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Welcome to Exceptional Lives: Practice, Progress, & 
Dignity in Today’s Schools. This is NOT a typical 
book introducing you to special education. Not 

at all. Yes, it explains who the students and professionals 
in special education are; yes, it describes the research-based 
practices you should use; and yes, it teaches by letting you 
meet students, teachers, and families who are like those 
you will meet wherever you teach.

Two Unique Features
But this edition is unique for two reasons among other 
books introducing you to special education. First, it rests 
on an ethical principle and, second, it incorporates seven 
principles that are the foundations for effective teaching 
and learning.

The Ethical Principle of Dignity
What distinguishes our book from all other similar books 
is that we believe, and we teach, that providing specially 
designed, research-based instruction in inclusive class-
rooms dignifies students with disabilities and those with 
exceptional talents and gifts.

Dignity has two aspects. First, it is the value inherent in 
every person, without regard to the nature or extent of the 
person’s disability. It affirms that, though having a disabil-
ity, the person is not less worthy. Second, dignity is what 
you confer by how you teach a student with a disability or 
extraordinary talent.

When you practice as we teach you to practice, you not 
only respect the student’s inherent dignity, you also enlarge 
it. Think about your work this way: You carry out two func-
tions. You teach––you are in the education enterprise. And, 
by teaching, you treat your students and their families with 
dignity.

Seven Principles of Special Education: 
The Foundations of the Profession
You will read about dignity in each chapter. There are, how-
ever, principles that are the foundations of special education. 
They are

•	 respect for your students’ diversity and their rights to cultural 
justice,

•	 education that enables students to make progress,

•	 research-based practices,

•	 inclusion,

•	 self-determination,

•	 partnership with families, and

•	 high expectations.

So, there are two unique features of this edition. They 
are the ethical principle of dignity and the seven founda-
tional principles of special education. There’s more.

New Features—Ensuring Progress  
in School
It is timely that this edition aligns with a recent Supreme 
Court (2017) decision that says special educators must offer 
their students an education that enables them to make prog-
ress in school. When the Court interpreted the federal law 
of special education, it held that each student’s right to an 
appropriate education is more than a right to an individu-
alized education, preferably in the general curriculum (the 
curriculum for typically developing students). The Court 
interpreted “appropriate” education to mean an education 
that enables your students to make progress in school, year 
after year. Their education must be appropriately ambitious 
for them and offer them challenging objectives.

To honor this decision, we have made big changes to 
this text. They include:

•	 A NEW Focus on Educational Progress. In Chapter 1, 
we introduce you to Endrew, the young man whose 
right to an education that ensures his “progress” is the 
standard for all students receiving special education. 
Read about the Supreme Court decision and then,  in 
Chapter 4, how that decision affects special education 
teaching and learning in new and exciting ways.

•	 A NEW Chapter on Progress. In Chapter 4, we describe 
the procedures for evaluating, offering an appropriate 
education to, including in the general curriculum, and 
monitoring student progress in the general curriculum. 
We describe how those procedures sometimes are the 
same as but sometimes differ from the procedures edu-
cators followed before the Supreme Court decision.

•	 A NEW Chapter on School-Wide Supports. In  
Chapter 5, we describe powerful school-wide programs 
that support all teachers in a school to use data-based 
decision making and teaming, reaching out to every stu-
dent—not just students with disabilities—to provide the 
scaffolding required for educational progress and self-
determination. This chapter teaches you about the most 
common and most research-based tiered systems—
systems that individualize for all students. There are 
three of these systems: school-wide positive behavior  

Preface
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intervention and supports (SW-PBIS), response to in-
tervention (RTI), and comprehensive, integrated three-
tiered systems (Ci3T). Each is useful for implementing 
school-wide systems and promoting positive academic, 
social and emotional behavior.

