more
inclusive experience for their son or daughter but lack the re-
sources or means to resist the school district’s actions. Some
families may join parent advocacy groups and seek systemic
change within a school, district, or state. Still others try to fight
the school system over the single situation affecting their own
child; in these cases, the parties may end up in a mediation
hearing or in court, or, if they are fortunate, they may come to
a mutually acceptable agreement. Historically, many families
who have challenged their children’s placement have been suc-
cessful in landing a favorable judgment. Because a lawsuit can
take months and even years to settle, however, many families
end up compromising on their request (e.g., acceding to more
separate schooling than they want).

In this study, we explored another way families may react
when their children are placed in a special class and given ser-
vices they deem inappropriate. We examined the decisions
families made to move across districts, towns, or even states to
secure a more appropriate and inclusive education for their
children with disabilities. The central research question for
this study was “What is the experience of families who move to
seek inclusive opportunities for their children?” We explored
why families moved to seek inclusive schooling for their chil-
dren, how they made such an important and difficult decision,
what factors they considered when making the decision to
move, what outcomes they experienced as a result of their
move, and their reflections afterward.

Method

In this study, we used the stories and experiences of 12 parents
of students with disabilities to examine the phenomenon of
families moving across school districts, between districts,
across town, or even across the country in search of appropri-
ate educational opportunities for their children. Specifically,
through interviews, we asked participants to share thoughts,
feelings, and intentions and asked them to interpret their
experiences for us. Although some of this inquiry was con-
cerned with description, our goal was to gather data that
would allow us to interpret what we have observed to be a na-
tional phenomenon of families moving to secure inclusive
schooling. We have no way of knowing the prevalence of this
moving-for-schooling practice, but given the ease with which
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we secured participants for the study, it appears to be an un-
spoken yet well-recognized phenomenon.

Participants and Selection Strategies

Our sampling frame consisted of mothers and fathers of stu-
dents with disabilities who had moved from one school district
to another or, in some cases, from one county or one state to
another, to find improved educational opportunities for their
children. We specifically focused on the families of students
with more significant disabilities (see Note), such as Down
syndrome, autism, and multiple disabilities (see Table 1 for a
list of participants). We also selected only those families who
had moved primarily to make a change in their children’s ed-
ucation. That is, this study did not include families who
wanted to move for economic, professional, or social reasons
and then considered different school districts as one factor in
where they would buy or rent a home.

Conveying up front that we were seeking participants
who wanted a forum for their voices, we selected the partici-
pants through a networking or snowball approach (Glesne &
Peshkin, 1992). We contacted trusted colleagues and acquain-
tances, including four individuals who worked closely with
parent advocacy groups, for participant recommendations. We
also asked initial participants for reccommendations. Those in-
terviewed had moved to or from one of eight different states:
California, Florida, Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, New York, New

Hampshire, or Virginia. Six of the participants had moved to
different districts within their home states. Three of the par-
ticipants had moved across state lines. Three of the families in-
terviewed had moved twice to seek inclusive experiences for
their children. The children ranged in age from 3 to 17 at the
time of their family’s move(s).

Interviews

Data collection consisted of interviews with our participants
designed to elicit their experiences, feelings, and perceptions.
Interviews took place face to face in the homes of the families
or over the phone with an audiorecording device. Interview
sessions lasted anywhere from 1 to 3 hours. We used a proto-
col primarily as a topic guide and structured all interviews as
an open dialogue or conversation. The interviews covered
three primary topics: how a decision to move had been made,
the moving experience, and the aftermath of the move.

The interviews were largely structured around story-
telling (Connelly & Clandinin, 2004). When appropriate, we
asked all participants to share memories of different experi-
ences related to the topic. We encouraged participants to lead
the interviews into issues or topics that they felt were impor-
tant and to share any experiences they viewed as relevant. Sam-
ple questions included “How did you make the decision to
move?”, “How did you choose the new school?”, and “What is
your advice for other families who might be considering a sim-

TABLE 1
Characteristics of Study Participants

Total no. No. moves related
children in to inclusive
Participant Parent occupations® Child Child disability label ~ Child age® family* schooling
Sara & Dean Sara: homemaker Lisa Multiple disabilities/ 9 2 1
Dean: accountant cognitive disability
Bette Attorney Jon Multiple disabilities 4 2 1
Maura Kitchen designer Carley Mental retardation 12 2 1
Tammy Homemaker Anna Down syndrome 7 2 1
Wendy Education Michael Autism 11,17 1 2
paraprofessional
Darcy Education Cindy Down syndrome 7 1 1
paraprofessional
Jay & Lynne Jay: human service Eve Down syndrome 3 1 1
professional
Lynne: human service
professional
Minna Homemaker Jalil Autism 3 1 1
Isabel Homemaker Donald Autism 6,13 2 2
Colleen Physician Charlie Multiple disabilities 7,11 2 2

2At time of move(s).
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ilar move?” With the permission of participants, we recorded
and transcribed all of the interviews. We interviewed all par-
ticipants at least once and 2 participants twice. We collected
most of the data over a period of 11 months and ceased once
we failed to mine new themes and categories from the data
(Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). In other words, we no longer col-
lected data once themes and categories began repeating them-
selves over a sustained period of time.

Data Analysis

Three of us conducted the interviews, and all four of us par-
ticipated in the data analysis. Initially, Paula Kluth analyzed all
data inductively using categorical coding (Bogdan & Biklen,
1992). She read and reread the transcripts to identify sections
that were salient to the research problem. She ensured her fa-
miliarity with the data by (a) participating in data collection,
(b) reviewing all transcripts conducted by all team members,
and (c) maintaining ongoing contact with research team
members.

Coding. First, Paula Kluth read transcripts of interviews
and marked them by hand using approximately 30 different
codes consisting of words or phrases descriptive of text con-
tent (e.g., feelings of rejection, moving is a financial burden).
She highlighted particularly descriptive passages and main-
tained separate notes on themes emerging from these more de-
tailed sections.

