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Introduction 

The inclusion of students with cognitive impairments (CI) has con­
tinuously troubled traditional notions of who belongs in a "regular" 
classroom. Even the Regular Education Initiative of the late 1980s lim­
ited its advocacy to students with mild! disabilities such as speech 
and language impairments, learning disabilities, and behavior disor­
ders (Will, 1986). This conceptualization of inclusion still lingers in 
the minds of teachers, administrators, and scholars today, with many 
people believing that the students who most closely approximate 
"normalcy" are the best candidates for inclusive classrooms. Students 
with cognitive impairments have historically been relegated to segre­
gated institutional settings (Stiker, 1999); although the inclusion 
movement has attempted to change this, they still remain one of the 
most marginalized groups of students within schools. 

This chapter will focus on the specific context of urban education 
in relation to the challenges of inclusive education for students with 
intellectual disabilities. My preferred term of use for individuals with 
intellectual disabilities is cognitive impairment (CI). I acknowledge 
that in many sources cited within this chapter, the same phenomenon 
has historically been referred to as Mental Retardation (MR). Al­
though I do not wish to condone the continued use of MR, I use a 
combination of the terminologies: CI/MR. This is done to provide a 
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sense of cohesion and continuity and to lessen any distraction as we 
make a terminological shift in the field of education from "MR" to 
"Cl" 

Focusing on New York City, I use Kincheloe's twelve "unique fea­
tures of urban education" (2007, pp. 5-8) to frame specific circum­
s~anc~s in whi~ students. and teachers operate; I do so to particularly 
hIghhght key Issues relatmg to students with cOgnitive impairments 
and other disabilities. In addition, I discuss the findings of a recent 
ind~pendent report on New York City, The Comprehensive Management 
ReView and Evaluation of Special Education (2005), by a team of Har­
vard-based expert consultants led by Thomas Hehir, former director 
of the U.S. Department of Education's Office of Special Education 
Programs from 1993 to 1999. Spotlighting District 75, the only sepa­
rate superintendency in the United States for students with moderate 
and severe disabilities (children and youth with CI/MR fall into these 
categories), I examine the long-standing problematics of a segregated 
system and contemplate reasons for its continued existence. I begin 
by briefly discussing the historical relevance of people with CI and 
the construct of MR. 

The (Un)Certainties of Classification 

It is safe to say that there is great dissension among educators, schol­
ars, doctors, and/or parents, as well as people with the classification 
of CI/MR, as to what a cognitive impairment means. For example, the 
influential philosopher John Rawls (2005) has endorsed a conception 
of personhood that excludes people labeled CI/MR. At a recent con­
ference titled Cognitive Disability: A Challenge to Moral Philosophy, 
scholar: grappled. with Rawls's assertion by posing and answering 
contentious questIons such as the following: What constitutes per­
sonhood? Who gets to decide? Is it a form of "social stillbirth" when 
the responsibilities of citizenship cannot be performed? (Silvers & 
Francis, 2008); What is lost in the denial of full citizenship? How does 
the concept of normal complicate notions of agency? (Bicklen, 2008); 
What happens when people are treated as non-persons? (Harris, 
2008); Can we accord personhood without signs of intelligence? 
Should infants deemed profoundly cognitively disabled receive nur­
~rance and live? (Singer, 2008); Are people labeled CI/MR owed jus­
tice? Are ~ey equal subj~cts for justice? (Stark, 2008); Does moral per­
sonhood mclude a capaCIty for a sense of social justice? (Wong, 2008); 
Do "the gifted" impose restraints on the non-gifted in sodety (i.e., 
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those deemed as having an "intelligence quotient" below 70)? Where 
do "we" place the threshold of incompetence? (Wilker, 2008); Who 
has the right to determine the moral status of another? What is a 
norm and why do we have them? (McMahon, 2008). 

Space limitations do not permit a suffidently complex discussion 
of the social construction of "mental retardation." However, it is 
worth noting that the label CI/MR is within the larger social construc­
tion of human intellect in general. Indeed, the establishment of intel­
ligence tests was intricately connected with the scientific validation of 
racial hierarchies (Gould, 1996), and CI/MR has always been a label 
far more likely to be given to people of African descent (Hemstein & 
Murray, 1994: Stubblefield, 2008). The consensus that CI/MR "exists" 
because a person scores 70 or less on tests (lowered from 85 in 1969), 
although outdated to many, is still alive and functioning in the field 
of educational testing. Few school psychologists challenge the fallacy 
of IQ and continue to use it to justify decisions about labeling and 
placing students as CI/MR. The specter of IQ is so pervasive that even 
those who do not believe in these quantifications of ability use num­
bers to differentiate within the category of MR, that is, in subcategoriz­
ing into mild (70-55), moderate (55-40), and severe (below 40), repre­
senting 85%, 10%, and 3-5% respectively. Biklen calls attention to 
how unhelpful the term CI/MR is and how it serves to stigmatize 
people as bumbling and incompetent uneducable burdens (2008). He, 
instead, argues for an assumed competence, because if we do not then 
the "consequences are dire" in the form of self-fulfilling prophecies 
and perpetuating inequalities. 

Hehir states, "Perhaps no group of disabled students has suffered 
more histOrically from negative societal attitudes than students with 
mental retardation" (2005, p. 3). For much of educational history, in­
dividuals with CI/MR did not attend schools but were likely to be in­
stitutionalized in places where they received no attention, nurturing, 
education, or stimulation but were housed naked en masse and in­
termittently hosed down. Over 100,000 individuals lived in institu­
tions before Giraldo Rivera's infamous expose in 1972 of the state fa­
cility of Willowbrook in New York. In addition to being made to 
suffer emotional, physical, and sexual abuse of institutionalization, 
people with CI/MR have been subjected to medical experiments 
without consent, including being fed irradiated food at Harvard (He­
hir, 2005, p. 6) and injected with the hepatitis virus (Harris, 2008). 
Children with CI/MR were often rejected from public schools alto-
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gether, and some states required local school districts to exclude stu­
dents with CI/MR (Hehir & Gamm, 1999). As a result of their exclu­
sion, a group of parents mobilized to advocate for legislation :ns~r­
ing their children would be educated in pub1i~ schools, resulting In 

the suit Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Chzldren v. Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania (1972). In a far-reaching deci~ion, the court order.ed 
that a free public education was to be provIded for stude~ts "":Ith 
CI/MR. For many historians of disability and education, thIS rul~ng 
was the foundation on which the landmark PL.94-142, the Education 
for the Handicapped Act (EHA), rests, guaranteeing a public educa­
tion for all students with disabilities. 