•	 A NEW Chapter on Cross-cutting Instructional  
Approaches. New Chapter 6 focuses on designing learn-
ing environments that promote students’ progress. The 
chapter begins with a discussion on research-based, 
high-leverage practices that benefit all students—that 
is, practices that enable inclusion. More than that, this 
chapter and the ones that follow guide you on how to 
individualize instruction, services, and assessment to 
respond to disability-related characteristics. Here, you 
will learn about the principles of universal design and 
how to create curriculum that is sufficiently flexible for 
all students. Alternatively stated, you will learn how to 
make learning more accessible for all students, reducing 
the barriers to general education classrooms and curricu-
lum for those with disabilities. Specifically, you will learn 
about co-teaching arrangements, differentiated instruc-
tion, peer mediation, explicit instruction, and embedded 
instruction. These are the ways and means of univer-
sal design. What you learn here will stand you in good 
stead no matter who your students are. The instructional 
approaches—all in line with universal design—illustrate 
the wealth of research-based practices in special educa-
tion and the promotion of inclusive classrooms.

•	 A NEW Chapter on Diversity and Cultural Justice. 
New to this edition is in-depth teaching on how you 
can respond to America’s increasingly diverse stu-
dent populations. Chapter 2 describes the progress of 
the civil rights movement in education, summarizes  
research findings about cultural bias related to disability 
and race, and teaches you about how disability inter-
sects challenges of students from diverse populations. 
Here, you will learn about bias in classifying students 
into special education. You will learn how bias and mis-
classification relates—almost always negatively—to  
inclusion, bullying, restraint and seclusion, suspension 
and expulsion, and participation in the juvenile justice 
system. You will learn how to counteract these nega-
tive effects when you read about theories and practices 
of cultural justice and fairness, especially strategies for 
teaching restorative practices and being a culturally  
responsive teacher.

•	 NEW Pedagogical Features. Each chapter now in-
cludes two new features to help you apply what you 
are learning. Guidelines for Teaching features provide 
sequential steps for executing research-based practices, 
procedures, or processes. Into Practice Across the Grade 
Levels features describe the components of an interven-
tion that are particularly appropriate for some students, 

even as it describes cross-cutting strategies appropriate 
for all students. In addition, Into Practice features offer 
multiple, grade-level examples of applied practice.

•	 NEW MyLab Education. One of the most visible changes 
in the ninth edition, also one of the most significant, is the 
expansion of the digital learning and assessment resourc-
es embedded in the eText and the inclusion of MyLab 
Education in the text. MyLab Education is an online 
homework, tutorial, and assessment program designed 
to work with the text to engage you and improve how 
you learn and how much you learn. Within MyLab’s 
structured environment, you will find that key concepts 
are clearly demonstrated through real classroom video 
footage. More than that, you will have opportunities to 
practice what you learn, test your understanding, and 
receive feedback to guide you toward mastery. Designed 
to bring you more directly into the world of preschool–12 
classrooms and to help you see the real and powerful  
effects of the special education concepts and practices 
you will read about, the online resources in MyLab Edu-
cation with the Enhanced eText include:

•• Video Examples. About 5–7 times per most chapters, 
an embedded video provides an illustration of a spe-
cial education principle or concept in action. These 
video examples most often show students and teach-
ers working in classrooms including teachers and stu-
dents at CHIME, an inclusive elementary and middle 
school in Los Angeles. Sometimes, these videos show 
students or teachers describing their thinking or ex-
periences such as those videos that document the 
lives of individuals captured by prize-winning film-
maker and cinematographer, Dan Habib.

•• Self-Checks. In each chapter, self-check quizzes help 
assess how well you have mastered the content. The 
self-checks consist of self-grading multiple-choice 
items that provide not only feedback on whether 
questions are answered correctly or incorrectly but 
also rationales for both correct and incorrect answers.

•• Application Exercises. These exercises give you 
opportunities to practice applying the content and 
strategies from the chapters. The questions in these 
exercises are usually in the form of a constructed re-
sponse. Once you provide your own answers to the 
questions, you receive feedback in the form of model 
answers written by experts.

Three Truths About Special 
Education—Guidelines for You
It is bold of us to say this, but fortune favors the bold: There 
are three truths about special education. They are truths 
because they cannot be disputed successfully. They express 
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what we have learned in our years as teachers and profes-
sors, researchers and family members. They also are the 
guidelines that we hope you will follow when you, your 
colleagues, and your students and their families undertake 
the new world—the world of “progress through research-
based practice.”