She then organized the data into patterns, themes, and
categories. She began to try out the initial themes by rereading
transcripts and discussing them with the research team. This
sorting and rearranging continued until distinct patterns
emerged (Creswell, 1994; Maxwell, 1996). During this process,
many of the original categories were renamed, new categories
emerged, and categories with similar themes and properties
were collapsed into one broader category. Finally, she asked the
research team to reread all of the transcriptions of the inter-
views and review the codes. She again made changes to the codes
based on feedback from the team. The research team shared
and discussed coding and ideas for reporting the findings.

Trustworthiness. The open-ended nature of the inter-
views allowed stories, personal accounts, and memories to
flow naturally without the researcher unduly shaping the con-
tent of responses by influencing the interviewee with particu-
lar questions or ideas (Reinharz, 1992). We took care to let the
participants dictate the form for the interviews. Therefore,
talking about two topics at once or skipping back and forth
from one part of the narrative to another was allowed and en-
couraged as long as it helped the participants share their expe-
riences.

Member checks, or the solicitation of feedback about
data and analysis from participants (Maxwell, 1996), increased
the trustworthiness of our study. We shared transcripts of in-
terviews with participants for the purpose of accuracy, clarifi-

cation, and collaborative analysis. We also reminded partici-
pants to contact us at any point after their interview if they
wanted to add reflections or ideas in retrospect.

Finally, we addressed issues of trustworthiness (Merriam,
1998) through collaboration amongst ourselves. We consid-
ered the validity of the study with reference to Patton’s (2002)
assertion that “validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated
from qualitative inquiry have more to do with the ... capabil-
ities of the researcher than the sample size” (p. 245). All of us
have functioned as consultants and/or teachers in inclusive
classrooms and are very familiar with the language and prac-
tices of K-12 schools. In addition, we are knowledgeable and
competent in the area of qualitative inquiry; Doug Biklen reg-
ularly teaches courses on qualitative research, Paula Kluth is
an experienced qualitative researcher and university profes-
sor, and Pat English-Sand and David Smukler are graduate
students with qualitative study experience. David Smukler is
also a parent who moved to find an inclusive program for his
child.

Findings

We conducted every interview as an open dialogue by asking
for the story of the family’s decision to move and its subse-
quent experiences. We prompted participants to share their
stories in chronological fashion (e.g., why the family consid-
ered moving, how the decision was finally made). We have
therefore organized findings into three categories that illus-
trate this chronology: facing obstacles and unacceptable op-
tions, deciding to leave, and assessing the move.

Facing Obstacles and Unacceptable Options

Before moving, families had faced a range of obstacles, includ-
ing educational segregation, inappropriate curricula, lack of
appropriate supports and services (e.g., individualized pro-
gramming), and social rejection. Every family, however, had
struggled with the decision to move. Some had taken years to
make a decision, whereas others had decided within weeks of
facing a major educational obstacle. All of the study partici-
pants had begun thinking about moving when their children’s
school presented them with a placement, services, or options
that they deemed unacceptable in some way.

Maura, for instance, had become uncomfortable with her
daughter’s program when she and her husband were informed
that Carley would not receive an education in an inclusive
classroom and that she would be bused to a school miles from
the family home. This option was unacceptable to the family
for many reasons, not only because the placement was segre-
gated but also because it took Carley out of her community:

Well, I don’t think anybody wants to have their kid
sent to a school that’s five neighborhoods, you know,
25, 45 minutes away. And that’s what happened
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[when] we were there. [The county] had centers and
[because of her attendance at these centers], no-
body knew Carley in our own neighborhood.

To these parents, the centers were a form of banishment.

Jay and Lynne had felt that location within the school was
also an issue of contention. In their district, students with sig-
nificant disabilities had not only been segregated from stu-
dents without disabilities but were often educated in rooms far
away from same-age peers: “They were in basements, without
windows.” In addition, these parents claimed that inclusion in
their neighborhood school had been “the bare minimum”and
that students would “stay in [the basement room] for most of
the day”

Several participants reported that in addition to their
children being denied an inclusive education, the children’s
educational needs simply had not been met. Specifically, fam-
ilies felt their children had not been respected as learners. Is-
abel shared that she had not only been unsuccessful in getting
her son into an inclusive classroom, but she had also struggled
to convince her son’s educators to provide him with challeng-
ing and motivating instruction. She described her son’s pre-
school program as having been segregated, educationally
barren, and inappropriate. Instead of being a typical preschool
curriculum of counting and learning the alphabet, her son’s
program had been centered on compliance:

So we went to this [segregated center] and they had
these goals that were sort of ridiculous at that point.
It was “in seat behavior for 20 minutes” and, um, he
was just two-and-a-half years old ... and “eye con-
tact on demand,” so every time he would give eye
contact he would get an M&M.

This family, therefore, had had to cope with not only a
segregated placement, but also with a curriculum that seemed
irrelevant and even possibly damaging to the child.

This theme of inappropriate curriculum and instruction
was common across participants. All of the families interviewed
expressed concern over their children’s limited exposure to in-
teresting and complex educational experiences. Many were
concerned about a focus on instruction that was inappropri-
ate for a student’s age and experience (e.g., teaching a middle
school student to identify colors) or that was focused primar-
ily on functional skill development. Families expressed con-
cerns over their children being denied access to general
education content, to literacy experiences, and to typical edu-
cational materials. As Wendy reported, her son’s teachers had
appeared more concerned with controlling student behavior
than with promoting learning. She remembered his instruc-
tional environment as having been “horrible” and recalled that
her young son had been educated with students with a wide
range of disabilities, needs, and ages (first grade through
eighth grade), and that all of the learners had followed a pre-
school curriculum. In Wendy’s description, her son’s class-

room had not been merely bereft of academic instruction; it
had been oppressive, monotonous, and almost prison-like:

One kid had been in there for three or four years, so
he was used to going in a chair that was designed for
someone with [cerebral palsy]—the table top that
snapped in. I remember walking into the building
and hearing my son screaming. And walking into
the classroom and seeing him in one of those chairs
in the corner and facing the corner, and I asked her,
I questioned the teacher, like “Why is he here?” I can
understand from her point of view, she didn’t want
him to get hurt. It was horrible. And there was no
academics stressed at all. At all. So if I requested, you
know, “He needs to learn how to read. He knows his
letters,” they would get a book, a preschool book,
and read it to him—the same book—day after day
after day after day.

