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Symposium Event Organization 

How input was gathered 
 

The Symposium sought parent input on five different questions about inclusion: 
 
Question 1:  "North Star" vision... 
What is your ideal vision of inclusion for your child today and/or over time? 
 
Question 2:  One year from now… 
If it were November 2014, what would you be thrilled to say about your child’s experience with 
inclusion in school? 
  
Question 3:  What inclusion looks like today... 
What positive aspects of inclusion are already present/would you not want to give up in your child’s 
school experience?  
 
Question 4:  What inclusion looks like today... 
What's missing? 
 
Question 5:  Baby steps/action items... 
What concrete step(s) could be taken to get from where your child is today to your November 2014 “I 
am thrilled to report…” statement (from Question 2)? 
 
 

Parents were asked to write their answers to each question on an individual stickie note (a different stickie for 
each question), and to post their answers on large blank charts, grouped by question.  In addition, stickie notes 
were color-coded to reflect student grade levels, so it was possible to see what age child a given comment 
represented.  The grade level groups were: 
 

PPCD, grades K-2:   blue stickie notes 
Grades 3-5:   yellow stickie notes 
Middle school:  purple stickie notes 
High school/ATS:  green stickie notes 

 
Once the charts were assembled, parents were each given 12 sticker dots to use as “votes.”  They were asked to 
walk around the room, read comments, and put a dot on any comment that resonated for them.  Parents were 
told that they could distribute the dots any way they wanted to, e.g. they could put all 12 on one comment or 
spread them out among comments evenly or unevenly.  Our goal with this was to encourage priority comments 
or topics to emerge for the group as a whole.   
 



2013 Symposium White Paper 

3 

 

Data collection methodology: 
 
Each chart was transcribed to reflect parent answers to the chart’s question, as well as grade level represented 
by each comment (see Raw Data documents for charts as transcribed directly). Comments were organized 
according to weight (how many votes/dots they received).  A number next to a comment indicates how many 
dots were placed on the comment itself plus the original comment.  (So, if a comment has a 5 next to it, it means 
4 people in addition to the original commenter agree;  5 people total agree on the sentiment.)  Single comments 
with no additional votes are preceded with a 1, because at least one person (the originator) holds that 
perspective. Each comment appears only once, in the spot where the originator chose to place it. 
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Topics/Themes That Emerged Upon Analysis 
 

Most of the parent comments addressed three main themes:  culture/philosophy, instruction/academics, and 
social/school experience.  Another, smaller theme emerged:  achieving the inclusion “sweet spot.”  There were 
also some comments that were not directly or clearly responsive to the questions or that addressed issues more 
attenuated from inclusion (these fall into an “other” category at the end).   
 
Judgments about which category in which to place a comment 
Some comments imply or fit into more than one theme area.  In those cases, comments are “given credit” in all 
potentially relevant categories.  In cases of indecision, a comment is placed into more categories rather than 
fewer.  In addition, some sticky notes contained multiple comments.  In those cases, point values given to the 
sticky overall were given to each comment.  
 
Subtopics and anecdotal information 
Subtopics emerged within each of the broader categories as follows.  The description of each subtopic contains 
additional information to flesh out themes suggested by the comments.  This information is based on 
networking within the parent community, with individuals and parent groups of varying sizes.   
 
 
CULTURE/PHILOSOPHY 
 

Orientation, mindset and culture 
This encompasses comments about perceived district, school and department values, fundamental 
beliefs, norms, shared or common attitudes, inclinations or patterns taken by parents to be typical.  
These comments go to the perceived value and place that students with disabilities are assumed to 
occupy within the school community, especially with respect to professionals.  Anecdotally, parents 
often refer to the district mission statement (about excellence, lifelong success, rigor and enrichment) 
and question institutional commitment to these values for students with disabilities specifically.   

 
All students are first general education students 

This is probably the unnamed cultural/philosophical goal that parents would name if they had the 
vocabulary.  “Gen Ed student first” or “all students are Gen Ed students” is terminology used more 
among educators and not commonly among parents, but when parents talk about the components that go 
into “culture change,” they name components that would add up to the concept that students are first and 
always general education students with whatever degree of specialized programming they need 
individually.  This is essentially the school environment version of the more general “person first” 
orientation.  
 
The comments in this section reflect parent perceptions and concern about the extent to which their 
students maintain or lose their “identity” as general education students once they begin receiving special 
education support, or, within special education support if it goes past certain boundaries.  “Identity” 
encompasses both how the school community perceives the child and the child’s own self-concept.  
Parents pick up on and make assumptions about their child’s school identity based on how they interpret 
the behavior of adults and peers in the school environment, as well as how their children describe 
themselves and their experience.  This is a parental concern generally, because parents see this as a 
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lynchpin in professional “ownership” of the student as well as assumptions that school professionals 
make about the student.   
 
Parents look to two factors as indicators of their child’s school identity:  the time spent in and out of 
general education and the language and labels used in the school environment. The actual time spent in 
each environment has a direct influence on how a child is perceived, because the more time a student 
spends with peers (of any group), doing or attempting the same things, and receiving support and 
instruction from and interacting with the same adults, the more it is assumed by others in the 
environment that that is where the child belongs.  In short, parents generally perceive and assume that a 
student’s identity is, to a large extent, built upon where he spends his time.   
 
It is widely acknowledged among parents that peers will follow the example of the adults, so if the 
adults appear to “own,” not own, hold students with disabilities to the same or different (“soft”/non-IEP-
related) standards than their peers, or in general see them as more different than alike, the peers will 
follow suit.   
 