People First: Valued Lives and Dignifying 
Education
Dignity is all about valuing the lives and experiences of 
people. We value the lives of students with disabilities and 
see them as individuals first, individuals who laugh and cry, 
struggle and triumph like everyone else. Some of their strug-
gles are monumental, and some of their triumphs are small; 
but, if you do your job as we are teaching you to do it, then 
each student can begin each day with new hope for making 
progress and achieving goals for greater independence. So 
can their families. And so can you and your colleagues.

Does this all seem too optimistic, too “frothy” and 
“light” and “syrupy”? It’s not.

As you read earlier in this Preface, the Supreme Court 
declared that your students have a right to make progress 
in school. That means you must be appropriately ambi-
tious for them, offer them challenging objectives and have 
high expectations for them. Your students and their fami-
lies need to know that you know your business. They will 
know that if they know you use research-based practices. 
Those are the practices that also will provide them with 
hope and confidence for the future. When they have confi-
dence and make progress, you and they will be justified in 
celebrating their success. So, put aside “frothy” and “light” 
and “syrupy”—they have no place next to research-based, 
inclusive practices to promote progress.

Also, bear in mind that your students are likely to make 
more progress when their families and you have trusting 
partnerships and collaborate to build on students’ strengths, 
interests, and goals. Earn that trust. The relevance of a stu-
dent’s progress and a family’s trust cannot be overstated.

Two features highlight the lives of students with dis-
abilities, their families and their educators.

VIGNETTES.  At or near the beginning of every chapter 
you will find a vignette—a short but true description of 
people in special education. For example, Chapter 1 features 
the student who was the center of the Supreme Court deci-
sion we described earlier; and Chapter 4 features a student 
in a school where inclusion occurs universally. The vignettes 
convey an important message. Special education is a lively 
enterprise. It is not an abstract enterprise. It is full of life. It 
involves real people.

So we begin each chapter by introducing you to a stu-
dent, family, and teachers. We tell you about them, how 
they work together, and how their lives and work interact. 
We thread that story into the chapter so you can see how 
research-based practices affect and improve the lives of 
real people.

VIDEOS.  We do more than that. We rely on videos that 
we commissioned especially for this book. You will come 
to know students and educators at CHIME, a Los Angeles 
elementary and middle school. CHIME’s classrooms are 
filled with students of varying abilities and the professional 
aides and educators who illustrate inclusive teaching prac-
tices. Likewise, you will be introduced through videos to 
wonderful students, families, and educators featured by 
Dan Habib in award-winning documentaries. You will meet 
Kelsey, Samuel, Thaysa, and others whose lives have been 
changed through teaching practices that make a difference.

MyLab Education 
Video Example P.1

MyLab Education 
Video Example P.2
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Inclusive Practices: Equal Educational Opportunities for All
Special education is not separate from general education. No, indeed. It is part of gen-
eral education. Approximately two thirds of students with disabilities spend 80% of 
their time in general education classes with the benefit of supplementary aides and 
services. So, whether you will be a general or a special education teacher, you will 
need to know about:

•	 The law governing special education—its requirement that your students’ educa-
tion must give them the opportunity to make progress.

•	 The differences among your students—differences that require you to use culturally 
appropriate responsiveness.

•	 Equal opportunity—the right to equality and equity in education, the chance to 
have the kind of opportunities that people without disabilities have, both in school 
and then after they leave school.

•	 Full inclusion—the right to participate fully in schools and communities, the right 
to be included, and the right not to be segregated.

•	 School-wide and classroom-based practices that benefit all students and that occur 
in typical, ordinary schools and settings.