But as well as reacting to the oppressiveness of her child’s
classroom, Wendy understood that a struggle for inclusion
could also be a struggle for access to academic instruction.
Many researchers have explored this struggle and have de-
scribed the problems that occur when students are seen as aca-
demically capable at home but not at school (Biklen, 1992;
Goode, 1994; Kliewer & Biklen, 2001; McMillon & Edwards,
2000; Taylor, 1991). Kliewer and Biklen (2001), in their study of
the literate lives of individuals with disabilities, shared the
story of one mother who viewed and understood her son,
Steven, as literate; she surrounded him with books, took him
on frequent trips to the library, and encouraged his academic
interests, especially his fascination with butterflies. Despite
Steven’s impressive knowledge of insects, interest in literature,
and displays of artistic creativity, the school remained focused
on “life-skill” goals such as helping him to tolerate the swim-
ming pool. They also ignored his academic abilities, telling his
mother, “Steven’s not a reader yet.”

The families in our study had often been given this same
type of information about their children. Darcy had been told
by her daughter Cindy’s first-grade teacher that Cindy was
reading at a first-grade level. Later, Darcy had been informed
by other team members that Cindy was not reading and that
she had only “preschool skills.” Similarly, Tammy remembered
a meeting focused entirely on things her daughter could not
do: “They just started going around the room saying horrible
things about Anna. ‘Well, she can’t do this, and she can’t do
that. She doesn’t even know her numbers. She doesn’t even
have a hand preference.’ I just sat there and cried.” Likewise,
Sara and Dean had struggled to get their educational team to
recognize that their daughter, Lisa, had learned the alphabet
and could recognize her name. Desperate to cultivate the skills
they saw in their daughter, Sara and Dean had pleaded for Lisa
to be given just a 15-min trial in an inclusive classroom:

We pointed out that she needs to learn self-
restraint, needs to learn how to sit at her desk and
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be quiet and not bug the other children, and if she
doesn’t like what’s going on, she needs to learn how
to control that behavior. If it’s her turn and she wants
aturn, she needs to learn turn taking, and what not.
And they just did not want to go along with any as-
pect of including her. And at one point, this was
before fourth grade, I said, “I don’t see how in lan-
guage arts and math, she can’t be put into the regu-
lar classroom, try it out for 15 minutes a day and see
how it works.” And they would not even agree to do
that. And then her program gradually moved from
some attempt at academics, like teaching the alpha-
bet and whatnot, to all jobs during the day.

Job training became the predominant school activity for
this student. Lisa moved away from working and learning next
to her same-age peers and instead began sorting different
condiments into different bins in the lunchroom and shred-
ding papers in the office.

Despite all of the hurdles faced by these families, some
had succeeded in getting their children access to general edu-
cation classrooms. In each of these cases, however, parents had
struggled to get school team members to put appropriate sup-
ports in place. Colleen was told that, in essence, she and her
husband had given up their son’s right to an individualized
curriculum when they had insisted on an inclusive placement.
After the first few weeks of kindergarten, her son was strug-
gling without curricular adaptations and supports, so she had
made an inquiry:

I said, “Where is the special education teacher? You
know, who’s helping the teacher and the aide? And
who’s helping with modifying the work, so that
Charlie can do it like has always happened at other
schools?” The principal said, “Oh no, when you
chose this school, instead of the [segregated] place-
ment that you were offered, you gave that up. You
gave up having a special education teacher.”

As we reviewed this particular account, we could not help
but compare it to the federal court’s admonishment in Oberti
v. Board of Education of the Borough of Clementon School Dis-
trict (1993), that it is not enough for school districts to place
children in general classes. The 1992/1993 case illustrated the
responsibilities schools have to provide “supplementary aids
and services” to students in inclusive classrooms. A U.S. Cir-
cuit Court ordered Raphael Oberti, a student with Down syn-
drome, to be educated in a general education classroom after
the Court determined that Raphael’s school had not supplied
him with the supports and resources he needed to be success-
ful in an inclusive classroom. The judge also ruled that appro-
priate training had not been provided for his educators and
support staff. The school was, therefore, required to make
greater efforts to educate Raphael in his classroom or explain
why they could not.

In upholding Raphael’s right to receive his education in
his neighborhood school with adequate and necessary sup-
ports, the Court placed the burden of proof for compliance
with IDEA’s inclusion requirements squarely on the school
district and the state (instead of on the family). The school had
to show why Raphael could not be educated in general educa-
tion with aids and services; his family did not have to prove
why he could. It is noteworthy that in the actual trial of this
case, the parents had provided a videotape of Raphael working
collaboratively and successfully over a several-hour Sunday
school lesson. The family, therefore, had been able to show
that, given the appropriate services and supports, Raphael
could indeed be successful in an inclusive environment.

A final reason that families were driven to find new edu-
cational homes for their children was rejection. A few of the
families had begun to entertain thoughts of moving because
they perceived (or were told) that the district, the school, the
teachers, or the school community did not want their children.
Tammy had been told that her home school did not offer in-
clusion: “They [told me that] they didn’t do inclusion here;
that it just never happened, and that they didn’t have the sup-
ports.” Tammy, however, had been so desperate for an appro-
priate and welcoming placement that she had been willing to
give up all of the services that came with a special education la-
bel. In exploring new schools for her daughter Anna, Tammy
explained this desperation to one school leader:

I said, “I don’t think I'm asking for that much. All I
want is a school that wants my daughter. That’s it. I
don’t care when she learns. I don’t care what ser-
vices. I don’t care if she doesn’t get therapy. I don’t
want anything. All I want is a school that wants my
daughter. That’s it.”