Integral within the passage of this law was the concept of the 
Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) as the "appropriate" placement 
for students with disabilities, a placement that is selected from a con­
tinuum of possibilities. Unfortunately and paradoxically the determi­
nation of LRE for students on an individual basis helped create a seg­
regated system of education that came to be known as "special 
education." Many disability studies scholars see LRE as a loophole 
that enabled educational institutions to segregate children with dis­
abilities from the rest of the population (Linton, 1998; Russell, 1998). 
Noted disability studies scholar Harlan Hahn has remarked, "Particu­
larly troubling to some is the negative phrasing of the concept of 'the 
least restrictive environment,' which was derived from court cases 
about incarceration rather than about discrimination based on race, 
ethnicity, or gender" (1997, p. 325). Environments ~~~ restrictive 
than general education tend to be in segregated facIlItIe~ (such as 
wings or floors of larger buildings, in special schools, ~~d m smal~er 
spaces), which have fewer pupils per te~cher. Ma~y CrItIcs of ~pecial 
education have noticed both the academIC and SOCIal shortcommgs of 
these settings and claim that such marked segregation is unnecessary 
and not in the best interests of children with disabilities or, for that 
matter, all citizens (Brantlinger, 2006; Gallagher et al., 2004; Lipsk~ & 
Gardner, 1997; Semmel, Gottleib, & Robinson, 1979; Skrtic, 1991; VIlla 
& Thousand, 1995). Hahn also questions the use of "appropriate" in 
legislative terminology, as it suggests conforming to a presumed 
standard of physical and mental competence before people are fully 
accepted in schools; he asserts, "Mastery of an unaccommodating and 
inhospitable environment is not an acceptable requirement for par­
ticipation in a democratic society" (1997, p. 318). 

CHAPTER 8: INCLUSION IN NEW YORK CITY 161 

LREorMRE? 

Generally speaking, CI/MR is a disability category that results in one 
of the most restrictive environment placements. The widespread 
overrepresentation of minority students in disability categories is also 
most likely with the label of CI/MR. As Parrish notes, "Only twelve 
states do not overrepresent blacks to an extensive degree in the MR 
disability category" (p. 15). Particularly troublesome is a continuation 
of the pervasive historical labeling of African Americans as CI/MR. 
Nationwide, it is more than 1.5 times more likely for a black child to 
be labeled MR than a white child. In some states the statistics are 
alarming: for example, in Connecticut it is 4.76 times more likely, 
Mississippi 4.31, South Carolina 4.3, North Carolina 4.08, and Ne­
braska 4.08 (Parrish, 2002). Fierros and Conroy (2002) found enor­
mous variation in evaluation and placement of students in Connecti­
cut, noticing that 

high minority districts of Bridgeport and New Haven had MR identification 
rates above 20 percent, while several dozen districts label fewer than 5 percent 
(Conroy, 1999). Interestingly, Hartford labels only 3.8 percent of their special 
education students as MR. These variations in districts serving high percentages 
of minority students raise questions about the labeling differences in Connecti­
cut's larger urban school districts (pp. 6:3-{54). 

Based on their findings, the researchers determined that "black 
and Hispanic male students with MR in Connecticut were less likely 
to be educated in an inclusive setting than their white male counter­
parts" (p. 63). 

Such restrictiveness has led some researchers to propose the no­
tion of "double jeopardy," or punishing the most vulnerable s~de~t; 
twice-" once for their MR label and once for the color of theIr skm 
(p. 64). Others have noticed that increased access to the regular educa­
tion classroom is primarily based on a student's race (Conroy, 1999; 
Harry & Klingner, 2005). 

The overrepresentation of students of color categorized as CI/MR 
and in a restrictive environment reflects a trend in most urban cen­
ters. Fierros and Conroy (2002) found that 98.69% of students labeled 
CI/MR in Philadelphia spent more than 21 % of their time outside of a 
regular classroom. Furthermore, although the overall percentage of 
black students enrolled is 64.55%, they constituted 71.27% of students 
labeled CI/MR. These figures reflect recent histories such as that of 
Chicago where, in the 1980s, the school system face~ a ~lass ac~on 
suit to address "thousands of Chicago students (pnmanly Afncan 



162 CONNOR 

Americans) [who] were misclassified in segregated classes for the 
mentally retarded" (Hehir, 2002, p. 246). Although pressure from the 
advocacy, research, and organizational-focused group Designs for 
Change resulted in 3,500 students formerly classified as Educable 
Mentally Handicapped (EMH) being either returned to regular class­
rooms or "re-diagnosed" as having some other disability, an addi­
tional 3,500 were not reclassified or able to change their placement. 

The national level of restrictiveness for students labeled CI/MR 
with minority disproportionality indices reveals that 81.95% of stu- , 
dents are restricted from general classrooms 20% of the time (Fierros 
& Conroy, 2002). Nationwide, New York State ranks 14th, with an 
above average record on restrictive placement for students labeled 
CI/MR at 87.69%. In terms of classification, when compared to Euro­
pean Americans, the likelihood of being labeled CI/MR translates to 
1.8 times for American Indians, 0.66 times for Asian Americans, 1.72 
times for Hispanic Americans, and 2.32 times for African Americans 
(Parrish, 2002, p. 23). As New York City contains approximately 42% 
of the population of the state, it is safe to say that given statistics on 
overrepresentation, it contains over half of the students labeled 
CI/MR. Fierros and Conroy cannot help but conclude that, nation­
wide, the indices of restrictive placement "suggest noncompliance 
with the IDEA requirement for placing students in the Least Restric­
tive Environment (LRE)" (2002, p. 51). This is no more blatantly clear 
than in the form of District 75, the citywide school subsystem for stu­
dents with moderate and severe disabilities. Could it be that the com­
plexities of providing special education services to approximately 
115,000 students with disabilities in the country's largest metropolis 
led to a system-within-a-system in which those with moderate to se­
vere disabilities were automatically placed? Before further discussing 
District 75, I believe it worthwhile to contemplate the context of urban 
schooling in general to illustrate the complexities involved. 

Twelve Features of the Urban Cityscape 

The realities of urban schools are captured well in the lifetime work of 
Jonathan Kozol, who speaks passionately, elegantly, and consistently 
about his outrage at the economic inequities within our nation and 
how they impact the lives of children (1987, 1991, 1995, 2000, 2005). 
His work captures complexities of the social and historical contexts of 
schools and the lives of children who attend them in New York City 
and other urban concentrations. Kozol's books accurately describe the 
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historical tangle of economic extremes and racial segregation as a 
s~ame~l parad~x of the world's wealthiest country whose constitu­
ti0r: claIms that all men are created equal" and yet we are born into a 
nation ?f "savage inequalities." His depictions of American life reso­
r:ate ~Ith m~ today, as they did when I started my career in educa­
tion, ~mmedlately ?ecoming troubled by the widespread segregation 
of children acco~dmg to d~sability within already existing social sys­
tems of segregation accordmg to social class and race. 