A revised chapter about procedures to ensure progress (Chapter 4) and new 
chapters on school-wide systems of supports and cross-cutting instructional strate-
gies (Chapters 5 and 6) teach you how to plan for and practice inclusion for all stu-
dents. You will learn how to carry out this planning and practice in partnership with 
families (Chapter 3). Each chapter thereafter then identifies a specific disability or 
disabilities—the “categorical” chapters. Each describes the disability’s characteristics 
and causes, the specific and appropriate assessments and procedures to qualify stu-
dents for specially designed instruction, and the individualized supports and services 
the students should receive. Each offers detailed, state-of-the-art, research-based strat-
egies to illustrate how to educate students with varying abilities and students who are 
gifted and talented. Each has two special kinds of pedagogical features: Nondiscrimi-
natory Evaluation Process and Inclusion Tips.
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Educational Progress: Research-Based Approaches 
Toward Long-Term Outcomes
The title of this new edition clues you to one of its greatly strengthened features. The 
feature is the research-based practices that ensure your students’ progress. As we noted 
above, each categorical chapter (Chapters 7 through 17) describes the most recent 
research-based practices even as they cite, to a limited degree, the pioneering research. 
The two pedagogical features in each chapter—Guidelines for Teaching and Into Practice 
Across the Grade Levels—teach you how to use research-based strategies toward educa-
tional and personal progress.
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Even as you learn those strategies, you will learn how they advance your students’ 
self-determination. Your students will learn to set and pursue their own goals if they have 
the benefit of instruction in self-determination—knowing how to choose and what to do 
once they have chosen a course of action. Self-determination dignifies your students.

Together with the research-based practices and inclusion for progress, self-
determination ensures that your students will be better able to achieve the nation’s 
four disability outcomes. These are equal opportunity, full participation, independent 
living, and economic self-sufficiency. Every instructional strategy you use is a means 
for your students to achieve those outcomes. This edition of Exceptional Lives is unique 
in emphasizing that long-term outcomes, and with them the dignity that your stu-
dents will have, are the ultimate goals of special education. Take a look at the two 
features below; you’ll see what we mean.

Prologue and Epilogue
This preface is a prologue—words in advance of the main text. It says “hello, here’s 
a preview of your trip with us.” A prologue demands an epilogue. It says, “Here’s 
where we have been.” Our epilogue features a young woman who struggles with an 
emotional behavior disorder, a disorder that likely would have kept her from gradu-
ating without dedicated educators who did not give up on her. It also features a man 
with an intellectual disability who now works with faculty at Syracuse University 
to instruct students such as yourselves. And, it features a young man who grows up 
before your eyes in this text. Even though he is limited by his various physical dis-
abilities, he has enjoyed the advocacy, support, and inclusive education provided by 
his family, his educators, and administrators who believed in his worth as a human 
being and in his abilities to make as much educational progress as his peers.

These vignettes in the Epilogue should confirm what we have been teaching and 
you have been learning all along: The outcomes of special education are indeed special.

Come with us; be part of a special enterprise that can ensure remarkable results.
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Supplementary Materials
This edition of Exceptional Lives provides a comprehensive 
and integrated collection of supplements to assist students 
and professors in maximizing learning and instruction. 
The following resources are available for instructors to 
download from www.pearsonhighered.com/educator. 
Enter the author, title of the text, or the ISBN number, then 
select this text, and click on the “Resources” tab. Download 
the supplement you need. If you require assistance in down-
loading any resources, contact your Pearson representative.

INSTRUCTOR’S RESOURCE MANUAL  The Instructor’s 
Resource Manual includes chapter overviews and outcomes, 
lists of available PowerPoint® slides, presentation outlines, 
teaching suggestions for each chapter, and questions for 
discussion and analysis along with feedback.

POWERPOINT® SLIDES  The PowerPoint® slides high-
light key concepts and summarize text content. The 

slides also include questions and problems designed to 
stimulate discussion, encourage students to elaborate 
and deepen  their understanding of the topics in each 
chapter, and apply the content of the chapter to both the 
real world of teaching and their daily lives. The slides are 
further designed to help instructors structure the content 
of each chapter to make it as meaningful as possible for 
students.

TEST BANK  The Test Bank provides a comprehensive and 
flexible assessment package. The Test Bank for this edition 
has been revised and expanded to make it more applica-
ble to students. To provide complete coverage of the con-
tent in each chapter, all multiple-choice and essay items 
are grouped under the chapters’ main headings and are 
balanced between knowledge/recall items and those that 
require analysis and application.
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Chapter 1

The Purposes, People, and Law 
of Special Education
	 Learning Outcomes

	 1.1	 Describe IDEA’s four goals of disability policy and the seven core 
elements of special education; identify the two largest categories of 
disabilities.

	 1.2	 Define special education, supplementary aids and services, related 
services, and IDEA’s six principles and two requirements of each 
principle.