In some cases, rejection of the families was subtle; schools
would simply fail to be supportive or responsive. In other
cases, rejection was overt and personal. Isabel and her husband
had begun contemplating a change when the school staff had
circulated a petition targeting the removal of their child from
the school. Similarly, Colleen had been confronted by a general
educator who communicated that her son was not welcome in
her classroom:

And I had a series of meetings with the teacher. She
really became very hostile with me, within the first
month of school, and said, “You know, I know how
to teach. I've been teaching for 20 years. Your child
is a behavior problem, and if he will sit still and be
quiet and behave, I know how to teach him. He
doesn’t seem to be able to do that. He would be better
served somewhere else.” She was real clear with me.

The message was that the child had to fit the school; it
was not a question of how the school might transform itself to
fit the learning needs of the child.
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This same family, after months of working to secure an
inclusive placement for their son in the school, had been in-
vited to leave the district. During a contentious meeting in
which Colleen and her husband had again asked for an inclu-
sive education with appropriate supports for their son, the
principal had proposed once again that the family put their
child in a self-contained special education program. Colleen
explained that her husband had expressed his frustration and
had been met with harsh words from the school leader:

And my husband looked at her and said, “You know,
you all are damaging my son, and it doesn’t have to
be this way. We've tried to give you information.
We’re willing to hang in there and work with you all,
but you're damaging my son.” And she said, “Then
why don’t you go somewhere else?”

The search for inclusion reflected not so much a desire to
move as a feeling of having been banished. And so they pre-
pared to leave.

Deciding to Leave

Making the decision to move was challenging for all partici-
pants and was characterized by feelings of guilt (for not staying
to fight the system), desire to end the personal and professional
struggle with the district, and doubts about being able to cre-
ate change in their current placement. Some of the families
had had few questions about leaving their school or district.
Others had faced a dilemma of “fight or flee.”

Darcy, who worked as a disability advocate, shared that
she had really wanted to stay and advocate for her daughter
and others with disabilities; she disclosed that she was plagued
with guilt by her decision to leave. Darcy had, in fact, pursued
legal action against her district but felt that she and her hus-
band, Hugh, had made little progress during their due process
hearing. Darcy and Hugh represented their daughter Cindy at
the hearing because they could not afford an attorney. She de-
scribed the process as arduous and trying, and she had sensed
during the entire ordeal that they would not win and be
granted an inclusive placement for Cindy:

Everything that came out of their mouths was neg-
ative. It was just really hard. I was willing to go a few
more rounds with them. But Hugh said, “We’re not
going to win. Why are we doing this to ourselves?”
And I kept saying, “No! I want to go back in there.
want to keep fighting” But we finally just said, “It
doesn’t make much difference. We are going to
lose.” I mean, the hearing officer already told us that
we were going to lose.

David Smukler had had a similar response to the experi-
ence of fighting the system before his family had decided to
move. In his case, he prevailed in a due process hearing with

the district, winning the right for his son to be provided a sum-
mer school program. However, it was something of a hollow
victory, coming as it did in October after the contested sum-
mer session was long past.

Darcy, despite her commitment to change and social jus-
tice, felt she had had to relocate and put personal politics aside
when she perceived that her daughter and her daughter’s edu-
cation were truly suffering:

I mean, everything within me wanted to stay there
and fight. Everything! I think that is just myself and
who I am. I think we owe it to the next person to try
and make it easier. I mean, there are people before
me that made it easier. For me, to just stop is not my
nature. I think when it gets to a point where your
child’s education ... everything about ... it’s im-
pacting that ... the fact that the teachers don’t want
that child there. It’s very obvious. Your child is not
going to be able to learn in that environment.

This was an instance where being clear about public pol-
icy and about the kind of social change that would be desirable
in the school did not mean that the parents could necessarily
make a particular school or school district do what they knew
to be right.

Tammy disclosed that she had gone “back and forth” sev-
eral times before making the decision to move. In part, she felt
she should have stayed and challenged the school district. Like
Darcy, she described having “the guilt feeling” and disclosed
that she had regrets about not pushing the district harder. In
the end, however, she had had to face one significant question:
“Why stay in a school system where they don’t want your kid?”

Another family had also considered staying to fight but
felt the situation was beyond repair; Jay and Lynne had per-
ceived not only that the district would not include their child
but that they would not provide the supports necessary to ed-
ucate her. Their story was especially interesting because both
Jay and Lynne worked in the area of human services and dis-
ability even before their daughter was born and were aware
that parents could be advocates for their children and that the
law supported inclusion. They felt that pursuing inclusion
would be a “huge struggle”; knowing about advocacy and
about parent rights did not make advocacy easy. Despite their
prior knowledge about disability rights, these parents still had
not felt they had the resources or the wherewithal to advocate
effectively for their daughter in her home district.

As these parents indicated, many families had felt unpre-
pared to challenge an entire school district. Some families had
worried about the financial burdens of such a struggle. Others
had worried they would not have the personal resources to
battle a bureaucracy. Wendy had briefly considered challeng-
ing the district legally but had decided not to do so because of
time constraints; her son was about to graduate and she had
felt that taking on the system would disrupt his education and
fail to benefit him in any substantial way: “I met a lawyer.
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[Then I thought] ‘Okay, he has 2 years left, and 'm going to
spend all of this time and energy and money, and he’ll be out
of school before it ends’” Her move, then, might be character-
ized as “now or never.”

Still others feared that fighting the district might have re-
sulted in a positive change in their children’s services or place-
ment but one that ultimately could hurt the quality of
education their children were receiving. Parents had feared, for
instance, that teachers might treat their children differently or
communicate rejection to them. Tammy noted that she had re-
alized she was fighting to get access to a school that was ill-
equipped to support diverse learners and less than enthusiastic
about educating her daughter; those facts had made her re-
think the struggle:

But I still kind of felt like ... well, you know, if T had
to go to court and force my kid to go into a school
that doesn’t have supports, one that doesn’t want
my kid—is that going to be a fair and equitable
thing to put Anna through when she’s going to be
the only kid in the whole school, and they don’t
want her, and they don’t want to make it work?

Colleen echoed the same concerns. She claimed that “it
came down to a move or due process” and shared that this was
a concern for many parents she knew. Like Tammy, she had
been unwilling to put her son into a situation that might have
been contentious:

For us, we just felt so protective of Charlie, and we
were just so fearful for him, that even if we did win,
and we know what the statistics are, we knew that
we wouldn’t, probably. But even if we did, what
would that mean? Nothing is going to change peo-
ple’s hearts.

