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Equity and Disability: The Bullies Within
By Catherine Kudlick, PhD, History Professor, San Francisco State University; Director, Paul K. Longmore
Institute on Disability; Affiliated Professor, Université Paris VII (Diderot), Laboratoire ICT

I’m about nine years old, just back to class
from my one-on-one session in special
education when the teacher leaves the room
for a moment. A girl starts tossing out
marshmallows to her friends. Everyone is
eating marshmallows but me.
“Hey, over here! Over here!” I call out to Patty.
“You?” she says with disdain. Then she turns
to the rest of the class. “Should I give Clarence
the Cross-Eyed Lion here a marshmallow?”
Ugh. That popular 1960s Daktari TV show
about the doctor and his daughter who tend to
wounded animals in Africa again. “More like
Mrs. Magoo or Helen Keller!” someone else
sneers.
Now it’s no longer a matter of the
marshmallow. My pride is on the line. A
wide circle forms around me and Patty. I’m
so anxious that I see even less than usual. But
I’m determined as I eagerly wave my arms in
the air, anticipating the next toss. Something
soft hits my nose. Then my ear. Then my thick
glasses, which keep sliding down so I have to
tilt back my head. Cruel laughter all around as
marshmallows pelt me from all sides, hitting
my back, my face, my arms. I don’t know why,
but I bend down, pick one off the floor, and
eat it.
Whenever I share this story—one among a
painful string of them—I hear pity in most
people’s voices: poor little blind girl. Pathetic.
u
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Helpless. A few others are incredulous, one
actually accusing me (without irony) of “not
showing more spine.” Most, though, default to
reassuring me by pointing out that kids can be
so cruel and that there is always the promise
of future revenge through the simple fact of
growing older: “You’ll leave those creeps in
the dust.”
Thanks to being born into white, middleclass America, where I’ve enjoyed the privilege
of therapy, I’ve come to understand eating
that marshmallow as a sign of both abject
humiliation and delicious defiance.
It came as a shock to realize that until too
recently, I had more anger toward myself and
the other “special needs” kids than I did at
the system that made this OK. People learn to
be bullies, not just toward others, but toward
themselves. Years later, my parents recalled
that one of my cruelest tormentors was a boy
whose younger sister was in Special Ed.
Meanwhile, I’m not proud that I laughed
the loudest when a story circulated about the
school’s other legally blind girl showing up
to gym class with her bathing suit on inside
out. Something in our education and culture
nurtured this ugliness. Yet because we’re
afraid of the playground’s cruelty, “bully” and
“bullied” are two sides of the same coin for too
many of us.
Kudlick, continued on page 4
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Letter from the State Director
Two important topics—disproportionality in special education and
inclusive practices in early childhood education settings and preschool
programs—are often discussed in isolation, with these discussions typically
focused on discrete strategies for improvement in each area. If we take a step
back, however, and closely examine our educational system through the lens
of equity, the two topics become inextricably connected.
Reducing disproportionality in schools requires educators and
policymakers to examine the institutional and systemic barriers that exist
in policy and practice and that contribute to the disproportionate over
representation or under representation of certain subgroups of students
in special education. Central to this examination is the challenging task
of reflecting on how culture, attitudes, belief systems, and implicit biases
shape our institutions and influence the teaching practices that contribute
to the inequitable treatment of certain groups of students. A similar kind
of examination is essential to developing and sustaining inclusive schools.
Research confirms the life-long benefits of inclusive practices for all students,
especially at very young ages when their capacity for learning seems almost
boundless. Yet entrenched beliefs, attitudes, biases, and preconceived notions
often stand in the way.
Preschool, as the on-ramp to education, can set the stage for future
success. If we want an educational system that ensures equity and access for
every student with and without a disability at every stage of the process, we
need to ensure that students and families begin their school experience in
quality inclusive and supportive environments.
When educators and school leadership teams commit to a philosophy of
inclusion and to confronting the biases and beliefs that perpetuate inequities,
we move toward a more just system that by design serves all kids well. And
when we cultivate a school culture and climate that embraces and celebrates
diversity and learning variability, especially starting in preschool, we will
likely see a reduction in disproportionality—and improved outcomes for all.
This issue of The EDge examines many of the topics that influence our
ability to achieve an equitable system and explores some of the statewide
and local efforts to address barriers to equity. In these pages you will find
articles on equity and disability (see page 1), inclusive practices in preschool
(see pages 3, 5, and 7), implicit bias (see page 9), and disproportionality in
special education (see the insert), including efforts among local educational
agencies to enact policies that support and promote student diversity and
foster a culture of inclusion and belonging (see pages 14 and 16). The issue
also highlights some of the ways that the various pillars of our statewide
system of support are poised to assist local educational agencies as they build
schools and classrooms that reflect a commitment to equity (see pages 12,
13, and page iv of the insert).
The importance of these topics cannot be overstated. Equity in education is
essential to ensuring that every student has the opportunity to realize his or
her greatest potential. t

Kristin Wright: Director,
Special Education Division, CDE
Lorraine Hope: CDE Contract Monitor
Stacey Wedin: CDE Liaison and Editorial
Consultant
Connie Silva: CalSTAT Project Manager
Mary Cichy Grady: Editor
Giselle Blong: CalSTAT Editorial Assistant
Janet Mandelstam:
Staff Writer and Copy editor
Geri West: CalSTAT Content Consultant
Mary Bacon: Contributor
Catherine Kudlick: Contributor
Mary McLean: Contributor
Patricia Snyder: Contributor
Mildred Brown: Content Consultant
Sheila Self: Content Consultant

The EDge is published thrice yearly by the Napa
County Office of Education, CalSTAT Project (California
Services for Technical Assistance and Training).
Funding is provided by the California Department
of Education, Special Education Division, through
contract number CN077046 with Napa County Office
of Education (NCOE). Contents of this document do
not necessarily reflect the views or policies of NCOE
or the California Department of Education (CDE), nor
does mention of trade names, commercial products,
or organizations imply endorsement.
Circulation: 51,000.
The information in this issue is in the public domain
unless otherwise indicated. Readers are encouraged
to copy and share but to credit CalSTAT and CDE.
This issue is available on disk, audiotape, and in
large print upon request. By going to CalSTAT’s Web
site—www.calstat.org/infoPublications.html—you
can download PDF and text versions of this and
previous newsletters. To request a subscription,
please email join-edge-newsletter@mlist.cde.ca.gov
To unsubscribe, please email
unsubscribe-edge-newsletter@mlist.cde.ca.gov
Please direct any questions to
EdgeNewsletter@cde.ca.gov

— Kristin

u

PAGE 2

T h e ED g e : SPE C I A L E D U C AT I O N A N D E Q U I T Y

S P R I NG 2 0 1 9

t

State Funds Available for Preschool Inclusion
Infants and young children with
disabilities have been historically
underserved in early childhood care and
learning programs in California. Several
factors contribute to this situation: inclusive
spaces often are not available; funds
are limited; and many early childhood
caregivers and teachers lack the skills they
need to work successfully in inclusive
environments. Yet the benefits of quality
inclusive environments for all young
children has been repeatedly confirmed.1
And children with disabilities are among
those most likely to realize the most
benefit.2
California’s newly elected public officials
are demonstrating not only their awareness
of these facts but their commitment to
increasing the number of quality inclusive
programs and improving the coordination
among programs—all in the name of equity.
The Inclusive Early Education Expansion
grant from California’s 2018–19 budget is
providing $167 million dollars for local
educational agencies (LEAs, which include
school districts) to collaborate with child
care and preschool providers to increase
access to inclusive settings for young
children with disabilities, birth to age five.
The funds are targeted for:
• Infrastructure repairs and facilities,
schools, and classrooms that need to be
modified to accommodate children with
disabilities (e.g., lower counters for sinks,
accessible restrooms)
• Adaptive/adapted equipment (e.g.,
eating utensils, furniture, outside play
equipment) and instructional materials
that make learning more possible for all
children
• Professional development opportunities
for general education preschool teachers
1. Bakken, L. (2017, February). Early Childhood Education: The Long-Term Benefits. Journal of Research
in Childhood Education, 31(2), 255–269.
2. The Brookings Institute. 2017. The Current State of
Scientific Knowledge on Preschool Effects. Retrieved
from https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/
uploads/2017/04/duke_prekstudy_final_4-4-17_
hires.pdf
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who work in subsidized child care facilities
Sheila Self, education program consultant
at the California Department of Education
(CDE), Special Education Division, sees the
grant as a vehicle for equity and especially
welcomes the professional development
component.
“You only have to have 24 units of early
childhood education,” she explains, to
qualify to work in a preschool that isn’t
part of an LEA—“no associate degree, no
bachelors degree. But if you work for an
LEA and provide preschool programming,
you have to be a credentialed teacher.” This
difference in teacher preparation, she says,
creates inequities in the quality of preschool
instruction overall, especially in terms of
inclusive opportunities.
“As we are including more children with
disabilities in inclusive early childhood
environments, we want to provide support
for teachers to get essential training,”
Self says. “With that training they’ll have
the knowledge and skills they need to
employ inclusive strategies—adaptations
and accommodations, universal design
for learning, and the Ages and Stages
Questionnaire3 to name a few.”
The expansion grant, she says, creates a
“great opportunity for child care providers
to give their staff access to the training
they need. And we want to serve a broad
range of students with disabilities. It’s been
less of a challenge to enroll a student with
a speech and language disability, but once
you move into serving children who require
extensive support, you need to be able to
do some things differently. That’s where
the equipment, training, and accessible
environment can make a big difference, by
making it possible for teachers to support
all children, including those with severe
disabilities, in early learning and care
settings.”
Supporting early childhood educators
3. The Ages and Stages Questionnaires are developmental and social-emotional screenings for young
children. For more information, go to https://www.
cebc4cw.org/assessment-tool/ages-and-stagesquestionnaire/

