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and class distinction

A TRIP INTO a New Brunswick public
school shows a more mixed clientele than would
have been the case with the previous generation.
Special needs children of various sorts are now a
normal part of public school education. In some
cases the degree of disability is quite severe. It is
possible to find children with fairly extreme
forms of, say, cercbral palsy — severe enough
that the child may not be able to talk, walk, do
the normal curriculum, or indeed any
curriculum at all. At the other end, it is possible
to find children who have mild learning
diabilities which require them to have special
tutors and take special tests. And there are all
sorts of children whose needs fall in between the
two extremes.

The open classroom has become a normal part
of public school education, and this is a good
thing. Although open classrooms do create
certain mild problems, the alternative to
inclusive classrooms is not one to which we
should want to return.

Before all children were welcomed into the
classroom, many fears were raised as to the harm
such a system might inflict on the education of
other students. The fear was that, what with the
demands placed on the teacher to minister to
those who required more supervision, there
would be insufficient time left over to take care
of the bulk of the class. Also, special needs
children might prove unruly or disruptive, in
effect distracting the rest of the classroom.

Like so many anxieties, the fear is worse than
the thing itself. For one thing, special needs
children constitute a very small percentage of
the general population. Furthermore, the
presence of a child with learning problems does
not constitute an enormous extra burden, in
some cases perhaps only slightly more than a
regular child. And often now schools are graced
with the presence of volunteer tutors, who are
depended upon to guide the child through
routines laid out by the teacher. As for being
disruptive, few teachers who have taught in
normal classrooms will find that challenged
students are more difficult to handle than some
“average” students.

When the alternatives to including special
needs children in the classroom are considered,
probably few teachers would decline to put in a
little extra effort for a noble cause.

The most obvious objection to the closed
classroom is segregation. Average children move
through the school system having little or no
contact with their special needs counterparts.
When they come out of school, the average
children may hold the common stereotypes
about the handicapped — that they are not
intelligent, that they have no personalities,
desires, hopes, plans; that they are not much like
themselves. This is not adequate preparation for
life in a society that prides itself on tolerance and
equal opportunity. The same may be said for the
special nceds students, who deserve the
opportunity to discover that, in spite of
disabilities, they are people of equal worth and
dignity.

The open classroom also simplifies the
onerous problem of deciding who goes in and
who does not. It is not always clear who seems to
have special needs and who does not. Many
so-called average children have mild difficulties
with the problems and routines encountered in
normal public school curriculum, and sometimes
problems that are not purely intellectual can put
mountains of difficulty between a student and
his work. In short, although from a distance
there may seem to be a generally definable group
of intellectually challenged students, from close
up the clarity vanishes, and one is left with a
perplexing grey area. Opening the classroom to
all comers ensures that no one will be unfairly
left out by a decision-making process that must
perforce be arbitrary and full of unquestioned
assumptions.

Add this to the fact that in rural areas, where
numbers may not permit students with special
needs to have formal schooling available to them
at all, and the choice between open and closed
classrooms should be clear.

School is an institution of learning, but not all
the lessons taught can be put down on paper. It
is a place where, along with facts and figures, a
child learns how to belong to a group, to lead
and to follow, to give, take and share. It is a kind
of extended family, and as such a preparation for
mature adult life. It would be a shame to deny
this experience to a particular segment of the
population.

More than a mercy on our part, the open
classroom should be a valuable learning
experience for all. #
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Fnding Ability Grouping Is a Moral Imperative
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research, such well-intended

writers as Robert Slavin and
Jeannie Oakes have attacked ability
grouping. Their reliance upon quan-
titative methodologies does not suffi-
ciently distinguish them from the
supporters of homogeneous
grouping. Both share a common

influence others through statistical
data. This common dependence upon
numerical data is the cause for a
continuing battle. It blinds the world
to a different paradigm.
The answer to the debate on
ability grouping is not to be found in
- new research. There exists a body of
philosophic absolutes that should
include this statement: The ability

grouping of students for educational
pportunities in a democratic society

 is ethi

We need not justify this with
research, for it is a statement of prin- |
ciple, not of science. It should : /'
become a moral imperative along  /
with the beliefs that slavery is

framoral and that all people are//

\ belief in the power to persuade and

created equal under the law.

Our individualism is a defining
element of our membership in
society: it should not exclude us. We
musi accept and celebrate diversity
because we are all different. We must
believe in the fundamental worth and
dignjty-of-each-perso
e individual is fundamental to
democracy and most religions. The =
individual should be fundamental to
all educational decisions. Because
much of our thinking about mass
education practices is derived from
factory model thinking. commitment
to the individual will be more diffi-
cult to implement in public educa-
tion. We now have, however, 100
years of knowledge and technology
that was unavailable to the devel-
opers of mass education, and we
have new models.

For example, a bicycle company
in Japan is filling orders for individu-
alized bikes. In & nation that has
established itself as a champion of
mass production techniques, the
Japanese have discovered a way to
customize production on a mass

level. This is the challenge facing

American education. How do we

customize educational opportunities

and experiences On a mass level?
The bicycle company starts with

what is common, and defining, abot

the product and then incorporates
what the customer believes is neces
sary to fulfill the concept of a bike.
In education, we must start with
what all learners need and then
customize based upon the individu:
We need to stop standardizing
expectations based upon aggregate
data and begin to customize based
upon disaggregated knowledge of
the individual. Standardized testin;
used for sorting, categorizing, and
labeling must be ended. Account-

ability in terms of student progres: -

can, and must, be maintained on a

individual continuum andnoton ¢ —

group continuum. Difficult? Yes!
Challenging? Yes! Impossible? Nc

Cloyd Hastings is Principal, McCo
Elementary School, 2425 McCoy R
Carrollton, TX 75006.