This was, of course, a similar and very real concern that
many parents had had about racial desegregation when they
had wondered what integration would be like emotionally for
the children who would be the first to pass through the barri-
caded front doors of all-White schools (Kluger, 1975). Kluger
reported,

Their white classmates often snubbed them and left
them out of extracurricular activities. Their white
teachers often assumed they could not handle the
intellectual challenge and had them “tracked” into
heavily black classes where low academic expecta-
tions prevailed. And their white principals were said
to be far quicker to charge them with infractions of
the rules and seek their expulsion than they were
with wayward whites. (p. 766)

It is understandable why parents in either one of these
situations would pull back from engaging in the “progressive”

work of inclusion. Families in these situations often question
whether the benefits to their children will outweigh the emo-
tional and, in some cases, educational price they will need to pay.

Feeling unable or unwilling to challenge the system le-
gally was not, however, the only reason families had chosen to
leave their schools. Just as families had been motivated to leave
when they had experienced rejection, most of the interviewed
families had chosen new schools based on feelings of accep-
tance. Families described finding a welcoming inclusive school
as “wonderful,” “joyous,” and “perfect.” Darcy described the
happiness she felt at knowing her child was truly part of a
school community for the first time:

I mean, there are some schools saying, “We’re going
to do inclusion,” and they’re grumbling and they’re
doing it, just doing it because they have to. There are
other schools that truly embrace it. The [new] prin-
cipal, I mean, she has made a huge effort not only to
include kids in school but to make it a community-
wide kind of thing. They have skate night, and
Cindy goes to skate night.... She has made it wel-
coming all over.

Maura described her excitement over finding a district
with an administrator who was proud of his inclusive school.
This was, in this mother’s experience, a situation both rare and
wonderful: “The principal took me to four or five [general ed-
ucation classrooms] where there were [students with disabili-
ties]. And he stood at the door and he was so proud.” After
seeing the inclusive environment and experiencing the new
community, Maura and her husband felt they had to relocate:
“My husband said, T don’t care where, you know, we live, if
have to drive a distance, as long as it’s good for Carley.”

A point these parents were making may seem obvious but
deserves to be highlighted nevertheless: The attitude of school
staff seems to be connected to the presence or absence of in-
clusive education. In other words, in the experiences of these
families, students received a more inclusive educational expe-
rience in schools where the school personnel embraced an in-
clusive philosophy (e.g., used language alluding to inclusive
schooling and practices). For these families, inclusive school-
ing was not just about having their child in a typical classroom;
successful education involved a supportive school culture and
a willingness to collaborate.

Assessing the Move

In assessing their moves, the families expressed both frustra-
tion and relief. Although all of the families found that their
children initially landed in placements they deemed more ap-
propriate, desirable, and, of course, inclusive, several were also
disappointed to face more struggles related to inclusive educa-
tion in the years following their move. In addition, the families
reported making personal and financial sacrifices related to
the moves.
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All of the families reported that their children’s educa-
tional experiences immediately improved following reloca-
tion. As Darcy explained, it was a relief to send her daughter to
a school where she was wanted and appreciated:

I was talking to the first-grade teacher at [the new
school] the day we were looking around. She said,
“We would love to have Cindy in our classroom.” I
started crying, because it’s just like the first time
since preschool that she was just welcomed with
open arms.

Darcy reported that Cindy had more friends at her new
school and that the teaching staff was more encouraging of
student-to-student collaboration and support.

Tammy was also thrilled to have her daughter in a school
that felt accepting, but she could not help but feel anger over
being forced to relocate:

I found I could take a breath for the first time in 5
or 6 years. So that part was really wonderful, but
there’s still the feeling that I shouldn’t have had to
do this.... I've got the law on my side. I've got
morality on my side. I've got the rights on my side.
What kind of people are these people that make you
go through this just to get your kid in school?

The contrast between what had been left behind and the
more welcoming setting this family found could not have been
clearer.

All of the families reported that after their move, their
child was also offered more appropriate curricula and instruc-
tion. Parents shared feelings of great satisfaction in seeing their
children playing and learning alongside students without dis-
abilities and tackling schoolwork that was meaningful and
challenging. Sara and David, for example, had been shocked
when the teachers at their daughter’s new school had ap-
proached them to discuss a new curriculum for their daugh-
ter: “This is exactly how she phrased it: ‘I was wondering if you
would mind if we would include a few more academics in this
[Individualized Education Program] because it seems to be all
job related?’ [laughing] And so I said, ‘Oh no, that is fine.”
Wendy reported that her son, Michael, also finally received an
appropriate education after their move:

The education was improved because he really wasn’t
being educated before. He didn’t have a book. He
didn’t have homework. He wasn’t expected to learn.
[After the move] he had projects, just like everyone
else had projects. You know, there were group proj-
ects and he was part of the group project.

In addition, Wendy explained that Michael profited from
being in a school that accepted him and approached his chal-
lenging behaviors with a positive and supportive orientation.

Her son’s incidences of spitting, kicking, and pinching slowly
diminished over time as he experienced an education that was
more relevant and engaging:

It wasn’t like, “Okay, if you kick me then you can’t
be in this classroom.” It was like, “You're in this
classroom. You belong in this classroom. We’re go-
ing to work on this kicking” You know, he might
have to take a break or he might have to sit by him-
self, but he wasn’t just kicked out because of his be-
havior.... And then I think by being more actively
involved, like being engaged in something, and
learning a way to communicate, the behaviors will
start to decrease. Which is what I believe happened.

Similarly, Jay reported that his daughter thrived after be-
ing included in her new school; she even surprised her parents
with her abilities and successes:

She’s a good student. She doesn’t have any problems
staying focused and that sort of thing at school. She
likes being there and learning. She has an excellent
attitude about school and learning, and that’s what
youd like to see.