and caregivers to be inclusive also involves
“increasing their ability to collaborate with
special educators,” says Self, “so you have
this ongoing ability to access support. And
it’s important to remember that training in
special education supports and services is
the kind of teacher training that benefits all
children.”4
An additional grant was made available
to county offices of education (COEs) to
strengthen these efforts. The Inclusive Early
Care Pilot Program provides $10 million to
make it possible for COEs to support the
work of the LEAs that are recipients of the
expansion grant, in part through improved
data collection.
Early childhood programs in the state have
evolved in disparate ways that until recently
have been largely uncoordinated and not
consistently tallied. According to Cecelia
Fisher-Dahms, an education administrator
in CDE’s Early Learning and Care Division,
this pilot grant will map the landscape of
inclusive early childhood settings within
the respective counties to determine what
exactly is available—and what is needed.
With an accurate accounting, the county
offices can support their LEAs to fill the
gaps and target improvements.
“We’re looking at the county offices as
vehicles of change,” says Fisher-Dahms,
“for informing the LEAs about the value
of inclusion for children ages birth to five,
helping them develop a plan, and providing
resources and training. We want to ensure
that all early learning educators can support
all young children.”
The primary goal of both grants is to
give parents a proper on-ramp to inclusive
school opportunities for their young
children with disabilities—the kind of
early care and learning programs that
will support their children’s optimal
development and prepare them to
succeed in school, community,
and adult life. t
4. NAEYC. (2017). Preparing Young Children for
the Inclusion of Children with Disabilities into the
Classroom. Retrieved from https://www.naeyc.org/
resources/blog/preparing-young-children-inclusion

T h e ED g e : SPE C I A L E D U C AT I O N A N D E Q U I T Y

S P R I NG 2 0 1 9

t

Kudlick, continued from page 1

Another shock came last year when I got
a call from a colleague asking for advice
on what to do about educating not just
kids, but parents and teachers, at a school
where—like “gay”—“Sped” (for special
education) has become an insult directed
at any kid who doesn’t fit in. It was tearing
the school apart, and no one knew how
to stop it. Some suggested assemblies.
Others suggested punishing the bullies. Still
others suggested waiting for it to blow over
because “kids will be kids” and will grow
out of it.
Yet they don’t grow out of it. “It” was in
the offhanded remarks that my special
education teacher made to my parents
that “Cathy isn’t college material and
may not be able to hold down a job.”
Indeed, marshmallow tossing is just a
childhood version of the astronomical
unemployment rate among work-ready
adults with disabilities. It’s the constant cuts
to programs and services, from food stamps
to Section 8 housing. It’s the tight knot that
links poverty and disability and that falls
disproportionately on people of color, and
especially among women. It’s the schoolto-prison pipeline, where disability is the
unacknowledged elephant in the room.
Nearly a half-century after pathbreaking
changes, such as Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act, the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),
individualized education programs (IEPs),
and countless attempts at educational
innovations, it’s obvious that something is
broken. Of course, these early interventions
were a huge improvement; they allowed
children to attend school, children who in
other times and places would have been
refused entry. But as the emergence of
“Sped” as an insult makes clear, something
that needed to change since I was a kid in
the 1960s didn’t change.
The cruelty of the playground plays
out in dozens of ways—in creating tests,
evaluation processes, and patterns of
behavioral management that are rooted in
ableist assumptions. It plays out in practices
that don’t ensure educational rigor,
challenging curricula, or consistent levels
of educational success for students with
disabilities.
u
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In its current over-taxed, under-resourced
form, special education both reflects and
perpetuates society’s worst ideas about
students with disabilities. Little wonder,
given the limited and limiting ideas that
largely circulate unchecked: Feel-good
stories in the media about people with
disabilities doing unremarkable things.
Hollywood movies written by nondisabled
people for nondisabled actors who win
Oscars for playing disabled protagonists
who want to kill themselves. Charity
fundraising that tugs at our heartstrings
to raise money for kids who are pathetic
and helpless. And even if you somehow
manage to miss these portrayals, the
negative ideas about disabled people take
their toll through insults such as “lame,”
“retarded,” and “crazy,” things “falling on
deaf ears,” and people being “blind to the
possibilities.”
It’s too easy to dismiss all of these as only
culture. Only words. But this culture and
these words set a tone that makes pelting
someone with marshmallows or not
hiring them OK. And the notions behind
this permission burrow into our souls,
including those of people with disabilities
ourselves, making us accept a system that’s
stacked against us. Like the bullies, kids
with disabilities going through today’s
schools are more likely to be exposed
to this old thinking than they are to
progressive, edgy images.
Put another way, the problem—and one
major possible solution—lies in culture,
in seeking out and presenting a variety
of images of people with disabilities in
all our complexity. It means replacing
tired old stereotypes of helplessness and
inspirational super-crip overachievers
with ones of people puzzling out
complexities in unexpected ways. With
images of resourcefulness, frustration,
mischievousness, and delight.
It means shaking up standard ways of
doing things to consider practices of
universal design for learning, of weaving
disability equity and inclusion into every
discussion, every example, every lesson
plan, every in-service, just as we should be
considering such factors as race, gender,
and sexuality.

Fortunately, more and more resources are
out there, including the annual Superfest
Disability Film Festival run by the Paul
K. Longmore Institute on Disability that
I direct at San Francisco State University.
Working to create a world where everyone
believes society is better because of disabled
people, we collaborate with organizations
to curate programs of films that seek to
change ideas through joy, entertainment,
and art, rather than through didactic
preaching. For example, in one film, a
black deaf dad teaches his son to unlock
his superpowers; in another there’s a flip
on speed-dating where the nondisabled
person is the outsider while the daters with
a wide variety of disabilities are having a
wonderful time.
Films like these and countless others
burrow into places that typical lessons of
equity and inclusion never reach. Once
you’ve met a barber with behavior and
learning difficulties who walks through
the streets of Toronto wearing a cape and
carrying a stool so he can give free hair-cuts
to homeless people, the IEP for a child with
learning disabilities is never quite the same.
Perhaps we need more marshmallow
stories, not fewer. I’m not advocating for
more students to suffer. But I do believe
that administrators, educators, and—with
a deft touch—students, need to be diving
deeper into what’s really behind ideas like
“equity and inclusion.” The dive begins with
understanding that vulnerability is shared,
with carving out spaces in a busy day and
a packed curriculum to acknowledge our
flawed humanity. It means finding power in
those flaws, and thinking of this pain as a
resource that has gone astray. And it means
finding a way to harness that pain for a
common good. t