	 1.3	 Identify and summarize the basic rules of five other federal laws 
and describe the principle of dignity, relating it to the Endrew F. case.

Welcome to special education! Welcome to the lives of students with disabilities and 
the lives of students with remarkable gifts and talents, to their families and educators, 
to our book, and to the essence of your career in special education.

Goals and Core Elements of Special 
Education
What exactly is special education? Let’s begin with the basics. It is a civil right. A student 
with a disability who is of school age has the same right to an education as a student 
who does not have a disability.

Now, let’s expand on that basic message. Special education is more than a right. It 
is specially designed instruction and supports for students with disabilities. Its purpose 
is to enable them to make progress in school so that they will achieve valued goals and 
outcomes—goals and outcomes they can attain and enjoy in the same places as students 
and adults who do not have disabilities. Just what are those goals?

Four Goals of Our Nation’s Disability Policy
The federal special education law, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 
declares that the nation’s goals for students with disabilities are equal opportunity, full 
participation, independent living, and economic self-sufficiency (see Figure 1.1). Here’s what 
these goals mean for each student receiving special education:

•	 Equal opportunity refers to an equal chance to benefit from and make progress in 
school.

•	 Full participation means being in the general curriculum and participating in it.

MyLab Education
Video Example 1.1
Meet Samuel. If Samuel were your 
son, what hopes would you have for 
his education and adulthood?



•	 Independent living refers to having a say about your education and choosing how 
to live (with whom, where, how).

•	 Economic self-sufficiency means being able to use your education to get a job, keep 
it, advance in it, and prove your worth as a productive and contributing person.

A “goal” is “the end toward which effort is directed” (Mish, 1990). So, the nation’s 
policy goals are statements of what you and your colleagues should do, namely, to 
educate each student in such a way, and with such intensity, that it is likely all of your 
students will achieve each of these goals, in full or in part, on their own or with support. 
What you do and how you do it are the core elements of special education. They also 
are the ultimate lessons of our book.

Seven Core Elements of Special Education
Remember what we said at the very beginning of this chapter: Special education is a 
civil right. Special education is also, and equally important, a means for teaching so 
that the right will be realized, not idealized, so that it will be a reality, not a dream, 
for your students. How can a student expect to participate in that civil right and have 
equal opportunity, full participation, independent living, and economic self-sufficiency? 
Seven core elements—elements that you as a teacher will use—work together to meet 
the goals of special education. They are the following:

•	 High expectations

•	 Diversity and cultural justice

•	 Progress

•	 Research-based practices

•	 Inclusion

•	 Self-determination

•	 Partnerships with families, based on trust.

The first two elements, high expectations and diversity, relate to hopes and aspirations 
for all students with disabilities, especially those from unserved or underserved popula-
tions. The next five—progress, research-based practices, inclusion, self-determination, 
and partnerships with families—are the means for achieving the nation’s four disability 
goals; they are the ways, the strategies, you and your colleagues will use. Each element 
deserves a fuller explanation.

Figure 1.1   Four National Disability Policy Goals
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Opportunity

Full
Participation

Independent
Living

Economic
Self-

sufficiency



The Purposes, People, and Law of Special Education  3

HIGH EXPECTATIONS  How, you might ask, can the goals be achieved if no teacher 
expects any student to be able to reach them? Low expectations express pessimism. 
High expectations entail a deep emotional commitment to being the best teacher you 
can be so your students will be the best they can be in reaching the four goals.

High expectations express hope and confidence that you and your colleagues will 
do your jobs effectively and that your students and their parents will aspire to become 
competent, despite a disability, to reach the goals. High expectations should always be 
your aspiration, a reminder never to give up, never to lose hope, never to abandon your 
high expectations for low ones. Don’t shortchange the parents and students who have high 
expectations. Those expectations are the foundation on which you can, and should, build. 
Are you curious about why high expectations matter? If so, read My Voice: Stel Achieves 
His Great Expectations, which details the experiences of Stelios Gragoudas as a student with 
cerebral palsy in the Boston schools in the 1980s and 1990s and thereafter.