. My twenty plus years as a professional educator in New York 
CIty have been spent in my own classroom and in the classrooms of 
others a~ ,:ell as in. educating teachers working in city schools. I in­
clude thIS mformatIon because writing the following section makes 
me feel.som~what uneasy in case I portray "my city" as bleak, harsh, 
an~ unImagu:a~le to so~e readers. And while they are the things I 
wr:te about, It IS also sImultaneously filled with equal measures of 
reSIstance, hope, and beauty that may be Similarly unimaginable to 
the same readers. 

As Kin~eloe writes, "In contemporary U.S. society, the use of the 
term u~ban l~self has become in many quarters a signifier for poverty, 
non:-vh1te VIOlence, narcotics, bad neighborhoods, and absence of 
~an:lly values, crumbling housing, and failing schools" (2007, p. 2). It 
IS h:tle wonder, in this .contex~, that the term urban education conjures 
up Images of a school filled wIth" at risk" students struggling to keep 
up ~~ademically, to be safe, and to "hold their own" in a highly com­
pe~tive, overcrowded, and seemingly aggressive world. Kincheloe 
pomts out that one-third of all students in the United States attend 
226 of the almost 16,000 school districts in the country. In other 
words, 31 % of students go to 1.5% of school districts, all in large ur­
ban conurbations. 

In terms ?f ed~ca?on research, comparatively little exists about 
urban education wlthm special education and about how urban stu­
~ents experience schooling in relation to suburban counterparts (Ar­
tiles, 1997). Frequently, teachers in urban districts have either mi­
gr.ated from n?n-urban centers or are middle-class or both, bringing 
WI~ them ~otions ~f mid/~l.e class norms and expectations that they 
b~heve are natural and rIght" (Del pit, 1995; McIntyre, 1997). Some 
rr:Istakenly wish to "save" children from their environment. Thus, 
g~ven the broader economic and racial arrangements of society, a "so­
CIOcultural chasm ... has been produced between middle-class 
teacher-education students and the students they will teach if they do 
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their student teaching or obtain positions in urban schools and poor 
communities" (Kincheloe, 2007, p. 3). 

What is it, then, about urban education that makes it so unique? 
Kincheloe (2007) has identified twelve aspects of urban schools that 
help craft a realistic picture for those unfamiliar (or even those who 
are familiar) with the terrain. Using these twelve areas and given the 
historical lack of commitment toward integrating students labeled 
CI/MR, I contemplate each feature of urban education and ask in 
what ways might the complexities of an urban setting exacerbate the 
challenges of their inclusion into general education classes? 

1. Urban schools operate in areas with high population density. 
The concentration of people per square mile in urban settings often 
exceeds 1,000 individuals, most of whom spend the majority of their 
times in large, tall buildings. Home and school are usually in physical 
proximity, and schools often reflect the physical structures and social 
organizations of the neighborhoods in which they are located. Schools 
are frequently big, densely populated, and "manage" large numbers 
of individuals (some high schools have over 4,000 pupils). 

For students with disabilities, such density poses challenges in 
terms of receiving an education that meets their individual needs 
when the demands of the class as a whole can be extremely taxing on 
teachers. Parents of students with disabilities sometimes are fearful 
that their children's needs will be eclipsed by those of the larger 
group, forcing their children to continually II get lost" in the curricu­
lum or "fall through the cracks" and yet remain unnoticed by teach­
ers.2 Students with disabilities who are educated in segregated set­
tings are frequently bussed to different neighborhoods and districts. 
Yet, despite the large numbers within highly dense urban popula­
tions, there exist networks of caring people who assiduously work so 
that students do become integral to school communities, regardless of 
integrated or segregated settings. Such teachers, paraprofessionals, 
principals, counselors, and service providers help students and par­
ents negotiate the complex, rich, dynamic, and often fast-paced envi­
ronment. 

2. Urban schools are bigger, and urban school districts serve more 
students. 

Directly related to population density and, therefore, overlapping 
with some of the issues listed above, larger enrollments of students 
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also means that greater organization is needed in distributing services 
and resources to students with (and without) disabilities. Support 
services such as Response to Intervention (RtI) and Academic Inter­
vention Services (AIS), along with "standard" services that include, 
among others, counseling, occupational therapy, and speech and lan­
guage services, all must be managed by school administration. 

Resources differ enormously between districts, and students in 
lower socioeconomic groups are more likely to receive services from 
new and/or inadequately educated providers. Obtaining requested 
services for students with disabilities may translate into a long and 
arduous process of navigating formidable bureaucracies. Once ser­
vices are obtained on paper, receiving them may take time. For exam­
ple, Hehir and colleagues' report noted that even student placements 
were delayed, with 92% of students citywide waiting over 60 days in 
September, the percentage declining to 54% by April of the same 
school year (2005, p. 65). Students with Significant needs may attend 
school with these needs unmet (regardless of it being against the law). 
The sheer size of organizations such as the local Committee on Special 
Education can make parents feel alienated from the process of dis­
cussing the needs and placement of their children. 

3. Urban schools function in areas marked by profound economic 
disparity. 
In the sometimes unfettered growth of urban sprawl, city streets can 
vary enormously from block to block. High concentrations of poverty 
exist alongside other blocks representing a broad array of socioeco­
nomic status (SES) groups, including working, middle, and upper 
classes, as well as the super rich. For some people, it is hard to believe 
that in the space of one block, all SES groups can be represented­
especially if a neighborhood is "transitioning" either up or down the 
economic scale. Although a range of SES groups exist, urban commu­
nities contain a disproportionate number of poor people; four in five 
high-density poverty areas are in the 100 largest cities in the United 
States (Kincheloe, 2007). In some areas, it is commonplace that the 
number of students eligible for a free school lunch (an indicator of 
poverty) is 90% or above (ibid.). Within these areas there is a dispro­
portionate number of minority students. It goes without saying that 
being raised in poverty significantly impacts an individual's future 
possibilities. Furthermore, the general infrastructure of poor 
neighborhoods is not strong, with comparatively fewer shops, banks, 
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transportation options (try hailing a cab), and parks than in non-poor 
neighborhoods (Anyon, 1997). Convers-:ly, in poorer ne~ghborhoods, 
more liquor stores and places of worshIp are clearly eVldent, revea~­
ing ways in which large sections of the population respond to theIr 

economic circumstances. 
Schools within different neighborhoods usually reflect the SES 

groups represented in those neighborhoods. In. weal~er areas, 
schools are more likely to be newer and well eqUlpped m terms of 
textbooks and technology. In poorer areas, schools are more likely to 
be in dilapidated buildings, possess fewer and older texts, and have 
outdated and/or less functional technology resources-and less access 
to them (Kincheloe, 2007). Because of the age of many buil~ings 
(some of them over 100 years old), physical ac~ess for w.hee1chaIr us­
ers is a problem. For example, when I worked m the office that ov:r­
sawall high schools in Manhattan, students who used wheelch~lrs 
could fully access only about 10% of the buildings, thus decreasmg 
many of their options and choices. O~ anothe~ note, poor students do 
not access assistive technology as easIly as theIr affluent counterparts, 
partly because their parents do not know they are eligible, are not in­
formed of possibilities, and do not know how to make successful re­
quests of the system. In keeping with parents, another example of the 
divide between "haves" and "have nots" can be seen in fund-raising 
for schools. While poorer schools may run raffles and social events.to 
raise several hundreds of dollars, their affluent counterparts raIse 
thousands. Ironically, it is the private schools in which m~y sn:d~nts 
with disabilities are educated at public expense that can raIse mllhons 
of dollars (Cunningham, 2008).3 