Resources
Read more about Catherine Kudlick at
https://longmoreinstitute.sfsu.edu/people/
staff/catherine-j-kudlick
Dr. Kudlick also wrote “Pushing Limits:
Disability as an Unexpected Gift,” found at
https://blog.oup.com/2016/07/
disability-telethons-charity/
Read about “ableism” at http://cdrnys.org/
blog/uncategorized/ableism/
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Paving the Road to Equity: Preschool Inclusion
Emily Knaggs and Michael Lopez Breaux
started their careers as preschool special
educators. Both are now specialists who
support their districts’ preschool programs.
And both are committed advocates for
inclusive preschool.
Why?
“Why” for Emily Knaggs
Knaggs approached the issue of preschool
inclusion at Pleasanton Unified School
District pragmatically. “Years ago, I was
getting this consistent message from my
directors that we have to do something about
inclusion at the preschool, that children need
to have access to typical peers, and in the
back of my mind I kept thinking, ‘How are
we going to do this?’
“I was working with the assistant
superintendent, presenting one model after
another about every six months. He kept
saying, ‘No’ to one idea after another. This
went on for about four years.
“I had so many barriers,” she said. And she
kept trying.
The green light finally came, but she was
told, “You need to meet with the director
of business services.” Knaggs met with this
director. “She looked at me,” says Knaggs,
“and said, ‘Why would anyone want to put
their child in a school with children with
special needs?’”The response Knaggs gave
reflects current research: “‘There are a lot of
benefits for typically developing children in
terms of learning compassion and empathy
and how to interact with different kinds of
people.’” The director “just shook her head.
So we let it lie for six months.”
Then new people came on board at
Pleasanton who said to Knaggs, “‘Why
wouldn’t we do this?’”
The district now has a highly successful
inclusive preschool—and it’s growing.
When asked why she didn’t give up, she
says, “I’m tenacious that way. And part of
me is a rule follower. If this is the law, we’re
going to do it. And then I’ve been to 95
percent of the preschools in the area, and
their programs are not as good as what we’re
doing here,” she says, citing as evidence
u
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the district’s credentialing standards for
preschool teachers, its high-quality and
developmentally appropriate curriculum,
and its focus on social-emotional health.
Then she gets to her fundamental motivation. “I knew it was the right thing to do.”
“Why” for Michael Lopez Breaux
Breaux provides technical support to 580
preschool programs in the Los Angeles
Unified School District; 134 of them are
inclusive. “And we’re looking to create more,”
he says.
When asked why, he tells his story—about
moving to Los Angeles from New Orleans
in the late 1980s to become an actor, about
becoming a substitute teacher to pay the
bills, about unexpectedly finding himself
in a preschool special education classroom
with children who have profound cognitive
disabilities. And about what happened next.
“On my first day,” he says, “the assistant
suggested I take off my jacket, then my tie,
then roll up my sleeves, literally.” He quickly
learned the reason.
“We took care of the basic needs—proper
positioning, feeding, health care procedures,
toileting. These were kids with severe needs,
all using wheelchairs. But then it was circle
time. I took out the books I had in my
backpack. Dr. Seuss and Eric Carle. The
assistant said, ‘No one’s ever done that.’
“I said, ‘Like what? Read? I’m going to read.’
“We put the wheelchairs in a circle, and I
just started reading. And I’ll never forget the
response I received from the kids. Something
lit up in their eyes. And in me.
“This experience changed the whole
trajectory of my career. Kids have the right
to typical experiences. And they need to be
with other kids.”
Proven Benefits
The proven benefits of inclusive preschool
that Knaggs used to sell her program are
the same ones that Breaux cites when asked
about his commitment—for children with
and without disabilities. “I’ve seen so much
positive development [in inclusive preschool]
that has far-reaching outcomes. I’ve seen
kids [without disabilities] become more

accepting, more socially and emotionally
advanced.
“If we’re looking at a diverse, inclusive
program in preschool, it’s reflective of
life. It’s where we learn that there are
more similarities among all people than
differences.”
He also references years of research showing
how inclusion in quality early childhood
settings makes it possible for young children
with disabilities and developmental delay to
have “a sense of belonging and membership,
positive social relationships and friendships,
and development and learning to reach their
full potential.”1
“Besides, this is where we get the biggest
bang for our buck with early intervention,”
says Breaux. Early intervention is profoundly
effective because of the developmental
progression of a child’s earliest years. At
no other time throughout a lifespan is the
brain so ready to learn, to engage—and
to change. And not only can high-quality
early intervention services “change a child’s
developmental trajectory and improve
outcomes for children, families, and
communities,” but “interventions are more
likely to be effective and less costly when
provided earlier in life than later.”2
Preschools can provide the most natural
kind of interventions: using high-quality
early childhood routines to support frequent
and regular opportunities to interact and
play with peers—to learn and grow together.
Breaux and Knaggs both believe in
the imperative of giving all children the
opportunity to reach their full potential.
Ensuring this opportunity is where inclusion
intersects with equity.
1. National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC). (2009). Early Childhood Inclusion: A Summary. Retrieved from https://www.
naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/
downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/
DEC_NAEYC_ECSummary_A.pdf
2. National Early Childhood Technical Assistance
Center (NECTAC). (2011, July). The importance
of early childhood intervention for children and
their families. Retrieved from http://www.nectac.
org/~pdfs/pubs/importanceofearlyintervention.
pdf
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Moving Beyond Equity
Kristin Brooks, however, wants to get
beyond the equity argument for inclusive
schooling. Executive director of the
Supporting Inclusive Practices Project,
Brooks says, “Yes, inclusion is a civil right.
Yes, it is a moral imperative. But those
things are givens.
“As our State Director Kristin Wright,
often reminds us, we’re no longer asking for
permission. A general education setting, by
law, is the first placement option, one that
assumes competence in all children.”
Brooks encourages districts and schools to
examine their own “self-imposed barriers”
to inclusion. “We create the systems and
processes for inclusion and transition.
If there are barriers for children with
disabilities, they are often the ones we
impose.”
She sees the Individualized Education
Program (IEP) as an influential vehicle
for ensuring the continuance of inclusive
school settings into the grades. “When you
go into an IEP meeting, general education
is your first choice. It’s in the ed code, and
it’s in the law.” The “removal of students”
from general education, she says, “can only
occur if you’re already in general education.
“We must always offer a continuum of
placements, supports, and services. All
too often, however, we use self-contained
classes as a default setting, especially for
students with more significant disabilities.
To avoid removal from the general
education setting to the greatest extent,
we need to exhaust all available resources
in the name of equity and access for all
students.
“It’s not about readying kids. It’s about
readying the system”.

A
Closer
Look

PAGE 6

3. TOSA: Teacher on Special Assignment
4. Learn more about Kimochis at https://
www.kimochis.com
5. For more about Project Relationship, read “A Relationship-Based Approach to Early Intervention, by
Larry Edleman, at http://cacenter-ecmh.org/wp/
wp-content/uploads/2012/03/relationship_based_
approach.pdf

Inclusion: The IDEA Facts

§300.114 LRE requirements.
(ii) Special classes, separate
schooling, or other removal
of children with disabilities
from the regular educational environment
occurs 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.

u

Getting Teachers On Board
Knaggs worked hard to ready the immediate
system she found herself in by preparing her
staff. The program at Pleasanton, she says, has
been largely shaped by conversations with the
teachers—about the supports they needed,
the concerns they had, and the challenges
they faced. And she tried to be completely
transparent “at every step of the way” about
what was happening during the five-year
push to get the program up and running. “I
just kept talking about it, informing them
about what we were considering, where we
were in the process, and the setbacks. So
when it actually happened, they were ready
for it.”
She also made sure that her staff had the
skills they needed. “We make sure we know
how to work with any kid who is struggling in
whatever way and help them be successful.
“I think of myself as a facilitator. I’m a
TOSA,3 so I’m a colleague, and not above
the other teachers. But I do try to bring
ideas to them, and then we talk.” In this way,
Knaggs discovered the Kimochis4 program,
“which is a huge part of our social-emotional
curriculum.”
Breaux is fully committed to the same
kind of transparency. He also considers
himself fortunate that, when he started
working in inclusive settings 26 years
ago, LAUSD was using a program called
Project Relationship5—a problem-solving
framework that helped to strengthen the

§300.42 Supplementary aids and services.
Supplementary aids and services means
aids, services, and other supports that
are provided in regular education classes,
other education-related settings, and in
extracurricular and nonacademic settings,
to enable children with disabilities to be
educated with nondisabled children to the
maximum extent appropriate.