My Voice
Stel Achieves His Great Expectations
Education has always been an important part of my life. My 
parents always stressed the importance of having the best 
education you possibly could obtain. It wasn’t only learning 
that excited me; it was also being with other students, play-
ing kickball, and making friends that enriched my educational 
experience.

I began my school career at the same time that P.L. 94–142 
(better known today as IDEA) was passed. Therefore, 
educating students with disabilities was a new experience for 
my school district. The faculty did not know how to include 
students with disabilities into a program for students without 
disabilities. My teachers did the best they could by including 
me in all the instances they thought were appropriate. For 
the subjects that I needed extra help in, I went to a resource 
room where I could receive the extra assistance I needed. 
Thinking back, I liked that system. Even though I was out of 
my homeroom for a couple of hours a week, I still felt as if that 
room was my base. It was where all my friends were and where 
I could do exactly what all the other students were doing.

All that changed when I went to middle school and high 
school. It was as if my education took a 360-degree turn. 
When a student moves up to middle school, academics are 
the focal point of the educational experience. Therefore, my 
educational team had to answer a very important question: 
Could I keep up with the academic program that was offered 
at the middle school? My teachers were not too optimistic. 
They believed that even though I had fared well in elementary 
school, middle school was going to be too challenging for 
me. My parents, however, insisted that I be included in the 
general curriculum as much as possible. So my IEP called 
for me to be placed in the general curriculum for some of my 
subjects and in a resource room for the others.

This program was similar to my elementary school 
experience, with one great distinction. In middle school, 
my base was not the place where I felt included. It was the 
place where I felt excluded. That base was my resource 
room, where I was excluded from most of the students who 

were in my academic classes. This did not allow me to form 
the kinds of friendships that I did in elementary school. 
I do not have many fond memories of that period of my 
educational career.

High school was a similar situation. Even though I had 
good grades in all of my academic classes, my teachers 
still recommended that academics should not be the focal 
point of my education and that I should focus on vocational 
goals. My parents did not agree with this plan. They always 
believed that I should be pushed to my limit.

The school agreed with hesitation and opted to place 
me in a collaborative program within the high school. I would 
be able to participate in the high school classes, and the 
collaborative program would provide me with a tutor and 
other supports that I needed to succeed in high school. As I 
look back, the program was not all that bad. It provided me 
with additional services that I needed to succeed in my high 
school, such as speech therapy and adapted gym.

However, the same thing that had happened in middle 
school was happening all over again. Instead of feeling like 
a student at my high school, I felt like a guest. Even though I 
had my classes with students in the high school, when class 
was over, they would go in one direction and I would go back 
to the collaborative program. Even though I was free to eat 
lunch with them, I chose not to because I felt like an outsider 
who was only a guest in the high school and I felt at home 
eating lunch with my fellow classmates in the collaborative 
program.

I always knew that I wanted to go to college. It was what 
everyone else in my class was thinking about, so I caught 
the bug as well. Once again, however, I met opposition from 
my special education teachers. The teachers from my high 
school classes were more supportive because they knew the 
work I had done in their classes and felt that I was ready for 
college-level academics.

The process of applying to school was very exciting. The 
experience of going to visit schools, meeting students with 

(Continued )
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disabilities who were already in college, writing essays, and 
finding out how colleges supported people with disabilities 
was extremely informative.

It also provided me with a new idea of what it meant 
to be independent. To that point, independence to me 
meant going to the mall by myself or going on a trip with 
my friend instead of my family. In college, independence 
meant making sure I had all of the supports that I needed 
to live independently or talking with professors about 
accommodations that I needed in class. College gave me 
two things. It gave me the academic background that I 
needed to begin the career that I am still in today. Equally 

important, it gave me the skills I needed to live independently 
and to direct my own future.

I have earned my Ph.D. and am working in higher 
education in Massachusetts. Sometimes I think it would be 
amusing to go back to my high school and show some of 
my old teachers what I have accomplished since I started 
postsecondary education, but then I think it would be a 
better idea to focus my attention on improving special 
education and education as a whole so that every student 
with a disability can receive the most appropriate education 
alongside classmates without disabilities.