Unfortunately, the successes some of these families real-
ized with their children were short-lived. Although all were
initially satisfied with the schooling their children received im-
mediately following the move, some found that after a certain
teacher left the school or when it came time for the children to
transition to another school building, problems resurfaced.
Minna recalled how she had gone from feeling elated about her
son’s placement to devastated when he moved from preschool
to elementary school. Like other parents in the study, she re-
ported that with shifts in buildings came big differences in phi-
losophy and practices. For instance, her son’s educational goals
in his new school reflected low expectations and focused on his
disability (e.g., how to walk close to an adult support person)
more than on his abilities and potential:

When I read the goals, I cried for 2 hours because
I felt that something or somebody had died or
something inside me had died at this moment.
That’s how bad the [Individualized Education Pro-
gram| was or the goals were. They built the whole
[Individualized Education Program] on fear, not
success.

Jay and Lynne also experienced this type of struggle as
their child moved through the grade levels. They reported that
they felt as though they needed to be constantly vigilant to se-
cure the best education for their daughter:

We had it good through [the preschool experience]
and the first 2 years at [the elementary school], and
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then we kind of ran up against the wall that we
weren’t expecting. And now we’re much more on
guard and not as trusting of the system or the dis-
trict, their views, as we were when we first came. So
[it is a concern] how much trouble might be after
sixth grade to get her included in middle school?

In other words, finding inclusion was different than find-
ing a place; it was more an idea than a location. It was a search
this family was bound to have to continue.

Thus, searching for inclusive schooling came at a price
for every family. The parents all reported that they had made
substantial sacrifices to move. Once Darcy had decided to move,
she had had to pack and relocate almost immediately to get her
daughter ready for the new school year:

I mean, it was like we only had a couple of days to
move. It was, like, getting all the paperwork in the
department and finding a place to live. I mean, it
was really, really stressful. But it definitely was worth
it, definitely. I would do it again to be where we are.

Half of the families described logistical struggles. Maura’s
husband, for instance, had to endure a significantly longer
drive to work and give up personal time and time with his fam-
ily: “So, you know, that’s some of the things that we’ve, you
know, had to deal with or give up as far as his free time, but,
you know, the school’s been great for Carley and she had a re-
ally good teacher.”

Many participants described financial challenges associ-
ated with moving the family. Concerns ranged from paying for
the move itself to finding a new job in the new area to even hav-
ing to finance a home or apartment in an area that the family
considered out of their price range. More than one family re-
ported having had to move into a new home despite having
failed to sell their old home, thus creating a situation where
they had to pay for two properties at once to get into the new
neighborhood before the school year started. These reports il-
lustrate the various types of resources and efforts it takes to en-
gage in such a transition. It is clear from these accounts that
many families seeking or desiring inclusion will not be in a
privileged enough economic position to be able to endure the
cost or difficulties of moving.

Families also made a lot of personal sacrifices when mak-
ing the decision to move. Three of the families had been split
apart temporarily after making the decision to move, with one
parent moving with the child and one staying behind. One
family lived apart for 5 years, and another was still living more
than 200 miles apart after a move that had been made more
than 15 years ago.

Finally, families discussed the emotional hardships of up-
rooting their children. Sara shared how difficult it was to feel
as if she and her husband, Dean, had had to choose one child’s
needs over the other’s preferences. Max, their son who does
not have a disability, was initially reluctant to move. Knowing
this made the decision difficult for Sara and Dean:

We always tried to take Max’s concerns into account
and tried to not weigh one over the other and make
sure that Max got as regular an upbringing as we
could, given that his older sister was disabled. But
when we got to this one, we knew we had to make
this one because of Lisa’s needs. But, at the same
time, the [new school district] is really good for [kids
without disabilities], it wasn’t like we were going to
send him down the road educationally, and prob-
ably in the long run he would get a better education
than he would have gotten if he had stayed in [our
old district]. But he didn’t take the move too well.
And, um, his transition to [the new district] was
really difficult for him. And when we looked at
houses, he would just stay in the car.

In other words, the decision to move had implications for sib-
lings, especially for their personal lives.

Colleen also commented on feeling torn about the needs
of both of her children. However, after evaluating the options
for both, she had come to the realization that the best school
for her son, Charlie, who had a disability, would also be the
best school for her daughter, who did not. She articulated a be-
lief that schools that worked for students with disabilities were
the best schools for all students: “We feel good about [our
daughter] growing up in a community where her brother got
to go to her neighborhood school.” She felt her community
school worked because it was accepting of all: “That’s real im-
portant to me. That’s how the world should be”

These accounts provide a variation on a traditional re-
search topic in the fields of special education and disability.
Researchers have often asked, “What is the impact of a child
with a disability on the other siblings?” But the better question
might be “What is the impact on a family, and on siblings of a
child with a disability, when schools fail to provide a good-
faith response to the presumption of inclusion that is prom-
ised in federal law?”

Discussion

Families in this study moved their children from one school,
and in many cases from one district or state, to another in
search of better educational experiences. In each case, after
moving, the students received, at least temporarily, a more in-
clusive education and, in the eyes of their parents, a better ed-
ucation. The changes in educational experiences naturally call
into question what Biklen (1988) called “the myth of clinical
judgment”; that is, the experiences of these families suggest
that the services students receive and the placements they are
assigned have more to do with the beliefs and practices of a
given school or district than with careful evaluations of a given
child’s learning style or with assessments of how a particular
learner might be supported most effectively to participate with
other children.
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The experiences of the interviewees in this study demon-
strate that a parent may be told by a teacher that his or her child
cannot be a member of a general education classroom because
a test indicates the youngster cannot profit from the curricula
and instruction in such an environment, because the in-school
multidisciplinary team determines such a placement inappro-
priate, or because the school does not have the experience or
resources to support a student with significant disabilities in a
general education classroom. Each participant in this study
experienced the impersonal, inflexible nature of bureaucratic
decision making, even though federal education policy spe-
cifically calls for careful, multidisciplinary, multidimensional
assessment in the context of a presumption that full participa-
tion in the general education classroom, with trained specialists
and other individualized supports, will be provided whenever
possible.