collaborative teams of special and general
educators who were working together in
preschool classrooms. The district continues
to “resurrect it,” says Breaux. “Project
Relationship is critical to expanding our
inclusive environments.
“When you work with another adult in the
classroom, it’s like a marriage. You bring
to it your own background, education, and
beliefs. You can philosophically say ‘we’re in
it for the kids,’ but all that other stuff can get
in the way.” Success, Breaux says, is “all about
developing relationships. Once those are in
place, you can address any of the other issues
that come up.”
LAUSD has also been contracting for
several years with the Institute for Applied
Behavior Analysis to train the district’s early
childhood special education teachers in
positive behavior practices. The district plans,
says Breaux, “to work with our colleagues in
general education as well. We want to build
capacity so that they can address problems
themselves—and no longer rely on us to fix
things.
“For the pasts six months, I’ve been
training our program specialists and coaches
on this problem-solving framework that
helps collaborative teams improve their
communication skills, improve their ability
to enhance children’s success, and then make
the classroom environment welcoming and
nurturing—for both staff and children.”
Making Magic
Although LAUSD’s inclusive preschools may
serve more young children with disabilities
than any other district in the country, Breaux
doesn’t pretend to have the perfect formula.
“We have issues. We have due process, we
have families requesting additional support.”
But he also believes that “we’re doing
something right.” His numbers back him
up. Last year, among those students with
disabilities who were enrolled in inclusive
preschool, close to 70 percent continued in
general education, and 22 percent exited
from special education services altogether.
“Those two numbers,” he says, “tell a story
about how well inclusion works. If we can
take two years of a child’s life and get them
ready for general education kindergarten, and
then they’re included, that’s magic.” t
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Preschool Inclusion: Ensuring Equity for All Children
By Mary McLean, Ph.D., Professor, Special Education & Early Childhood Studies, Anita Zucker Center for Excellence in Early Childhood Studies,
University of Florida; and Patricia Snyder, Ph.D., Professor and David Lawrence Jr. Endowed Chair in Early Childhood Studies, Director, Anita Zucker
Center for Excellence in Early Childhood Studies, University of Florida

The Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) mandates access to
early intervention and early
childhood special education
services for all young
children with disabilities
from birth. Under IDEA,
for children with disabilities
from ages 3 to 21, a free and
appropriate public education
(FAPE) must be provided
in the least restrictive
environment (LRE). Inclusive
preschool settings, in which
children with and without
disabilities participate, are
often the least restrictive
environments under IDEA. Unfortunately,
2017–2018 data from the Office of Special
Education Programs (OSEP) in the U.S.
Department of Education showed only
45.92 percent of preschool children with
disabilities spent 10 hours or more a week
in inclusive educational settings. During
the 1984–85 school year, similar data
showed that 36.8 percent of preschool
children with disabilities received special
education services in inclusive settings.
After 30 years, the percentage of children
with disabilities who are experiencing
opportunities to interact with and learn
alongside their typically developing peers
is still less than 50 percent.
Currently under IDEA, preschool
children with disabilities have access to
services that cannot be denied, but access
to inclusive services, and equity of services,
are not being provided to the majority of
preschool children served.
Access to Inclusive Services
When IDEA was amended in 1986
to mandate FAPE for children with
disabilities from age three, few local
education agencies (LEAs) had classrooms
for preschool children without disabilities
u
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in public schools, nor did many LEAs
collaborate with community-based
programs. As a result, separate or “selfcontained” special education preschool
classrooms often were established. Over
the past 33 years, the number of early
childhood programs for preschool-aged
children in the United States has increased
greatly—through school districts, statefunded programs, and Head Start. Yet in
spite of this increased availability, the data
show that access to inclusive settings has
not increased significantly for preschool
children with disabilities, especially for
children with more significant disabilities,
even though research has consistently
demonstrated the benefits of inclusion for
all children.
Equity of Services
The National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
has drafted a position statement
addressing equity in early childhood
(www.naeyc.org). NAEYC takes the
position that all children have the right
to equitable learning opportunities to
help them achieve their full potential as
engaged learners and valued members of
society.

Equity refers to fairness, but
it does not mean that every
child gets the same (equality).
Equity ensures that needed
opportunities, supports, or
services are in place so that
every child has what she or
he needs to achieve desired
outcomes.
Access to special education
services only in segregated
settings, however, does not
ensure equity. Ensuring
equity requires parents
and educators to consider
carefully the individual
strengths and needs of each
child and then to identify
additional supports (e.g., curricular
enhancements or modifications,
environmental and instructional
adaptations/accommodations, or
individualized instruction) that will
facilitate learning in the least restrictive
environment for that child.
The individual strengths and needs
of children vary significantly. IDEA
has ushered in progress in identifying
strategies that facilitate the creation of
equitable learning opportunities, including
the following:
• Universal design for learning (UDL;
www.cast.org) to construct classroom
environments that facilitate the learning
and engagement of all children by
planning for the use of multiple means
of representation, engagement, and
expression.
• Differentiated instruction to facilitate a
system for individualizing instruction,
both academically and behaviorally
• Additional accommodations or
adaptations as identified in the
Individualized Education Program
(IEP) for some children (e.g., assistive
technology [both high tech and low
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tech] to support the engagement of all
children by optimizing communication,
social interactions, mobility, visual
access, auditory access, manipulation of
objects, and positioning)
• Strategies for collaborating and
teaming—among family members,
teachers/assistant teachers, related
service providers and administrators
• Activities and routines that are part of a
preschool classroom.
Preschool activities and routines
offer an especially important context
for children to develop interest in and
engage and interact with both peers
and materials; develop relationships
with others; and participate in a wide
variety of developmentally appropriate
activities. Research has consistently
demonstrated that, rather than removing
a child from these activities and routines,
embedding individualized instruction in
the activities of inclusive environments—
with opportunities for interactions,
engagement, and participation among
all children—leads to positive child
outcomes.1
Providing equitable services in inclusive
environments is especially important
for young children—in fact, the younger
they are, the more important it is. The
first five years of life are a time of rapid
brain development. Young children
need continuous, positive interactions
with adults and other children; and they
need repeated, contextualized learning
opportunities to facilitate early language,
cognitive, motor, and social-emotional
development. Reducing opportunities for
interactions and contextualized learning
has a negative effect on development
and learning, both for children without
disabilities and children with disabilities,
even if the disability is considered
significant.
It has been 33 years since the passage

of the law that mandated services for
preschool children with disabilities.
Many of us have witnessed the benefits of
including young children with significant
disabilities in inclusive preschool settings
and of enhancing equitable learning
opportunities. We have seen the gains
made by children with significant physical,
cognitive, or sensory disabilities in
inclusive settings and have experienced
the difficulty of predicting the amount of
growth a young child might make based
on a test score or educational diagnosis.
Time and time again, we have all heard
predictions of limited futures for children
with disabilities—and then we have
seen these predictions defied by parents,
teachers, and the children themselves
who believe in focusing on strengths, on
taking advantage of every opportunity,
and on realizing full potential. In
addition, we have witnessed the benefits
to other children (and teachers) in the
inclusive classroom based on the resulting
interactions and relationships that develop
and endure.
What Needs to Be Done
Research tells us that including children
with disabilities in early childhood settings
leads to positive child outcomes. Still the
percentage of preschool children who
are reported to be served in inclusive
settings has only slightly increased in
more than 30 years—a clear example of a
research-to-practice gap. Implementation
Science2 offers strategies for reducing
this gap and increasing the prevalence
of inclusive preschool services for
all young children with disabilities.
Strategies from Implementation Science
include leadership, organizational, and
competency supports.
Leadership supports might include
work by local program administrators to
identify and change barriers to inclusion
within their program. A review of the

system in place in local programs can lead
to changes that will facilitate preschool
inclusion.
The California Department of Education,
Special Education Division, has been
working to provide the necessary
organizational supports that promote
inclusion and equity for preschool
children with disabilities through
innovative programs:
• The Supporting Inclusive Practices
(SIP) Project (www.sipinclusion.org)
provides technical assistance to LEAs
to increase the extent to which children
with disabilities have access to general
education settings.
• The Embedded Instruction California
Project (https://ca.embeddedinstruction.
net) supports equitable instructional
practices through professional
development, including onsite coaching
provided directly to teachers in their
inclusive preschool classrooms.
• CDE has developed California’s Early
Learning Foundations (https://www.cde.
ca.gov/Sp/cd/re/psfoundations.asp) that
specify what is important for all children
from birth to age five in California to
know and be able to do.
• The Desired Results Developmental
Profile (https://www.draccess.org)
provides assessment information to
guide instruction and ensure that all
children are achieving desired outcomes.
Competency supports include strategies
for additional professional development as
well as onsite coaching for teachers as they
implement inclusive practices that ensure
equity.
California has many resources available
to assist early childhood programs to
work toward equity through preschool
inclusion. It is time to put these resources
to work for all young children in inclusive
preschool settings. t

1. Snyder, P., Hemmeter, M. L., McLean, M.,
Sandall, S., McLaughlin, T., & Algina, J.
(2018). Effects of professional development on
preschool teachers’ use of embedded instruction practices. Exceptional Children, 84(2),
213–232.