4. Urban Schools have a higher rate of ethnic, racial, and religious 

diversity. 
As the hub of hope for many families who migrated, emigrated, or I 

remain constantly in one place, urban areas are very diverse not only 
in economic terms but also in race, religion, ethnicity, social, linguiS­
tic, and religious backgrounds. As Kincheloe (2007~ points out, ~o­
thirds of urban students do not fall into America s norm of whIte 

and/or middle class. 
Teachers, particularly those from more homoge~ze~ c~mmuni-

ties can experience culture shock at the amount. of ~l:erslty m urban 
schools. Very few education programs teach dl.S~blhty as a .form of 
diversity. Furthermore, few teach the compleXIties of multicultural 
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un~erstandi~gs of disability, including how parents may perceive 
the~r o",?, chIldren and how that, in tum, influences where they think 
theIr chIld belongs. In addition, school situations can be complicated 
by perceptions of non-dominant groups that teachers from the domi­
nant group may not care about the success of their students (Wilson 
~. ' 

5. Urban schools experience factionalized infighting on school 
boards over issues concerning resources and influence. 
A characteristic of urban schools, also found in their suburban and 
rural counterparts, is the presence of competing priorities of people 
on school boards. However, interactions among school board mem­
bers. in urban se~~ngs have historically (and arguably) appeared con­
tentious. In addItion, there has been a shift away from policy-level 
concerns toward the urgency of day-to-day operations. 

Dis.tric.t positions on inclusive education vary enormously, and 
each dIstrIct responds to both central initiatives and community re­
~uests. Par~nts ~ave s~metimes pushed to create inclusive opportuni­
tie~ for theIr chIldren m schools where previously few or none have 
~xlsted; conv.ersely, par:nt~ have fought to keep segregated programs 
mtact. The hIstOry of DIstnct 75 has reflected this push-and-pull fac­
tor (Belluck, 1996). 

6. Urban schools are undermined by ineffective business opera­
tions. 
When it comes to basic operations, many urban schools are not run as 
efficiently as their suburban or rural counterparts. Securing basic re­
sources such as books, paper, and classroom computers may be diffi­
cu~t; sharing :>ld, inadequate equipment such as photocopying ma­
chines and prmters can be frustrating. Many teachers in the education 
classes I currently teach talk of "making do" with one or two out­
dated computers in their classrooms, although some do have access to 
co~put~r labs and smart boards. That said, affluent schools operate 
dally WIth computer labs, rolling laptop carts, smart boards, an exten­
sive selection of new texts, and well-stocked libraries. In addition, 
schools in high-poverty areas have significantly larger numbers of 
less-crede~~aled teachers and are more likely to have a higher num­
ber of pOSItions staffed by long-term substitutes. 

Ine~fective b.u~iness operations can impact all aspects of special 
education: obtammg baSIC or specialized equipment (e.g., leveled 
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books or audio players), securing supplies (adaptive devices such as 
specialized scissors), hiring qualified professional staff (including 
teachers, paraprofessionals, and aides), securing services (e.g., occu­
pational therapy, counseling), and ongoing transportation needed by 
students. In recent years, the chancellor of schools in New York City 
has made some inroads into streamlining the Kafkaesque levels of 
bureaucracy but much still remains to be done. 

7. Urban schools are more likely to work with students who experi­
ence health problems. 
Impoverished students, some of them homeless, do not primarily as­
sociate schools with academics but rather with being warm, fed, and 
having access to a bathroom. A large portion of the fifty million 
Americans who do not have health care (Moore, 2008) are children 
and youth who reside in urban areas. Incidence levels of lead poison­
ing, tuberculosis, asthma, and allergies are higher in urban areas. Like 
their rural and suburban counterparts, urban parents mayor may not 
have the time or resources to take their children to doctors for preven­
tative medicine or actual common ailments such as earache, tooth­
ache, or headaches. 

Many disabilities-such as learning disabilities-can be attribut­
able, in part, to environmental conditions, even though the federal 
definition actually precludes them. Students with high-incidence dis­
abilities, including CI/MR, may also have conditions such as asthma, 
causing them to miss school when sick In addition, older siblings are 
sometimes expected to stay home to help look after brothers and sis­
ters who are sick and unable to attend school. 

8. Urban schools experience higher student, teacher, and adminis­
trator mobility. 
Like teachers preferring greater mobility, administrators are also in­
clined to move to schools with better conditions within the city or 
transfer out of the city to nearby suburbs such as those in Westchester 
and on Long Island. Higher salaries and better working conditions 
after "earning [their] wings" in urban conditions is commonplace. A 
high prevalence of exiting, transferring, or moving staff significantly 
impacts student achievement. 

Suburban systems often woo the cream of urban teachers and 
administrators, including special educators, into middle-class and af­
fluent communities. Professionals who recognize the pressures and 
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limitations of working in urban settings exchange positions to experi­
ence what they can achieve with far greater resources for students 
with disabilities. Interestingly, teachers and administrators who do 
make the leap describe an enormous shift in their own accountability 
toward parents of students with disabilities who make far more de­
mands including the crafting of appropriate IEP goals and how they 
will be met. 

9. Urban schools serve higher immigrant populations. 

The economy and cultural vibrancy of cities-whether mega, big, 
medium, or small-is fueled largely by immigrant populations who 
have come to the United States for political, financial, and/or personal 
reasons, following the American Dream. In addition, many urban 
centers have high populations of African Americans who were invol­
untary immigrants for centuries and in many ways still do not experi­
ence equality in education, despite a major ruling in the form of 
Brown v. Board of Education over fifty years ago (Blanchett, Brantlinger, 
& Shealey, 2005; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Matsuda, Lawrence, 
Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993). 

Parents of students with CI/MR often come from countries that 
have limited if any inclusion. Parents may also be inclined to defer 
decisions regarding their child to educational "authorities" (Harry & 
Klingner, 2005; Kalyanpur & Harry, 2004), rather than make specific 
requests such as a more or less restrictive environment. 

10. Urban schools are characterized by linguistic diversity. 

More urban students speak languages other than English in compari­
son to suburban/rural children. Over 200 languages and dialects are 
spoken in New York City (Kincheloe, 2007). Oftentimes language has 
primarily been perceived as a barrier/problem rather than an advan­
tage, as can be seen in the former classification of Limited English 
Proficient students (LEPs) used until the 1990s, now replaced by Eng­
lish Language Learners (ELLs). Effective teachers take time to learn 
about the background and/or heritage of students, while being con­
scious of their own and how these may influence the process of teach­
ing and learning (Banks, 2001; Nieto, 1995). 