The families in this study reported that they felt their
voices were muted in the education decision-making process.
Wendy felt, for instance, that administrators often did not take
seriously the charge of collaboratively working with families:

If a parent goes and talks to an administrator, the
school director, even the superintendent, they’re al-
ways going to be cordial and nice, and listen to you,
and, “Yes, I understand, I understand, okay, I'll talk
to the teacher,” but then nothing is ever followed
through. Like, there is really no meaning in it. It’s
just, “Okay, 'm going to calm this parent down.”

Wendy saw the school agenda as pacification rather than ac-
commodation and careful consideration.

Wendy’s account resembles that of a research group that
conducted an analysis of classification and placement team de-
cisions and reported its finding in a book titled Handicapping
the Handicapped: Decision Making in Students’ Educational
Careers (Mehan, Hertweck, & Meihls, 1986). These researchers
found that even when parents are given a voice in the place-
ment process, they are often silenced by professional authority:

Often different committee members enter commit-
tee meetings with views of the student’s case and its
disposition, e.g., classroom teachers and parents
provide accounts of the student’s performance that
compete with the view of the psychologist or dis-
trict representative. Yet by the meeting’s end, the
version of the student’s case provided by the psy-
chologist or the district representative prevails.
(p. 187)

In effect, parents who want to challenge professional au-
thority must learn the language of professional parlance about
disability, or they must be in a position to bring in their own
experts to counter a school or school district’s experts. Clearly,
this reality further explains why some families might choose to
give up or move.

Generalizability

This study examined the experiences of 10 families (and 12 par-
ents). Although these families shared some characteristics,
they had varied backgrounds and experiences. Some of the
families were very informed about the special education sys-
tem and had connections in the field of disability. Others had
had little experience with the system until they found their
hopes rejected by it. Most of the families in this study were
Euro-American in ethnicity and background. One family in
the study was Brazilian American, and one family was Egyp-
tian American. These families were all lower middle class or
middle class. Furthermore, we knew them to be tremendously
supportive, knowledgeable, and involved in their children’s ed-
ucation.

Given these particular demographics, we cannot say that
these families represent all children whose families have
moved or that the phenomenon of moving for inclusion is
widespread. We must acknowledge that many families would
not have the resources to undertake such a move and that oth-
ers would not view such a step as viable due to family and other
relationships, employment situations, and obligations and
connections in their area. Yet we do know that this phenome-
non is widespread enough that when we began to contemplate
the study, each of us could describe numerous times when we
had been contacted by parents from other communities and
other states who were in search of schools and districts that
would include their children. Each of us has been asked on nu-
merous occasions to suggest particular schools and school dis-
tricts to which these families might move. Thus, we cannot say
with any sense of surety that the families in this study are typ-
ical of those families who move for inclusion, but we do know
that the issues that they have described should be of wide-
spread concern.

Recommendations for Practice

Inclusive Schooling Must Be Seen as a Process and as
an Action. The families in this study described “inclusive
schools” where their children were not necessarily welcome or
supported. What, then, is an inclusive school? The families
seemed to subscribe to the notion that inclusive schools are
more than places where students with disabilities are educated.
Inclusive schooling is the daily work that teachers engage in; it
is the reflective teaching they practice. Isabel illustrated how
important this orientation is as she expressed frustration with
her son’s school and its passive approach to inclusive school-
ing:

[Schools don’t always] see the role of “inclusion fa-
cilitator” to be really facilitating inclusion, um,
which is what I understand an inclusion facilitator
is there for. [In our last school] it was the same
thing. It was more to support the teacher but not so
much to figure out, you know, “How do we include
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this kid?” and “How can he participate in the life of
the school?”

For her, inclusion was best reflected in an attitude of open
inquiry about how to involve a given child. The parents in this
study did not minimize the complexity involved in including
their children in classrooms with students without disabilities.
Yet the fact that they could point to particular situations in
which their children were meaningfully included raises a
question for schools that have resisted inclusion. If inclusion
is possible in a few schools for students with a wide range of
needs, educators must reflect on why inclusive schooling is not
happening for more students in the United States, in more
classrooms, schools, and school districts.

Ironically, although each of the families in this study
moved to find inclusion, when it came to describing inclusion,
none of the families characterized it as a place. Rather, it was
an attitude or set of practices and policies that translate into an
open-arms acceptance of their children as participants in the
life of the classroom and school. Isabel characterized inclusion
as more than “being in the same building or sharing the same
four walls” with students without disabilities:

It takes more than just physical presence to make in-
clusion happen. The [new school] is the only place
where I see that happening. It’s the only place
where, first of all, that I felt that the staff and the ad-
ministration [were] totally committed to the kids;
no questions asked. The kid is here, and this is his
place. He belongs here.

Inclusive Schools Must Have Leaders and Teachers
Who Implement Inclusive Pedagogy. It was common for
the parents in this study to speak of administrator attitudes
as central to their own and their children’s experiences with
inclusion (or its opposite, exclusion). Although every inclu-
sive school will have a different look and feel from any other,
judging from the parents’ accounts reported here, schools ded-
icated to serving all students share some characteristics. Specif-
ically, these schools have democratic classrooms, reflective
teachers, and a supportive and collaborative culture. Inclusive
schools also need strong and visionary leaders.

Administrators, school board members, and teachers in
leadership positions (e.g., department chairpersons, teacher
union representatives) play a critical role in an inclusive school
(Keyes, 1996; Rossman, 1992) by articulating a vision for in-
clusive schooling, building support for the vision, and work-
ing with the school community to implement strategies that
make the school successful. Colleen identified leadership as a
key element in any inclusive school:

I think a good leader doesn’t just barge ahead when
they don’t have all the tools they need. You know,
but being willing to say, “We need some help here,”
and then “We’re going to work with the suggestions

we get.” And I think another thing that’s critical is
that the general educators, the aides, and the par-
ents need to be part of that team. Good leaders see
that that happens.

Parents in this study were quick to identify strong, weak,
and so-so leadership with respect to their experiences with in-
clusion. This corresponds to what Trump and Hange (1996)
found in their study of teachers’ impressions of inclusive edu-
cation. They reported that administrative leadership was con-
sidered to be the greatest support or the greatest obstacle to the
success and development of inclusive schooling.