2. Fixen, D., Blasé, K., Horner, R., & Sugai, G.
(2009). Scaling up evidence-based practices in
education: SISEP scaling up brief. Raleigh, NC:
OSEP Technical Assistance Center on State
Implementation of Scaling Up Evidence-Based
Practices.

ffNational Association for the Education of
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Implicit Bias
By Mary Montle Bacon, PhD, Disproportionality Consultant

How often do we surprise
surfaces involuntarily—and causes
Implicit Bias: What It Is . . .
ourselves with something we say
us to question our reactions or
Implicit bias refers to the learned associations,
and wonder, “Where did that
behaviors. These unconscious
attitudes, or stereotypes that we harbor in our
comment come from?” Or notice
biases begin to develop at a very
subconscious,
even
without
our
awareness
or
ourselves behaving in a way that’s
early age and take root through
intentional control. These kinds of biases may
inconsistent with what we believe
exposure to direct and indirect
affect our understanding and evaluations of others
and ask, “Why did I do that?”
messages: from the conversations
and our actions, decisions, and behaviors toward
Most of us sometimes operate
around us, from the media, and by
them.
Believed
to
develop
over
the
course
of
a
in a way that’s counter to the
observing the people we esteem—
lifetime beginning at a very early age, implicit bias
beliefs we espouse. We make
or devalue. Implicit biases then
grows through exposure to the direct and indirect
unfair assumptions about people
develop and mutate over the
messages we receive from a variety of sources.
from other groups, and these
course of our lifetime.
Individuals
who
harbor
implicit
biases
tend
to
assumptions then influence how
While most often not aligning
create institutional settings that may intentionally
we evaluate or treat them—without
with our stated beliefs, implicit
or unintentionally devalue the sociocultural capital
understanding or even being
biases still can profoundly
of some groups. In education, implicit bias starts
conscious of the source of our
influence the way we see and treat
to become institutionalized when, for example,
prejudices. This kind of behavior
others by shaping our judgments
marginalized groups are routinely excluded from
and thinking often comes from
and decisions in relationships—
instruction and this exclusion is the preferred
our “implicit bias,” a phenomenon
even when we are certain that we
method of dealing with what teachers see as
familiar to social scientists for
are being objective. Described
disruptive or dysfunctional behavior.
decades but rarely explored for its
as “an equal opportunity virus,”1
implications in our daily lives—
implicit bias is something we all
until recently.
possess, regardless of our personal
A fairly commonplace example is
News stories in the last five years
identity.
seen in studies that show white people
have placed implicit bias in the public
In schools, implicit bias often causes
frequently and willingly associating
eye. These stories often center on the
children to be excluded from the general
criminality with African Americans—
deaths of African American men during
instructional environment (through
without even realizing they’re doing
interactions with the police. The grainy
office referrals, suspensions, special
it. The other common example is the
amateur videos documenting these
education referrals, placements in
encounters have made visible to the world school-to-prison pipeline, where young
more restrictive programs, etc.). These
African American children become
what previously had been hidden, and
exclusions understandably cause children
labeled as “troublemakers” early in their
the public now judges the behaviors—as
to feel left out, and the children can
racism, as legitimate self-protection, or as school careers, with the label placing
then understandably become angry,
them on a road of self-fulfilling prophecy. disaffected, and marginalized; and not
involuntary knee-jerk reactions.
Implicit bias also contributes to racial
While most often discussed in terms
uncommonly they begin to exhibit even
disparities in discipline when infractions
of race and ethnicity, implicit bias can
more challenging behavior as a result—
or inappropriate behaviors by one group
also involve the learned associations
which then confirms the biased notions
routinely are noticed more frequently,
and prejudices we hold about a host
that the educators may have held in the
or when one group of students is treated
of other human characteristics: ability
1. Dasgupta, N. (2013, December). Implicit
differently when engaged in the same
attitudes and beliefs adapt to situations: A
and disability, gender, class, religion,
decade of research on the malleability of
activity
as
other
groups.
age, background, countries of origin,
implicit prejudice, stereotypes,
Implications and Source
appearance, and more. Most of the
and the self-concept. Advances in
Because implicit biases operate largely
Experimental Social Psychology, 47,
available research on implicit bias,
233–279. DOI: 10.1016/
beneath
the
radar
of
human
however, centers on African Americans
B978-0-12-407236consciousness, most of us
in two areas: the general perceptions of
7.00005-X
are unaware that we even
African American adults and the justice
hold a bias, except in those
system, and African American children
and schools.
situations when the bias
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first place. Ultimately, the biases and their
consequences can contribute to a student’s
alienation from schooling in general.
Not only does implicit bias influence how
adults respond to students, but the bias
of teachers, for example, can shape how
students see themselves. Students who are
labeled “bad” by the system experience
an effect called “stereotype threat,”2 which
occurs when individuals internalize the
negative stereotypes about themselves
and the group they belong to. The damage
then spreads. High suspension rates, for
example, negatively affect more than
those who are “pushed” out of school; the
absence of these students causes “collateral
damage” and negatively taints the entire
school culture, as well as the academic
achievement and evaluation of the
students who belong to the same group as
those students who were suspended.3
What Schools Can Do
Social scientists are in the early stages of
determining how to “de-bias” individuals.
This challenging task relies on the
construction of new mental associations,
where the implicit associations that we
have formed are gradually unlearned
and replaced with new ones that realign
our judgments, decisions, and behaviors
with our explicit values. More recent
research shows that our prejudices are not
necessarily inevitable and may be quite
malleable if intentionally addressed. We
may learn to override our predispositions
and years of conditioning to reverse the
debilitating consequences of unconscious
racism, sexism, ageism, ableism, and all
of the other prejudices that currently