Official documents such as letters of notification of due process, 
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs), and placement decisions 
are legally required to be in the native language of parents. Although 
the New York City Department of Education is able to provide stan-
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dardized forms and letters (with space for insertions of dates, times, 
and signatures) in the major languages such as Spanish, Russi~n,. Hai­
tian Creole, and Mandarin, it cannot always do so for the majorIty of 
languages. Translators, although a legal requirement for meetings 
with parents, are not always available and/or provided. There is also 
a history of students whose primary language mayor may not be 
English being erroneously placed in bilingual programs from which 
they rarely exit, a phenomenon akin to the "in-house" segregation of 
students with disabilities (Artiles, 1997; Figueroa & Newsome, 2006). 

11. Urban schools experience unique transportation problems. 
The majority of children in elementary and junior high school live in 
neighborhoods where they can either walk or take a short bus ride to 
school. The system encourages teenagers to compete for seats in spe­
cialized high schools around the city, such as those with a focus on 
math, science, visual or performing arts, and so on. For those who do 
not stay in local high schools, distances can be long, involving ninety 
minutes or more in each direction using several subways, buses, or 
even boats (Staten Island Ferry). The public transportation system is 
not always reliable: although buses are largely accessible, they can be 
slow; subways are virtually inaccessible and in rush hours may unex­
pectedly go express to ease congestion. 

Students with moderate to severe disabilities are usually picked 
up and dropped off by school buses. Coordinating this sometimes 
means either long waits for the bus to come or long commutes on the 
bus to pick up or drop off other children, or both. The sheer numbers 
of students who require transportation poses logistical problems as­
sociated with safety and time management. Students with CI/MR 
who are placed in an out-of-neighborhood setting are more likely to 
begin school late and end early because of scheduling demands of the 
bus company. In New York City, transportation of students away 
from their neighborhood to segregated schools costs up to 14% of the 
special education budget (Hehir et al., 2005, p. 11). 

12. Urban schools employ teachers who are less likely to live in the 
poor communities surrounding the schools than teachers in subur­
ban and rural systems. 
The teaching profession remains largely composed of white, middle­
class females (Delpit, 1995, 2001), who usually do not live in 
neighborhoods of the children and families they serve. A general cul-
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tural dissonance exists in terms of class, social, economical, racial, and 
historical experiences. Teacher beliefs about the purpose of school 
impacts how students, in tum, come to perceive school. If teachers 
believe children live in a deficit subculture (that some students do not 
or cannot do x, y, and z like middle-class students), they sometimes 
cultivate a desire to "save" them. However, if parents feel this divide, 
then teacher-parent relationships may be poor, strained, or nonexis­
tent. Of course, not all teachers see students from deficit-based lenses 
and instead employ multiple perspectives. Yet many teachers do so 
initially, they themselves having been subjected to a culture that is 
shaped by middle-class norms that include expected levels of aca­
demics, behavior, and social skills. 

Parents who do not have cultural capital akin to teachers and 
other professionals in education are often stymied in their requests to 
have their children placed in inclusive settings (Valle & Aponte, 
2002). Teachers can easily use their influence to suggest an evaluation 
or push for another placement outside of their own classroom. 

The Complexities of Context 

In crafting these dozen issues that must be considered when con­
templating the context of urban education, Kincheloe (2007) calls 
attention to many of the complexities that are simultaneously in 
play. It is also a great irony that teacher education programs in 
urban areas do not always explicitly teach these issues. Instead, 
they often serve as "teacher factories," focused on rapidly certify­
ing people who enter these professional conditions with a 50% 
likelihood of exiting within five years. Noting the functional focus 
of urban educator programs, Kincheloe writes, 

Too infrequently are teachers in university, student teaching, or in-service 
professional education encouraged to confront why they think as they do 
about themselves as teachers, especially in relation to the social, political, 
economic, and historical world around them. Mainstream teacher education 
provides little insight into the forces that shape identity and consciousness. 
Becoming educated as a critical practitioner necessitates personal transfor­
mation. (2007, p. 12) 

Given the marginalization of people with disabilities in soci­
ety, teachers-to-be usually arrive with a medicalized, deficit-based 
perception of disability. Segregated special education teacher pro­
grams tend to reinforce this. Few are inclusive in composition, and 
even those that claim to be integrated or inclusive actually prove 
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otherwise (Young, 2008). Future educators are not sufficiently 
challenged in terms of inclusive practices. Educators who elect to 
teach students labeled CI/MR in New York City begin their work 
in a system that is still essentially segregated. In the next section, 
we look at the phenomenon of this self-contained district. 

District 75: One of a Kind 

"Is that legal?" asked an incredulous mother of a son with Down 
syndrome, when I described District 75, "To have a segregated 
system?" It is a reasonable response and reflects what many of 
you reading this book might think. For public school educators in 
New York City, District 75 is a familiar part of the education land­
scape, responsible for 13% of all students labeled disabled. Having 
a separate district for students with disabilities has been a political 
hot potato for some time, yet, despite substantial criticism, several 
administration regimes, and citywide reorganizations, District 75 
has so far been largely resilient to any substantial changes. 

In some respects, District 75 is quite low key, seldom "on the 
radar." In many ways it is as if New York City has tacitly agreed 
to "let sleeping dogs lie." The official web­
page(http://schools.nyc.gov/Of-fices/District75/default.htm), like 
that of most district organizations, presents a body of information 
that includes the following: a mission statement, a brief overview 
with statistics, a professional development calendar, common 
terms, funding formulas, and useful websites. In terms of informa­
tion about inclUSion, it has a grid comparing inclusive practices, 
collaborative team teaching, and mainstreaming; a definition of 
inclusion (from Utah!); F AQs for parents; several models of inclu­
sive practices; a success story from a student's point of view, A 
Day in the Life of Being in Inclusion; and a parent's perspective: Why 
I Want Inclusion for My Child: Inclusion Is Possible for All Students. 
On the surface, it looks as if District 75 supports inclusion as a po­
tentially valid option for all or most students. 

