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This article presents a critical analysis of the princi
ple of the least restrictive environment (LRE). The ar
ticle begins with a review of the origins of LRE in 
professional writings and law and moves next to a dis
cussion of how LRE has been operationalized in terms 
of a continuum of residential, educational, and voca
tional services. Building on previous critiques the 
continuum concept, the author presents seven concep
tual and philosophical flaws or pitfalls in the LRE prin
ciple itself, especially when it is applied to- peoplf with 
severe disabilities. The autbof then argues that an un
critical acceptance of LRE may' lead to the establish
ment of a "new" community-ba,sed continuum and 
takes the position thai many leading writings in the 
field can be interpreted to legitimate this new contin
uum. The conclusion of the anicle supports an uncon
ditional commitment to integration and briefly con
trasts integration with LRE as a guiding principle for 
the design of services and support for people with de
velopmental disabilities and concludes with a note on 
the importance of viewing concepts in historical 
context. 
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Since the late 1960s and early 1970s, the concept of 
the least restrictive environment (LRE) has guided the 
design of services for people with developmental dis
abilities. The LRE principle has been incorporated 
into federal and state policy and has been widely ac
cepted by professionals in the field. 

Translated .into practicaJ terms, the LRE principle 
has been represented in terms of a continuum of ser
vices ranging from the most to least restrictive alter
native. Like the LRE principle upon which it is based, 
.the continuum is a popular way of conceptualizing res
idential, vocational, and educational services. 

This article presents a critical analysis of the LRE 
principle and argues that it i's conceptually and philo
sophically flawed. After analyses of the origins of LRE 
and how it is defined operationally in terms of a con
tinuum, the article outlines the pitfalls of the LRE 
principle and argues that an uncritical acceptance of 
the principle is leading to the creation of a new contin
uum model. The conclusion of the article endorses an 
unconditional co.mmitment to integration for people 
with developmental disabilities and discusses the im
portance of viewing concepts in historical context. 

Origins of the Principle 

The LRE principle, sometimes referred to as LRA. 
or the least restrictive alternative, has its roots in both 
professional writings and law (Biklen, 1982). Although 
LRE is commonly thought of as a legal doctrine (see 
Turnbull, 1981 ), professional and legal definitions of 
the principle have proceeded hand in hand. ,._,...,,�,..,,,...,
tive bodies, administrative agencies. and courts have 
relied upon professional literature and testimony in 
defining LRE, and professionals have looked to stat
utes, regulations, and court rulings on LRE for guid
ance in providing special education and other services 
for people with disabilities. 

As a conceptual framework for the provision of spe
cial education. LRE emerged in the l 960s when lead
ers in the field began to advocate for the development 
of a range of special education placements for students 
with disabilities. Reynolds ( 1962) called for a ··contin
uum" of placements for children with handicaps rang
ing from the "least restrictive" to the ''most restric-




