Finally, our interviewees spoke of inclusion occurring
when their children were offered some access to classroom
curricula, similar to what was available to students without
disabilities. Often, meaningful participation depended upon
diverse styles of teaching. As Isabel shared, her son Donny
struggled in “inclusive” classrooms when the instruction was
very traditional and uniform. When the family was allowed to
select certain classrooms or teachers, Donny was more suc-
cessful:

Most of the teachers are giving a lecture and there is
very little hands-on [work]. Some of the classes are
more hands on, and that’s where we try to choose.
When we choose teachers or classes for Donny, it’s
based on, “Who is the teacher?”

Certainly, it is the teacher’s job to create a context for
student success. As Cazden (1988) asserted, it is the teacher’s
responsibility to adjust his or her personal style to fit the class-
room population each year. As we heard from the parents we
interviewed and as some researchers have suggested (Kliewer,
1998; McMillon & Edwards, 2000), learners can enter one
classroom and be seen and respected as a learner but enter an-
other and be defined as unable to benefit from academic in-
struction and seen to struggle or fail. Teachers in inclusive
classrooms must design curricula and instruction and engi-
neer classroom activities that are personally and culturally ap-
propriate, engaging for a range of learning styles, and suitable
for learners with various talents and interests (Downing, 2002;
Fisher, Sax, & Pumpian, 1999; Jorgensen, 1998; Kluth, Straut,
& Biklen, 2003; Kozleski & Jackson, 1993; Rainforth & Kugel-
mass, 2003; Udvari-Solner, 1996; Villa & Thousand, 2000).
This is critical not only for students with disabilities, but for
every learner in the classroom.

School Leaders and Classroom Teachers Must Be
Familiar With the Language and Intent of the Law. Review-
ing the intent and language of IDEA might help adminis-
trators shape districtwide or school-based policies and
procedures, evaluate the ways in which programs are labeled
and implemented, and consider ways in which students’ edu-
cational programs are conceived and delivered. This need is
apparent from the highly critical remarks we heard from the
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parent interviewees. They were very concerned about what
they saw as district- and building-level lawlessness with re-
spect to implementing the presumption of inclusion. Colleen
stated, “I think number one is knowing what the law says, and
more than that, believing in your heart the intent of the law. I
mean, really believing that all kids belong in your school.” Ad-
ministrators should consider at least the following questions:
(a) Are all students in the least restrictive environment as it has
been interpreted by federal law? and (b) If students with sim-
ilarly complex disabilities are included effectively in some
other districts, why are they not included here?

Similarly, administrators must consider what the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 means for the education of stu-
dents with disabilities. One of the bedrock principles of No
Child Left Behind is that all students can meet high academic
standards. Another aspect of the act is accountability; schools
are watched and assessed on student performance. This focus
on measurement, although unpopular among many educators
and scholars, may in some cases be a catalyst that drives school
leaders to move toward educational experiences that are more
challenging, interesting, and motivating for at least some stu-
dents with some disabilities.

Recommendations for Research

Future research could focus on how families can work with
school districts collaboratively and successfully to provide in-
clusive schooling for their children; how schools can create
structures and policies that will enhance parent—professional
partnerships; and how administrators and educators interpret
and implement pubic laws related to the education of students
with disabilities. It might also be helpful to explore who specif-
ically chooses to move and why; in other words, what motivates
a family to move and what resources or experiences, if any, do
these families share? In addition, researchers might want to
study what works in those schools that are often shopped and
selected by parents seeking inclusive schooling.

Conclusions

A paucity of research exists on how parents of students with
disabilities approach educational decision making, respond to
perceived educational inequities in placement and services,
and help their children gain access to inclusive classrooms.
Therefore, readers should view the accounts of these families
as valuable and as guideposts for decision making. These sto-
ries illustrate a problem that is unrecognized in the profes-
sional literature but that is very familiar to pupil personnel
directors, special education teachers, and families of students
with disabilities: Families across the United States are migrat-
ing to find inclusive schooling.

Clearly, 30 years after the passage of the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act of 1975, many educators and ad-
ministrators actively resist or simply remain unclear about the

practices and procedures associated with the law and the re-
sponsibilities schools have to students with disabilities, their
families, and school communities. In some cases, districts may
be moving slowly toward inclusive education to make the tran-
sition smooth for families and students alike. Although this strat-
egy can be an effective way to comfortably introduce teachers
and students to change, moving slowly cannot be an excuse for
stalling when a learner with a disability comes to school re-
quiring an inclusive placement. It is also important to note that
schools cannot refuse to provide an inclusive education for
learners because they do not know how to do so. If teachers,
therapists, or administrators do not have the skills and com-
petencies necessary to educate a learner with disabilities, school
leaders must provide these staff members with the training
and resources necessary to be successful.

The stories reported here have the potential to help both
practitioners and researchers understand not only the con-
cerns of families of children with disabilities but also the state
of inclusive practice in the United States. This study allows ed-
ucators to study a public policy issue from a very personal
point of view. For Wendy, for instance, pursuing an inclusive ed-
ucation for her child was not just about getting his educational
needs met, it was about finding him an educational home:

My son’s going to get a real life. He’s going to have a
chance to grow. He’s going to have a chance to be
with kids. He’s going to have a life, and then that
makes my life happier because then I don’t always
have to be battling the schools and taking him out
of school for a half a day and doing this and that.
Like, why would I stay in this bad place when I can
move to this good place?
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NOTE

Terminology is always a problem for researchers on public policy and
disability. In conceptualizing this study, we envisioned interviewing
parents of children with autism, Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, and
other developmental disabilities that we know have historically been
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linked to or associated with the practice of school segregation. How-
ever, we understand that many people have Down syndrome, autism,
or cerebral palsy and do not think of these as “severe” or “significant.”
In each case, people with these disability designations often point to
discrimination by society as more severe than the effects of neurology
or biology (for extended discussions of these issues, see Hayman,
1998; Kliewer, 1998; and Kluth, 2003).
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