Things that are "off the radar" do not elude the media entirely, 
and District 75 appears in local news in a variety of ways, many of 
them with familiar longtime themes of what I have grouped as 
taxation, inspiration, and segregation. In the first theme of taxa­
tion, newspapers regularly highlight the fight of parents who seek 
to avoid District 75 services and have their children with disabili­
ties placed in private schools at public expense. Schemo and Me-
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dina (2007) report, "As of 2005, more than 88,000 disabled stu­
~ents were educated in private settings at taxpayer expense, an 
Increase of 34 'perc~nt over a decade" (p. 1). In New York City, 
over 7,000 pupIls WIth moderate to severe disabilities fall into this 
category. Parents fear the conditions and services in public 
schools: wher~as a/~awyer from the New York City Department of 
Education claIms, When people realize they can't get something 
for free at the government's expense, you see more and more peo­
ple take advantage" (p. 1). It is worth noting that many of the par­
ents who are successful in gaining private services at public ex­
pense. are middle class or affluent, and usually European 
AmerIcan. Almost 80% of students in District 75 settings are Afri­
can American or Latino (see Table 1). 
. ,The, se~ond them~ relevant to District 75 found in newspapers 
IS InSptra,tlOn" a s~~J,ect all too associated with the portrayal of 
p~ople WIth dIsabIlItIes. In the article Learning All about Miracles, 
WIth the subheading An Untold Story of Love and Dedication That 
Will Touch t~e Heart of Every New Yorker (Evans, 2005), stories are 
t?ld ?f hosp~tal-based teachers ("invisible angels") who give bed­
SIde instruction to severely ill and dying children. Another article 
Exhibit A for Mainstreaming: A Boy with Brain Damage, Happy in ~ 
Regular School (Medina, 2003), tells the tale of Malcolm whose 
mother pointedly fought for him not to be segregated in a'District 
75 school. In a third example, a principal of a District 75 school is 
one of seven publiclycelebrated city workers in the New York 
Times' "Up from Obscurity" section (Stamler, 2000). He is feted for 
de:~l.oping innovative programs that allow preschoolers with dis­
abIhtIes to go to mainstream schools. Although these stories are 
worth, sharing, they all convey the heavy-handed but often unseen 
rhetOriCS of disability portrayal: self-sacrificing miracle workers 
steeped in sentimentality, the exhibition of a "damaged" individ­
ual ~eld up to a medicalized gaze of non-disabled people, and the 
laudIn? of an undoubtedly honorable principal who is cast as the 
exceptIon to the rule for doing what all principals should do. 



American Asian Hispanic African European 
Indian American American American American 

Manhattan Male 19 82 1,096 912 145 
Female 8 33 472 368 72 
All 27 115 1,568 1,280 217 

Bronx Male 35 78 2,047 1,429 131 
Female 12 32 719 504 59 
All 47 110 2,776 1,933 190 

Brooklvn Male 38 148 1,137 2,809 667 
Female 17 85 431 986 256 
All 55 233 1,568 3,795 923 

Oueens Male 33 438 1,031 1,734 756 
Female 6 198 446 571 313 
All 39 636 1,477 2,305 1,069 

Staten Male 5 43 212 310 593 
Island 

Female 1 17 80 99 198 
All 174 1,154 7,681 9,722 3,190 

Table 1 District 75 Citywide Population Disaggregated by Race 
Source: http://schools.nyc.gov / AboutUs / DOEData / Stats /Register / JFormbyDistricts / 
default.htm, retrieved October 3,2008. 
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The third theme associated with District 75 is a concern about 
segregation. This can surface in quirky ways, such as Disabled Return 
to Old School but Segregation Is Charged (Barnes, 1999). In this particular 
instance, under pressure from the New York-based Hispanic com­
munity organization United We Stand, a public elementary school 
agreed to move students with moderate and severe disabilities back 
into their original school. However, when this occurred, they objected 
to the self-imposed segregation of disabled Hasidic children in an­
other program within the building ( ... perhaps an example of "only in 
New York"). In State's Special Ed Pupils Too Segregated-Report, Gen­
dar (2003) describes how New York State has been charged with sup­
porting too many segregated programs, with students having twice 
the likelihood of being isolated in segregated schools when compared 
to other states (Gendar, 2003). In addition, Gandar points out that 
"special education students made up 8% of the student population ... 
but accounted for 23% of the public school budget" (p. 1). In New 
York City suburbs, restrictive placements have been successfully chal­
lenged in court; take, for instance, the case in Central Islip where 
1,000 students receiving special education services were paid $725,000 
and were charged to "ensure that over the next five years, fewer stu­
dents would be designated as needing special education and fewer 
would be educated outside regular schools or classrooms" -this in a 
district where 22% of students had been placed in special education 
(Kelley, 2000). 

Segregation can reach far beyond classroom walls and school 
buildings. For example, the article School Achievement Reports Often 
Exclude the Disabled (Schemo, 2004) calls attention to nationwide ex­
clusion of students in official school progress reports. Schemo cites 
District 75 as giving "only fragments of the information the federal 
law requires for accountability, reporting schools 'in good standing' 
despite dismal results" (p. 10). Many states find ways to circumvent 
reporting specific information from special schools and do not issue 
report cards that are required of non-special schools. Schemo ex­
plains, "Like California, states generally contend that these [segre­
gated settings for students with moderate and severe disabilities] are 
not schools, but programs, and thus are exempt from the federal law, 
an argument largely accepted by officials in Washington" (ibid.). 
Alarmingly, in District 75 it has been noted that "many of the dis­
trict's schools exclude more than half their students from state stan­
dardized tests and do not report how they do on the special achieve-
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ment tests. Nor do they report how many graduate or drop out" 
(ibid.). The State Education Department has requested that District 75 
improve its public reporting. Resistance to public disclosure has been 
noted by many lawyers, who believe that the reticence to report 
school results "is too pervasive to be accidental ... and the informa­
tion being withheld was crucial for parents and advocates" (ibid.). In 
another example of distancing parents of students with disabilities, 
the city claims that it wants to hear from all parents and teachers 
about the quality of schools-except this does not include segregated 
schools for students with disabilities (Einhorn, 2007). 

Issues reported in the media do not go unnoticed by the State 
Education Department, administrators of New York City Department 
of Education, and members of the general public. With 22,000 stu­
dents in 350 schools and settings, District 75 is an anomaly: a special 
education system within a special education system. As such, its 
"twice removed" status appears to have helped it weather the storms 
of the last few decades that have urged a more inclusive approach for 
students with disabilities. However, the extensive independent report 
of the state of special education in New York City (Hehir et aI., 2005) 
forced District 75 into the limelight. In the next section, I highlight 
findings from that report. 

Critical Feedback from the Independent Report 

Background on the Big Apple 
In New York City, students with disabilities constitute 11.1% 
(137,930) of a school population that exceeds 1.1 million children and 
youth. Within this number, 4.6% (6,341) are categorized as CI/MR 
compared to 14.11% (7,765) in Chicago and 5.71% (4,380) in Los Ange­
les (Hehir et al., 2005). The report claims that special education is still 
overwhelmingly perceived as a place rather than a service. The 
placement of students with CI/MR verifies this notion, with only one 
in twenty students (5.03%) placed in general education classes for 
80% or more of their school day. Another 1.03% are placed out of 
general education classes for 21--60% of their school day, but 61.91% 
are placed in segregated settings for more than 60% of their time in 
school. Furthermore, 27.69% are placed in special public day schools, 
3.63% in private day schools, 0.47% in private residential facilities, 
and 0.24% in home or hospital instruction. District 75 contains 13% of 
students with disabilities in New York City, including more than 50% 
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labeled CI/MR. 
Enrollment in high schools for students with disabilities ranges 

from 0% to 38.3% (p. 67), indicating restricted access to some institu­
tions and overpopulation of others. The number of students with dis­
abilities who drop out of school is high, regardless of the source; the 
report gives 45% as the drop-out rate, compared to 32% in the state 
and 25% in the nation. However, parental groups such as Advocates 
for Children state the rate as much higher; only 11.84% of students 
with disabilities graduate with a non-IEP diploma (Losen, 2005). 