of marginalization is a necessary first
step, but it’s not enough to address the
Strictly enforcing
biases that shape how we respond to
these students. Adopting a belief system
identical rules for everyone,
that embraces equity as the cornerstone
or adopting academic
of our educational system is an essential
standards that provide
component to reducing implicit bias
toward those who are different—in
limited ways to demonstrate
any way.
competence, contributes to
Educators who view their role as
ensuring equity—providing equal access
disparities in outcomes for
to quality educational opportunities for
students.
all students—develop a philosophy of
inclusion where diversity is the norm.
operate below our conscious radar. We can Truly embracing equity also requires
gradually unlearn them through a variety
us to focus on how the classroom must
of interventions.
change to accommodate the wide range
1) Become Conscious
of abilities, behaviors, and predispositions
The unconscious nature of implicit
that characterize our students, rather than
bias creates a challenge for uncovering
attending exclusively to the perceived
and acknowledging it. Years of research
deficiencies they bring.
demonstrate that self-reports of bias
Ensuring equity, however, does not
are unreliable because as a species we
mean treating everyone equally. Treating
are generally not good at introspection.
everyone the same often promotes
As a result, we’re either unaware of our
inequitable treatment for those who are
biases or unwilling to admit them when
different. Strictly enforcing identical
presented with evidence of their existence. rules for everyone, or adopting academic
Raising awareness in schools can help to standards that provide limited ways to
make unconscious intentions conscious
demonstrate competence, contributes to
and override unconscious associations
disparities in outcomes for students. An
over time. Staff development presentations important step in de-biasing our schools is
with two particular qualities can be
to create learning environments that value
especially helpful: Those that promote
the cultural capital that culturally different
a “no-blame” approach to the topic.
students bring.
And those that encourage self-reflection
3) Change Social Conditions
and examination of the extent to which
At the outset of the Civil Rights
unconscious biases may influence
movement in the sixties, many people
disparities in our treatment of students
believed that integrating schools
and families. Together, these approaches
and placing all students in the same
can help individuals and institutions bring environments would contribute to
2. American Psychological Association. (2006).
biases to the surface. And change them for reducing bias among students and adults.
Stereotype threat widens achievement gap.
the better.
This did not work.
Retrieved from https://www.apa.org/
research/action/stereotype
2) Develop a Philosophy of
In the absence of careful planning,
3. Perry, B. L., & Morris, E. W. (2014, December).
Inclusion
proximity
alone may even exacerbate
Suspending progress: Collateral consequences
Our school and classroom environments rather than correct the problem. What
of exclusionary punishment in public schools.
American Sociological Review, 79(6),
marginalize specific groups of students
can work are educational environments
1067–1087. Retrieved from https://
who
may
come
to
us
differentially
that promote cooperation in the context
doi.org/10.1177/0003122414556308
prepared to participate—
of competition to achieve a stated goal.
or at least not prepared
These kinds of contexts can ensure that
in the way that educators
students have positive interactions and
would like. Becoming
collaborate successfully with one another
more aware of patterns
in ways that highlight the strengths of each
u
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individual. From these kinds of
students—at all levels in the
experiences, all students benefit.
disciplinary system, in special
Implicit Bias and Racism:
And when circumstances allow for
education, and in exclusion
Impact on African American Students
group members to be evaluated for
from the regular instructional
Implicit bias and explicit racism are related concepts
their unique traits rather than by
and school settings—is well
that may have similar outcomes, even if they come
from different places. Implicit bias is an automatic,
the generalized and assumed traits
documented. Protocols and data
unconscious set of associations about a particular
of their groups, others may be able
systems for identifying predictable
group; while racism is prejudice against individuals
to set aside their prejudices, view
areas where implicit biases may
from a specific racial group. Both can lead to
individuals through a culturally
affect our behaviors and judgments
implicitly
racist
or
unjust
behavior—for
example,
informed lens, and overcome their
are also essential to ensure that
when a teacher disciplines Black children more
predispositions over time.
schools fairly support all students.
harshly than White children. Many individuals can
4) Change Environments
What’s Next
harbor
implicit
biases
without
ever
displaying
overt
Implicit bias sometimes can be
We all must intentionally retrain
racism, but the effect can be just as damaging.
more devastating in our schools
our unconscious biases, both
than explicit racism, classism,
as individuals and as members
ableism, sexism, and so forth,
of educational institutions that
environments where individuals feel safe
precisely because it subtly normalizes
serve diverse populations. Educators
to address the effects of implicit bias. We
discriminatory behavior. Biased behavior,
need safe environments where they can
also need educators to hold one another
when it exists, becomes part of the fabric
openly discuss difficult issues related to
accountable for bringing about needed
of the organizations responsible for
racism and implicit bias, and where there
changes within the system.
educating our youth.
is a commitment to routinely examine
The
roles
explicit
racism
or
unconscious
As a remedy, all school policies,
disparities in the outcomes for all groups.
bias play in school and classroom
procedures, and practices need to be
These efforts require courage. Finding that
discipline and academic expectations
examined periodically to determine if
courage is possible when we remember
typically
have
not
been
examined
and how they may be contributing to
that implicit biases have real-world effects
systematically, nor do all schools collect
the failure of students. With close and
on our own behavior—and profound
and disseminate group data related to
intentional study, an institution’s norms
effects on the lives of our students. Only
disparities
in
academic
achievement
and expectations can be changed to
when race and other characteristics
and behavior among traditionally lowembrace the standards we desire.
of group membership are no longer
performing student groups. The over
To create equitable environments for all
predictors of success in our schools, will
students, we need to foster schoolwide
representation of African American
we achieve equity. t

Equity Resources
ffThe Insidiousness of Unconscious Bias in Schools, by Seth
ffRace, Poverty, and Interpreting Overrepresentation in
Gershenson and Thomas Dee (2017), from the Stanford Center
Special Education, by Nora Gordon (2017), a report from the
for Education Policy Analysis, is at https://cepa.stanford.edu/
Brookings Institute, is at https://www.brookings.edu/research/
content/insidiousness-unconscious-bias-schools
race-poverty-and-interpreting-overrepresentation-in-specialeducation/
ffThe Paradoxes of Equity, Disability, and Race Intersections,
an Ed-Talk given by Alfredo J. Artiles (2016), can be found at
ffFor Students of Color with Disabilities, Equity Delayed Is
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=toPKjXbkEhE
Equity Denied, by Mike Garvey (2018), from the American Civil
Liberties Union, is at https://www.aclu.org/blog/disabilityff7 Tips for Achieving Equity in Special Education, by Kurt
https://www.rethinked.com/blog/
rights/disability-rights-and-education/students-colorHulett from rethinkEd, is at
blog/2019/03/06/7-tips-for-equity-in-special-education/
disabilities-equity-delayed
ffSupporting Students with Disabilities: For All to Mean All,
ffAre We Closing the School Discipline Gap? by Daniel Losen,
It Has to Mean Each, from the Council of Chief State School
Cheri Hodson, Michael A. Keith II, Katrina Morrison, and
Officers, is at https://ccsso.org/topics/supporting-studentsShakti Belway (February, 2015), from the Center for Civil Rights
disabilities
Remedies, is at https://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/
projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-prisonffHow Do We Bring Social Justice to Special Education? With
Love, by Meghan Schrader (2018), is at https://rootedinrights.org/ folder/federal-reports/are-we-closing-the-school-discipline-gap/
how-do-we-bring-social-justice-to-special-education-with-love/
AreWeClosingTheSchoolDisciplineGap_FINAL221.pdf
u
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Building Intentional Alignment at Every Level
Special education is no longer an
afterthought. California’s recent major
education initiatives have established both
the moral and the economic rightness of
school equity and access for students with
disabilities—and for all students.
One of the many signs of special education’s
now-established presence “at the table” is
the California Equity Performance and
Improvement Program (CEPIP), which
was authorized in 2018 by Assembly Bill
99 to oversee the use of $2.5 million to
narrow the achievement gap for students
whose performance is lagging: students
with disabilities, English language learners,
and African American students. Of the two
county offices of education receiving grants
through this initiative, Santa Clara is the one
addressing the needs of all three groups.
Santa Clara was well poised for this
work. The county office has been working
for years to ensure equity for all students
through dozens of programs: the wellknown Inclusion Collaborative (which
is celebrating its fifteenth year) and its
annual state conference, the Embedded
Instruction—California Project, the
Inclusive Classroom Profile, the office’s
well-established professional development
system that emphasizes the lens of equity for
both teachers and administrators, a longstanding involvement in California First
5, and the many advocacy and outreach
events that include the Special Olympics,
parent engagement trainings, National
School Inclusion Week, Stanford’s Autism
Conference, and more.
“We specialize in making sure that all
children and adults with disabilities are
included,” says Kathy Wahl, director of the
Inclusion Collaborative. That specialty is
the first goal of the office’s strategic plan:
“Improve student equity and access to highquality education.”
The commitment is also inherent in the
office’s leadership. Superintendent Mary Ann
Dewan says that she was first attracted to
Santa Clara as a place to work because of its
commitment to equity.
u
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“We all come to work with a passion for
children,” she says, but in order for that
passion to inform the work, “we must have a
lens of equity to break down barriers.”
Four core principles guide Santa Clara’s
efforts: equity, diversity, inclusion, and
partnership. What the office has created
with the new funding from CEPIP—The
California 1: Highway to Success for All