—Reprinted with permission from Stelios Gragoudas

DIVERSITY AND CULTURAL JUSTICE  When you start teaching, you will learn that 
your students differ from each other. They will differ in abilities and disabilities and, 
by reason, race, ethnicity, language, and social and economic status. Those are “cul-
tural” differences. And they are the reasons why you will be involved in one civil rights 
movement—the disability rights movement—and in yet another, the rights movement 
based on cultural justice.

Indeed, you will learn in Chapter 2 that IDEA arose out of the discrimination that 
kept students with disabilities out of school or found them to have disabilities or certain 
kinds of disabilities when they did not. Don’t think for a moment that cultural justice 
is a matter of the past. It is not. As we make clear in Chapter 2, students from diverse 
backgrounds continue to be those who experience the most discrimination.

What does all that mean? It means that disability itself is a type of diversity. Many 
students with disabilities have other characteristics: race, ethnicity, language. Broadly 
conceived, special education is a civil right because it addresses discrimination based 
on these characteristics. In your work, you will encounter “double diversity,” perhaps 
triple and quadruple diversity. This pile-up of diversity occurs when disability inter-
sects with other minority traits. That intersectionality means you will be engaged in 
two multiple civil rights causes—one based on disability and others based on additional 
traits. It also means you will have to master culturally appropriate methods of teaching.

PROGRESS  Students have a right to an appropriate education, one that ensures 
progress toward the four goals. Why do we emphasize “progress?” We do so because 
the Supreme Court of the United States said, in 2017, that progress is the essence of 
an appropriate education. That case involved a young man named Endrew. You will 
“meet” him soon. His education, and the education of all students receiving special 
education, must ensure progress. Progress toward what? The Court did not say. But 
IDEA does: progress toward the four national goals.

RESEARCH-BASED PRACTICES  If you want your students to attain the four national 
goals and to make progress toward them in school, you will need to know and use what 
works. IDEA is clear about that. It declares that the goals of IDEA “have been impeded 
by . . . an insufficient focus on applying replicable research on proven methods of teach-
ing and learning for students with disabilities.” Today, the words “replicable research” 
are expressed as “research-based practices.”

One of IDEA’s messages is that you must make sure that what you do, and when 
and how and where you do it, is based on the research for how to teach effectively so 
your students will learn. IDEA gives you another message: You should not rest on what 
you already know; throughout your career, you should pursue professional develop-
ment to keep learning about what works.
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INCLUSION  One of the big four goals of IDEA is “full participation.” It should not 
surprise you that IDEA takes the position that education will be more effective for all 
students with disabilities when they have specially designed instruction and support 
that occur in “the general curriculum in the regular classroom.”

We are writing and you are learning about rights. So a word or two about language 
are in order. Lawyers think about “full participation” in terms of integration. Educators 
like you will use the word “inclusion” to express the right of integration and the goal 
of full participation.

Let’s step back a bit from that last sentence. In it, we reminded you about what 
we said at the very beginning of this chapter—special education is a civil right. Special 
education is also, and equally important, a means for teaching so that the right will 
be realized, not idealized, and so that it will become a reality, not a dream, for your 
students. How can a student expect to have equal opportunity, full participation, inde-
pendent living, and economic self-sufficiency without education in the least restrictive, 
most integrated settings in academic, extracurricular, and other school activities? The 
short answer is that the student can’t. You will find evidence for that statement in each 
of the chapters beginning in Part III.

SELF-DETERMINATION  Self-determination is about enabling students with disabili-
ties to make things happen in their lives, to set and go after their future goals. These 
goals can relate to their education or other domains of their lives. In pursuing their goals, 
students take three important actions. First, they act volitionally; their goals are based on 
their own choices and preferences and are self-directed. Second, they can develop and 
implement plans, with appropriate support, to achieve their goals. Third, they learn that 
a link exists between their actions and the outcomes. This learning leads them to believe 
they can use their self-awareness and self-knowledge to make progress toward their goals.

Specific skills, beliefs, and attitudes enable students to become self-determined. 
These include making choices, making decisions, solving problems, planning, setting 
goals, choosing how to attain the goals, managing oneself, advocating for oneself, and 
being aware of and knowing oneself. Self-determination links to all four of IDEA’s 
policy goals because it enables students to make progress toward each of those goals.