Maintaining Levels of Segregation 
The report found that segregation throughout city schools, for the 
most part, was still largely unquestioned, an everyday practice of do­
ing business: 

The historic perception in NYC of special education as a place rather than a ser­
vice perpetuates the need for special education classrooms. Specifically, large 
numbers of students with disabilities are being educated in special education 
classes and programs. In particular, we found that District 75, which provides 
placements mainly for students with emotional disturbances (ED) and students 
with significant cognitive disabilities, operates separately for the most part from 
the rest of the Department in a manner that may be inconsistent with IDEA's 
LRE requirements. At the same time, we also found that several models operat­
ing within NYC public schools, induding one District 75 model, support the 
move towards more inclusive special educations services: however, these models 
are both underutilized and perceived as separate "placements." (p. 24) 

In pointing out one example of District 75, Hehir and colleagues 
validate the efforts of a few people in the face of such resistance, find­
ing "the needle in the haystack" of the inclusive practices existing for 
students with moderate and severe disabilities. Compared to other 
large cities, the report adds, New York City has a greater percentage 
of students with disabilities who are educated in separate special 
education classes. For example, 40.61% of students with disabilities in 
NYC are in general education buildings but spend more than 60% of 
their time outside of the general education class in segregated facili­
ties, compared to 29.06% in Chicago, 33.38% in Los Angeles, 27.01% 
in New York State, and 18.53% in the nation. In addition, 9.4% of stu­
dents with disabilities are educated outside of the general school in a 
public/private separate facility or in a residentiallhospital setting, a 
larger percentage than Chicago at 6.46%, Los Angeles at 8.42%, New 
York State at 7.2%, and the national average of 3.9% (p. 70). Sadly, 
and given historical trends, perhaps unsurprisingly, African Ameri-
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can students were less likely to be in inclusive settings (44%) than 
European Americans (64%). 

Organizational and school practices do not encourage or support 
much more than nominal gestures of inclusion. The report states 
"our analysis of students' IEPs found no mention of either 'Tea~ 
Teaching' or'Inclusionary'" (p. 66). This is because the Department of 
Education prohibits the phrase "Inclusive Setting" on Individual 
Educational Programs. Many of the placements are not necessarily 
planned with the parents' desire in mind but are rather determined 
by space available in an overcrowded system. Placement was found 
to be driven by vacant "seats" in sites with a "rigidly defined service 
delivery model" (p. 14). Furthermore, the report found that virtually 
no children or youth were served for 20-60% of their school day in 
special education settings, indicating that the continuum of services is 
not linear in shape but rather resembles a bar-bell with two main op­
tions weighing each end-placement in segregated special classes 
with a modicum of inclusion or in general education with a modicum 
of special education support services. This skewed offering is partly 
responsible for the continuing "practice of moving children with high 
incidence disabilities out of their school to receive special education 
services" (p. 15). Conversely, moving a student out of a District 75 
placement to a less restrictive environment is, therefore, "especially 
problematic and uncommon" (p. 73). Altogether, there is very little 
evidence of movement, with just 4% of students with disabilities 
transferring from of District 75 settings. For example, in 2003, only 25 
out of 2,775 (0.54%) students labeled CI/MR moved to a non-District 
75 setting (0.54%). 

Separate Operations 
In much of their study of special education in New York City, Hehir 
and colleagues point out that orchestrators of recent reorganizations 
had not sufficiently challenged District 75's existence as a separate 
entity, allowing it to continue as a citywide district for children with 
moderate and severe disabilities. Currently consisting of 56 school 
organizations and 360 satellites, District 75 assigns a principal to each 
organization. However, the physical settings of the space allotted to 
District 75 are in separate edifices, wings of buildings, top floors, or 
~ase~ents (as well as in hospitals and homes). The pervasive segrega­
tion m classes and schools is mirrored within organizational struc­
tures, leading Hehir and colleagues to conclude, 
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We,found that District 75 for the most part operates separately from the Central 
Office and the other Regions. We feel that the current structure leads to abdica­
tion of responsibility at the school level for students with ED and significant 
cognitive/physical disabilities. (p. 71) 

Although students enrolled in District 75 inclusion classes receive 
their edu~ati?n in a ~eneral e~ucation classroom within a community 
scho~l, DIStrIC~ 75 s~ll has primary responsibility for them (i.e., they 
remam on theIr regIster), and students cannot receive services from 
non-District 75 service providers at the school. Thus, as one principal 
explains, "The child is still on our register, so ultimately whatever the 
IEP re~uires is a District 75 requirement" (p. 75). Principals of general 
education schools are, therefore, absolved from accountability for 
children with moderate to severe disabilities. 

. Because the District 75 programs placed in community schools are 
still run as separate entities, the disconnected services and untrained 
teachers that Hehir and colleagues observed can easily remain unno­
ticed and, therefore, unaddressed. Regional operations and initiatives 
oftentimes exclude District 75 staff members, leaving II a strong dis­
connect" (p. 34) in professional areas as diverse as staff development 
and attending impartial hearings. Poor or nonexistent relationships 
between organizations are sometimes exacerbated by new and/or un­
informed principals without the requiSite background knowledge of 
students with disabilities. These conditions prove to be a very frus­
trating experience for many parents, who feel uninformed and shuf­
fled around (p. 73). 

Attitudes 
Attitudes of administrators, teachers, and paraprofessionals greatly 
contribute to the success or failure of students in inclusive settings. 
The report noted that many staff members had an unquestioned ac­
ceptance of disability hierarchy. For example, one educator stated of 
students, "[If] they're mentally retarded, they're only in self­
contained [classrooms]/' and one high-ranking regional administrator 
explained that the inclusion of the few students with CI/MR is a result 
of "pushback from parents" (p. 70). 

The prevalence of segregated classes is, in some part, due to gen­
e~al. educators' belief that special educators possess high levels of spe­
CIahzed knowledge. One administrator said children and youth who 
attend District 75 programs "have a greater need for either a small 
class, more intense staffing ratio, or specific interventions that are re-
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lated to other disabilities-the more physically challenged, the more 
cognitively challenged who really cannot participate in general edu~ 
cation" (p. 72) and, to bolster this argument, adds that non-special 
educators feel "ill-equipped" (ibid.). It is with great irony that the re­
port points out that teachers working in District 75 appeared unaware 
of differentiated instruction (p. 80), given that IEPs require individu~ 
alized instruction. 