Kitchen Cabinet, the Black Infant Health
Program, parents, community members, and
the list goes on.
We all come to work with a
What has evolved out of these partnerships
passion for children, but for that is a tiered approach to strengthening not
just equity in schools but such inextricably
passion to inform the work, we
connected state priorities as student
must have a lens of equity to
engagement, school climate, and parent
involvement.
break down barriers.
The tiered design is also intentional. “We
wanted to model MTSS1 by incorporating
(CA1)—firmly aligns with all four.
differentiated enhancement supports and
The metaphor in the name is intentional.
activities,” says Wahl. As a result, CA1 will
CA1 has been designed to serve as a road for offer universal equity supports for all LEAs,
schools and districts to follow in their efforts including online learning modules that
to provide a world-class education for each
strengthen educators’ competency, at Tier
and every student in the state. CA1 consists
1; interventions for LEAs and schools that
of a system of supports to realize California’s need onsite, face-to-face, focused support,
vision for education by developing resources which will include an annual conference,
and activities: information on effective
Equity Institutes, and professional learning
practices; trainings, conferences, and
communities, at Tier 2; and intense
workshops; and partnerships with local
interventions for LEAs that could most
educational agencies (LEAs) and schools, all benefit from an in-depth equity review, at
with a focus on improving equity overall for Tier 3.
underperforming student populations. This
“We believe this investment will guarantee
was the basic charge of the CEPIP grant.
success for many years to come,” says Wahl.
Santa Clara was as collaborative and
“Plans for expansion are underway.
inclusive as possible in building its “highway” “We want to emphasize that this is not one
and started by establishing partnerships with more thing to do. CA1 aligns with the state’s
other county offices of education and school priorities. We’re providing enhancement and
districts. These partnerships, says Dewan,
support activities that are part of the toolkit
have grown into a “mutually reinforcing
to help schools get there.”
relationship” as they advise Santa Clara on
The “there,” of course, is school success for
building CA1.
all students through equity and access. t
Then there is the extensive group of
Resource
partners who are also guiding CA1: several
state senators and assembly members,
ffRead more about California 1: Highway
to Success for All at http://www.
universities, a local regional center and
inclusioncollaborative.org/docs/CA-1diagnostic center, Parents Helping Parents,
Information-Guide.pdf
First 5, the Center for Applied Special
1. Multi-tiered system of supports. See page 13.
Technology (CAST), the Black Leadership
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Addressing School Conditions, Climate, and Equity Through CA-MTSS
Students have a difficult time learning
if they don’t feel that they belong in their
school, if they don’t feel welcomed, and
certainly if they don’t feel safe.1 California
is exploring what it takes to create
a climate of belonging and safety in
schools, and what is required to engage
all students in learning.
The state has granted another $15
million to the Scale-Up Multi-Tiered
System of Supports Statewide (SUMS)
project to help school leadership teams
develop and strengthen inclusive and
equitable learning environments. The
project is led by the Orange County
Department of Education, the Butte
County Office of Education, and a new
partner, the Center for the Transformation
of Schools at the University of California,
Los Angeles.
Research and data justify this kind of
investment. School climate has been
shown to be every bit as important as test
scores and graduation rates in prefiguring
student success. The “equitable” piece
is also significant. In one year, students
in California lost an estimated 760,000
instructional days due to out-of-school
suspensions,2 with students with
disabilities, students of color, and students
from low socio-economic backgrounds
being suspended and expelled from
school at higher rates than their peers. The
same groups experiencing the corollary
consequences: poorer school outcomes,
higher drop-out rates, lower rates of
postsecondary education, higher rates
of incarceration, and poorer lifespan
outcomes overall. If this inequity in
treatment—and its consequences—can be
successfully addressed, schools can become
the places they were intended to be: a firm
step on the path to graduation and positive
post-school outcomes.
1. Data First. (2019). Why school climate is important.
Retrieved from http://www.data-first.org/learning/
why-school-climate-is-important/
2. See https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/news/
press-releases/2018-press-releases/ca-studentsstill-losing-over-760-000-days-of-instruction-dueto-suspensions

u

PAGE 13

What SUMS has already put in place—a
statewide training and technical assistance
network for creating a multi-tiered system
of supports within local educational
agencies (LEAs)—serves as a promising
vehicle for shouldering this equity work.
Since 2016, SUMS has trained teams
of educators in more than 600 LEAs to
implement and successfully sustain with
fidelity an MTSS framework that delivers
coordinated, quality instruction to all
students, with additional levels of services
and support for specific needs.
Yet issues of culture, behavior, and climate
can only be addressed at the school site
level, according to Christine Olmstead,
SUMS project director. So the initiative will
launch a second phase to apply the lens of
school climate to what exists.
“We’re building on the domains and
features of an integrated educational
framework, and on family and community
engagement,” says Olmstead. “We have a
whole team in place designing what the
project will look like.” That team includes
students, parents, classroom teachers,
school administrators, central office staff,
and others, all chosen to represent the
state’s geographic, cultural, and ethnic
diversity.
According to Joseph Bishop of UCLA
who is part of the SUMS leadership team,
adding the lenses of equity, behavior, and
school climate to the SUMS initiative is an
essential next step in the state’s efforts to

create a system of supports to meet the
needs of the whole child—from cradle to
career.
“More students are coming to school
with complex needs,” says Bishop,
“and teachers need a new toolkit.”
He specifically cites years of research
confirming the ineffectiveness of
punitive school discipline policies that
include suspensions and expulsions.
UCLA’s support of SUMS represents
a concerted effort to find and share
“alternative strategies to maintain order
and safety while also fostering respectful,
trusting, and caring dynamics between
students and adults.”
A state design team has already begun
to translate the work of SUMS for school
leadership teams. “We’re examining
how issues of identity, race, culture, and
language can inform the efforts of these
teams to foster safe, healthy, and more
responsive school settings as part of a much
larger system of committed professionals—
from county offices to the classroom,” says
Bishop. “How can we build in time for
educators and anyone who supports kids
and families in schools to learn, to reflect,
to connect with each other? We want to
find a way to give educators evidence-based
tools, a safe space to learn, a chance to
reflect, and the luxury of time.” He doesn’t
pretend that what he’s hoping to achieve
will be easy. “This is a lifetime’s work,” he
says.
Olmstead agrees. “This work has to be
very deep and very intentional. So we’ll be
working with a very few districts across
the state to see if the approach that we’ve
developed is going to actually work to
change school conditions and climate.
“My biggest message right now is to be
patient with us. Because we’re looking to do
something truly transformational.” t

Resources
Scale-up MTSS Statewide (SUMS) is at
http://www.ocde.us/MTSS/
Center for the Transformation of Schools
is at http://transformschools.ucla.edu
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Ensuring Equity Through Parent Councils
The spring semester began for San
Francisco’s African American Parent
Advisory Council (AAPAC) with a
restatement of its guiding principles: to
listen, to educate, and to advocate as it
strives “to interrupt inequitable outcomes”
for African American students in the San
Francisco Unified School District.
For the past six years, AAPAC has been
listening to the voices of African American
parents; educating them on the services,
resources, and programs available to
them and their children with and without
disabilities; and advocating for changes in
policies and mindsets.
When AAPAC was formed in 2013,
African American students were
disproportionally assigned to special
education and over represented in
suspensions and chronic absenteeism. At
the time, “the district was struggling with
parent engagement and saw engagement
as a way to reduce disproportionality,”
says Mary Montle Bacon, who served as
a consultant in the council’s formative
years. Attendance at the meetings grew
quickly, she says, with the group focused
on “soliciting information from parents,
giving them a voice, and teaching them
how to advocate more effectively for their
children.”
Rionda Batiste, whose son was receiving
special education services, began attending
AAPAC meetings soon after the council
was formed. Today she is the council’s cochair. “Learning about advocacy boosted
my confidence at IEP meetings,” she
says. “I understood what to look for. It’s
daunting for parents who don’t know the
system.”
Empowering Parents
What AAPAC teaches parents, she
says, is empowerment: how to navigate
the educational system, how to use the
resources that are available, and how to
“know who to talk to” in order to help
your child. “You need relationships with
people who will go the extra mile for you.”
Batiste says.
u
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Since its founding AAPAC has, among
many activities, distributed more than
1,000 books by African American writers
that feature African American children,
made presentations and offered annual
recommendations to the board of
education, created toolkits for schools to
celebrate Black History Month, advocated
for restorative practices throughout the
district, and partnered with the district’s
Community Advisory Committee (CAC)
for Special Education on issues affecting
students with disabilities.
AAPAC representatives also accompany
parents to IEP and Section 504 meetings,
and that’s just fine with Jean Robertson,
the district’s chief of special education.
“AAPAC participation in support of a
parent [or] student at an IEP meeting, I
wholeheartedly support,” Robertson says.
“And I have made it clear to my leadership
team in special education that we will
show up at AAPAC meetings and listen
to the needs of our black families and
participate and respond accordingly.”
Making Change
Dedicated staff support from the district
wasn’t obvious in AAPAC’s early days.
Then, in 2015, as a result of a yearlong
study of how better to serve African
American students, Landon Dickey
was hired as a special assistant to the
superintendent. The Oakland-based
National Equity Project had recommended
hiring someone who, among other
charges, “would work on building trust
with the African American community
and relationships with families,” Dickey
says.
Dickey in turn brought on Laticia Erving
as project coordinator for AAPAC. “We
see black families as partners,” says Erving
who works exclusively with the parent
group. “It’s not a case of ‘do for them.’ We
have to hear from them and make sure
what we do is based on what we learn.”
Through AAPAC, she says, “Black
families are being brought in to talk about
policies, to talk about assessments. We’re