FAMILIES AS PARTNERS  Families are the foundation for children and youth. No 
other entity plays such an important role in a student’s life as the family. That’s why 
IDEA declares that one way of making the education of students with disabilities “more 
effective” is to strengthen parents’ roles and responsibilities and to ensure that they 
have “meaningful opportunities to participate in the education of their children at 
school and at home.” Those “meaningful opportunities” are rights, including the right 
to participate in many decisions related to a student’s education. That participation, 
that partnership between parents/students and professionals/educators, is based on 
trust. Yes, trust is key, for parent-professional trust, as you will learn in Chapter 3, is the 
foundation for progress in education.

Connecting the Four Goals to the Core Elements
It may seem that the four goals and the core elements are only loosely connected to each 
other. That simply is not so.

Equal opportunity involves the core elements of progress, research-based practices, 
inclusion, and self-determination. Each of these elements advances a student’s right to 
equal opportunity in school and in life after school.

Full participation involves the same core elements, especially inclusion.
Independent living also involves the same core elements as equal opportunity, 

especially self-determination.
Economic self-sufficiency involves all of the core elements, as well, but it anticipates 

the time when the student will work. The phrase “economic self-sufficiency” expresses 
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the idea that special education should be so effective that all students will make prog-
ress in school so they will be able to work or otherwise contribute to their communities 
and families. The key in that sentence is the word “progress.”

Progress toward equal opportunity, full participation, and inclusion is the promise 
of special education; it forms the core of the right to special education; and it is the 
expression of high expectations for the students and for you, their teachers.

Real Lives and the Dignity of Your Students
We’ve put a lot of big ideas before you, and you might well think, “How am I going to 
learn all that?” You will start by learning about the students and professionals with whom 
you will work. Then you will learn about the law you will follow. In this entire book, you 
will continue to meet students, families, and educators from whom you will learn.

As you learn from them, you will also learn something you probably do not expect, 
and that is that special education is not just about teaching and learning. It is much more 
than that. It is a profession that recognizes students’ dignity and then increases it. Yes, 
you are in the education business. But you also are in the dignity business. Expect to 
learn about dignity in the last section of this chapter. And then expect to meet those four 
goals and seven core elements as you read our entire book.

Who will teach you? We will, but so will the students, families, and teachers whom 
you will meet. The first of these is Endrew.

Meet Endrew, a Winner in the Supreme Court  
of the United States

“We Won!”
The year is 2017. Who won what? Endrew won his right to an education. An education that 

will make all the difference for him and for other students with disabilities. Why does that matter 
to you? It matters because Endrew’s victory profoundly affects what educators like you will do 
for students with disabilities.

Why, you should ask, does a single student’s “win” affect you as an edu-
cator? The reason is simple: Ever since 1975, Endrew and all students with 
disabilities have had a federal right to a free appropriate public education. But 
for him and many other students with disabilities, his right meant little. Why? 
It was because many educators had failed to carry out their duty to provide 
him an appropriate education. Only when educators make a difference to their 
students is the federal right worthwhile.

So, only when the U.S. Supreme Court interpreted Endrew’s right to mean 
that educators must ensure that he makes progress in school did Endrew’s 
right become real. That’s when his parents and lawyer, Jack Robinson, could 
shout, “We won!”

There was never any question about whether Endrew had a federal right 
to a free appropriate public education. Never. When he was only 2 years old, 
he was diagnosed as having autism. Later, he was also diagnosed as having 
attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). The legal result of both of those 
conditions is that Endrew had a right under federal law to a free appropriate 
public education—commonly called FAPE.

But actually having the right and ensuring that it will make a difference 
in his life was, and still is, much different than having the right as a matter of 
law. There is a difference between law on the books and law on the streets—
between law as written and law as carried out. This chapter is about the role 
of law in Endrew’s life and thereby in the lives of all students with disabilities.

Endrew entered an early intervention program when he was 2 years old, in 
2001. He stayed there for 3 years, having rights under federal law to an individu-
alized education program. When he was 6, he entered a kindergarten program 
and, later, he continued in public school for his 1st- through 4th-grade years. 
By the time he finished his 4th-grade year, in spring 2010, Endrew’s parents 

Endrew at age 6.