 “Soft” academic standards and structures make up the framework for a typical school experience upon 
which the content at different or differentiated levels can be hung.  Soft academic structures include 
homework, projects, assessments, grades, meaningful roles or group contribution, accountability for 
work product and meaningful feedback on performance.  These structures are an assumed component of 
the school/academic experience but often get modified or thrown out when curriculum is modified.  It is 
the loss of these non-curricular “nuts and bolts” of the academic experience that many parents of 
children with modified or alternate curriculum point to – right or wrong -- as evidence of low teacher 
expectations.   
 
The other factor parents use as a measure of their child’s school identity is the language and labels used 
– formally and informally -- to describe teachers, support, programs, and locations.  This happens in 
school generally:  e.g. “the French teacher,” “the band kids,” “the math hall.”  Although students are not 
purposely labeled in school, they get labeled by extension, according to the teachers, programs or 
locations that figure most prominently for them.   
 
The difficulty with many of the labels used to refer to special education services and supports is that 
they carry an additional charge for many parents because of the natural extension of the label to the 
child, above the mere description of the professional, program or service they refer to.  This gets back to 
the root parent concern: that their child will be labeled and the school community will then respond to 
the student differently because of the label. Service delivery model labels that produce the most visceral 
reactions among parents are: “behavior kid,” “Life Skills kid,” “resource kid.”  We also see this parental 
discomfort at work every time a parent notices and questions a PEIMS code/instructional arrangement 
detail in ARD paperwork.  

 
Awareness and sensitivity 

These comments reflect parent observations about the extent to which the school community 
understands disability and its relationship to the whole child, i.e. that children are whole children first, 
with disability or deficit as a personal attribute and not a definition.  While some parents point to 
training on specific disabilities, most agree that awareness concepts like “abilities first,” “people first” 
and what children with disabilities have in common with their peers as opposed to how they are different 
would encompass the needs of most if not all children with disabilities.   

 
INSTRUCTION/ACADEMICS 
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Teachers, classroom professionals and other school professionals 

These comments refer to teacher qualifications, skills, behavior and attitudes.  Comments about 
professionals at all levels are included in this section.   
 

Instructional practices, best practices 
This encompasses comments about instructional tools and approaches, how accommodations and 
modifications are designed and delivered, as well as teacher behaviors and attitudes.   
 

Training 
These comments are generally about perceived needs for staff training around instructional practices.  
While some comments also address the need for community or peer training, those tend to show up 
more in the cultural category above, “awareness and sensitivity.”   

 
Peer models and mentors 

While there is acknowledgment (and hope) that peer mentors and models can also turn into social 
connections for students with disabilities, many of the parent comments suggest that they view the use 
of peer mentors primarily as an instructional strategy and do not have expectations that this is 
necessarily a friend opportunity.   

 
Meaningful inclusion 

These comments reflect parent awareness of and concern with the extent to which a student who is 
included in the general education classroom is actually connecting with the class, the work and the 
teacher, i.e., parent awareness that mere placement in the general education classroom may still lead to a 
separate experience. 

 
Time in placements  

These comments address how much of the day students spend in general education, where, and when.  
This is different from the meaningful inclusion theme above, which gets more at questions of the quality 
of academic inclusion.  Comments about time students spend together or separate reflect parent 
awareness that the amount of overlap with peers and time together impacts perceptions of where 
students with disabilities belong, as well as opportunities for natural connections to form among students 
and between students and adults.   Parent concerns in this area include concerns about separation or 
isolation. 

 
SOCIAL/THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCE 

 
Having an overall/well-rounded school experience 

These comments refer to an overall school experience that extends beyond classes and curriculum and 
that encompasses, in addition, unstructured times, non-academic and extracurricular experiences.    
 

Being a part of the school community/belonging/having common experiences with the school 
community 

These comments allude both to the basic human desire for connection and missing it if it is not there (a 
sense of belonging), as well as having access to common opportunities.   

 
Activities and social experiences 

These comments get at the desire for a more level social playing field by focusing on access for all to the 
same opportunities.   
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Friends 

Almost all parents hope their children have friends.  The relatively few comments about friends here 
suggest that parents recognize friends as a consequence or by-product of effective and numerous-enough 
social opportunities.  While some parent comments directly name the wish that their child have more 
friends, most recognize that the school has only the ability to provide and facilitate opportunity and 
access.  Parents also tend to recognize that, disability or not, how friend-intensive a student’s experience 
will be is ultimately up to the individual personalities in the mix. This category seems significant 
because of the relative lack of comments.    

 
Social skill development 

These comments make the connection between a student’s social skills and his ability to, or odds of, 
being included in the fabric of school life.   

 
ACHIEVING THE INCLUSION “SWEET SPOT” 

This topic speaks to the balance between inclusion and meeting other needs in situations where a student 
may need an opportunity to receive support or instruction away from the general education classroom.  
Parent comments in this area acknowledge and imply that in these cases, there is a “sweet spot” – where 
inclusive opportunities are maximized but not to the detriment of needs that can only be met in a way that is 
more restrictive.   

 
OTHER 

These are comments that weren’t easily connected to an inclusion topic.  In a sense, any comment about 
improvements in services or experience can be loosely associated with inclusion from the point of view that 
anything that increases a student’s competence and confidence in the world increases his chances of finding 
connection and belonging with others.  It is possible that this was the intention of the parents who submitted 
these comments.  However, the submissions that fall into this category were too attenuated to suggest a clear 
element of inclusion.   

  
 