making sure that black
families have a seat at every decisionmaking table.”
AAPAC, Erving says, is “bringing light to
what isn’t working and asking what can we
do. Only 21 percent of African American
students are reading at grade level in
English Language Arts.1 So, to improve
literacy, she says, “We’re partnering with
curriculum and instruction to get books
in the home.” AAPAC is educating families
about special education as well. “We
were over-identifying [African American
students] as emotionally disturbed,”
she says. Through the council, parents
learn how to advocate for help with the
kinds of behavioral issues that often
lead to identification—but before these
designations are assigned.
When asked to explain the council’s
overlap with the CAC, Erving says,
“Due to the large number of African
American families who have children
receiving special education services in
our district, we became intentional about
our relationship and our collaboration to
ensure that we are hearing the experiences
of black families within special education.”
Dickey says the district is employing
“growth mindset”2 to raise the belief that
success is attainable. “We also see how
conversations about bias are important.
School staff and families are brought
together to break down some stereotypes
of African Americans,” he says.
With many AAPAC members as parents
of children with disabilities, Robertson
says she sees Dickey and his team as
partners. “I strive for ongoing, fluid
discussions where we can support each
other to create the necessary, optimal
conditions for our black students with
IEPs.” Additionally, she says, “I expect my
team to do the necessary personal work to
1. Score from the 2018 California Assessment of
Student Performance and Progress.
2. In a growth mindset, people believe that their
abilities can be developed through dedication
and hard work. For more information, go to
https://www.mindsetworks.com/science/
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evaluate and hone their equity lens,
and I will . . . support their efforts.”
Building Trust
Robertson is in her first year as
chief of special education. “We’ve
been concentrating on building
trust with parents this first year.
We’re doing a lot of listening.” As
a former principal, she says it is
incumbent on individual schools to
create alliances with parents. “The
real work has to take place at the
school sites. Movement is largely
due to parents who show up, have
oversight, and integrate into the
school structure.”
That’s just what AAPAC has been
doing. It began as a districtwide
council and held its monthly
meetings in a central location.
But issues vary from one school and
community to another. Today there are
satellite councils at 22 district schools,
and the monthly meetings are held in
neighborhood schools. “We wanted to
be able to touch people where they live,”
says Bacon, who continues to work with
AAPAC.
The problems that led to the creation of
the parents group haven’t gone away, but
the parents are now definitely engaged in
confronting them. The number of students
in special education has decreased
over time, and the students are now
less likely to be segregated in separate
classrooms, but “we’re still looking at
disproportionality,” says Co-chair Batiste.
“We don’t want kids to be pushed into
special ed, and we’re against kids getting
labeled, but . . . we have to make sure
they get what they need. And we’re still
working on suspensions,” where over
representation has been reduced but
African American students still have the
highest suspension rate of any student
group.
What AAPAC has done for parents and
students, says Batiste, “is open everyone’s
eyes to see that you have a right to the
same education and resources as everyone
else.” That’s how you begin to “interrupt
inequitable outcomes.” t
u
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Teacher Prep, continued from page 16

California’s teachers than all other
institutions combined. Under the
“signature pedagogies,” each campus is
making changes and developing programs
to ensure that its graduates are imbued
with the principle of equity. At Fullerton,
an equitable education is described as
“a process that goes beyond providing
equal opportunities” and one that seeks to
“guarantee access to resources and to the
challenges and supports necessary for all
students to attain high-quality outcomes.”
To fulfill that promise, the university is
changing some of the ways it selects and
educates prospective teachers. Students
write an autobiography when they apply
to a credential program. “Now,” says Calli
Lewis Chiu, assistant professor in the
Department of Special Education, “they
have to include a concrete example of how
they have demonstrated a commitment to
a just, equitable, and inclusive education.
And they have to reflect on areas where
they would like to grow. This way they
know the expectation we have for them
before they enter the program.”
And when candidates are interviewed
now, she says, “We are looking for
substantial interaction with people who
are different from themselves and a

recognition of the areas where they could
improve.”
During their fieldwork in school
classrooms, students in the special
education department immerse
themselves in the community. “They
take a walk around the community;
they note the demographics,” says Lewis
Chiu. “They look at the school, too: They
interview teachers, staff, and parents.
Is the school culture reflective of the
community?
“There was nothing like this in my
curriculum back in 1998,” she laughs.
The community mapping project will be
part of all credential programs this fall,
and the Harvard test will be extended to
all programs by fall 2020.
A new component is being added to the
teacher evaluation forms that students fill
out at the end of a class. “Now they will
be asked to rate how much the instructor
has helped to increase the student’s
understanding of issues related to
privilege, diversity, and equity,” says Lewis
Chiu. “The faculty will realize that they
are being evaluated on this.”
The changes throughout the CSU
system have one goal: To ensure student
success—both for the students on campus
and the students they will meet as new
teachers in their own classrooms. t
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Teacher Preparation and Equity
All candidates for a special education
teaching credential at Cal State Fullerton
are required to take the Harvard Implicit
Association Test. The test measures the
strength of their associations between
groups (black, gay, fat people, for
example) and evaluations (good, bad)
or stereotypes (athletic, clumsy). It can
reveal attitudes and beliefs they may have
been unwilling or unable to acknowledge
– attitudes and beliefs that could impact
their performance in the classroom.
The test is only one part of Fullerton’s
campus-wide program, “Teaching
through a Just, Equitable, and Inclusive
Lens,” whose mission includes
“recognizing and understanding
the impact of one’s own privileges,
biases, perspectives, and beliefs on the
interactions one has with students.”
What’s happening at Fullerton is
representative of a movement throughout
the California State University (CSU)
system to prepare teachers to equitably
serve the diverse student populations
they will encounter in their classrooms.
It’s an effort “to ensure that diverse
learners receive what each of them
needs to succeed,” says Marquita
Grenot-Sheyer, assistant chancellor for
teacher education and public school
programs. The deans of education at all
CSU campuses have signed on to a set
of “signature pedagogies” for teacher
preparation. The goal is for every
graduate to have the knowledge, skills,
and classroom experience to:
• Collaborate with other educators
and families to deliver a high-quality
education for all students
• Demonstrate culturally responsive
practices to ensure that all students
learn and grow
• Teach and support all students
successfully on day one as a beginning
teacher.
“The word equity is not evident in the
pedagogies,” Grenot-Sheyer says, “but it
is a part of all of them.”
u
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“Our students,” she says, “are practicing
these skills in a clinical setting. They are
learning from skilled master teachers.”
They “have to understand what equity
looks like in the classroom or when
talking to families. And they are learning
how to provide differentiated education”
so that each child learns.
Because research shows that teachers
of color help close achievement gaps for
students of color and are highly rated
by students of all races, the CSU system
is working to increase the diversity of
the teaching staff in California schools.
“Having a competent diverse teacher is
not important just for students of color,”
Grenot-Sheyer says. “It’s important for
white students to experience that, too.”
CSU campuses are recruiting Hispanic
and bilingual candidates, with a special
emphasis on males of color. And a
number of campuses are “growing
their own” student body by recruiting
candidates at local high schools in
low-income communities who will
return to their communities to teach
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after graduation. A new CSU program,
Graduation Initiative 2025, aims to “close
the opportunity achievement gap” and
ensure that students of color graduate at
the same rate and time as other students.
Grenot-Sheyer acknowledges that CSU
students may bring “different sets of
biases” to their campuses. “If you didn’t
grow up with someone with a disability,
for example, you might be unsure” of how
to relate to a particular student.
She cites two statewide efforts that
promote equity and “offer a different
way of thinking about students with
disabilities.” The growing number of
inclusive schools under California’s one
system of education for all “breaks down
barriers,” she says.
And she cites the work of the
Commission on Teacher Credentialing
that will require all prospective teachers
to share a common trunk of knowledge
that enables them to support students in
general education and special education.
The CSU system prepares more of
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