Recommendations Made 
Although recommendations contained in the report were plentiful, 
only a few will be highlighted here because of space limitations. One 
of the most powerful aspects of the report is Hehir and colleagues' 
critique of the medical model of disability (a first for me to read 
within a major special education document pertaining to policy) and 
how problematic it is that the Department of Education operations 
appear firmly based upon this limiting concept. They explain, 

Under this model, children with disabilities are assumed to have a "condition" 
that is intrinsic to the child and that will respond to "treatments" ... this model is 
associated with categorical placement systems in which children with similar 
disability types are removed from regular classes to have specialized services by 
category of disability. (p.12) 

They also stress how damaging this can be, stating that "the pro~ 
vision of the medical model may give the inappropriate impression 
that the disability is being addressed when in some cases these prac­
tices may actually exacerbate the impact of the disability" (p. 14). Seg­
regated settings do not appear to best serve the overwhelming major­
ity of students within them, leaving Hehir and colleagues to conclude, 
"This practice of moving large numbers of students with disabilities 
out of their home schools to receive special education services is not 
only educationally questionable but is costly and unnecessary" (p. 
13). 

The report notes that 90% of children with disabilities in New 
York City have one or more of the following five conditions: learning 
disabilities, speech and language impairments, mild to moderate 
"emotional disturbance," mild to moderate CI/MR, and attention 
deficit disorder/attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (classified as 
health impairments). Because these are high-incidence disabilities, in 
these cases "the LRE would most often be in the general education 
classroom" (p. 95). Hehir and colleagues urge schools to develop 
more options through small but promising inclusive practices already 
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in existence, such as collaborative team teaching, coordinated use of 
paraprofessionals, utilization of "inclusion coaches," and more fluid 
arrangements. If the Department of Education is genuine about want­
ing to shift from seeing special education as a service, not a place, 
then more leadership is needed by central operations because re­
searchers "found that insufficient support is being provided to the 
schools to enable them [schools] to make the philosophical, organiza­
tional, and programmatic changes necessary to realize this goal" (p. 
69). 

Ultimately, the 2005 report recommended that "District 75, over 
the next five years, should transition from a separate region to be­
come a support system for low incidence disabilities, with the goal of 
serving all students with low incidence disabilities on a Regional 
level" (p. 97). This solution has been proposed before, dividing par­
ents of students served by District 75 who see it either as a restrictive 
institution with outdated practices or as a safe haven for society's 
most vulnerable children. 

Conclusion 

In the inclusion of students labeled CI/MR, New York State ranks 28 th 

out of 50 states, plus Washington DC and Puerto Rico. It reflects min­
iscule but sustained integration. The percentage of students with 
CI/MR included more than 79% of the time has grown from 6.86% in 
1992-1993 to 7.34% in 1997-1998, to 8.35% in 2002-2003 (Smith, 2007). 
It is fair to say that New York City reflects this "growth" that reveals 
an overall increase of 1.5% in a decade, confirming Smith's observa­
tion that a snail's pace is simply not acceptable if substantial change is 
to occur within our lifetime. 

In recalling one of his earliest graduate-level special education 
courses, Hehir realized, "The conditions evident in the state schools 
were not the result of mental retardation alone but, rather, the way 
society responded to mental retardation" (2002, p. 2). Although chil­
dren with CI/MR have been removed from lifelong institutionaliza­
tion and do attend public schools, the type of school, quality of educa­
tion, and accepted level of marginalization needs to be challenged. 
Perhaps best described as "cautiously optimistic," Hehir believes 
progress made "through innovation within a values-based context of 
optimism propelled by strong law based on constitutional principles 
of equal rights that has occurred for children and adults with mental 
retardation is the result of the conversation of three forces" (p. 8). The 
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three forces he alludes to are attitudes, care, and new approaches, 
with particular emphasis on the first, because "attitudes toward dis~ 
ability have a major impact on education these children receive" (p. 
8). Without these components, there may very well exist the continua~ 
tion of widespread resistance to, and large-scale poor, inadequate, 
and even destructive attempts at, inclusive practices for students la­
beled CI/MR. One special educator has dishearteningly referred to his 
professional experience of witnessing lithe debauchery of the imple~ 
mentation of inclusive practices in the New York City public school 
system" (Valentino, 2007, p. 132). 

Lest this picture become too pessimistic, I end by asking what can 
be done about the state of inclusive education in New York City, par­
ticularly for students with CI/MR. I agree with Kincheloe's (2007) be­
lief that first an acknowledgment of the problems is needed to keep 
hope alive, build resilience, encourage possibilities, and move toward 
change. He advocates that 

we focus attention on the sociocultural context of each school, examine student 
backgrounds, the positions of empowennent and disempowennent from which 
they operate, the knowledge they bring to the classroom, they language that they 
speak, and the ways in which all of these dynamics shape learning and teaching. 
(p.4) 

In focusing on who children and youth are and where they come 
from, and working with their families, deficit-driven perceptions 
learned within the traditional special education paradigm of thinking 
can shift to the assumed competence. This focus also recognizes the 
reality of high-stakes testing but can also see the unethical aspects of 
it such as how a lock-step standardized curriculum creates school 
failures that can have profound influence on the life-long identities of 
individuals (Brantlinger, 2004; Varenne & McDermott, 1998). Without 
the fear of appearing naive, Hehir has advocated that "it is important 
to instill a love of learning in all children, including those with dis­
abilities," because "assuming that the entire education of any child 
with a disability be 'functional' is unduly limiting, deadly boring, and 
at its root ableist" (p. 73). 

Smith (2007) has pointed out the need for inclusive education to 
be cast as best practice, including a complex interrelationship among 
legal, moral, procedural, and philosophical understandings. Empha­
sizing the LRE within law has been a major barrier to inclusion (Con­
nor & Ferri, 2007), suggesting that students with disabilities would be 
better served by having inclusion defined within IDEIA. Until then, 
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teachers working in urban areas, including those who are charged 
with implementing inclusive practices, will work at a challenging task 
within a difficult situation. As Kincheloe (2007) states, 

Urban teachers have no choice-they must work with what they have. Until 
more well-to-do citizens assume their civic responsibility to help the fiscal condi­
tion of inner cities, urban teachers in poor schools will have to operate in a hos­
tile social environment. (p. 15) 

Finally, Hehir and colleagues' report on special education has 
made an impact. A "more porous" relationship between the Depart­
ment of Education and District 75 is currently being cultivated 
(Gonen, 2008). And although there is no immediate plan to abolish 
District 75 altogether, there is movement toward dissolving some of 
its existing boundaries. The deputy school chancellor now empha­
sizes the message that "all principals are expected to support all stu­
dents with disabilities" (ibid.). Meanwhile, newspaper articles sport­
ing alarmist headlines (District Shakeup May Fail Special Ed Kids) 
describe the plan to decrease automatic placements of students with 
moderate and severe disabilities into District 75 schools (Gonen, 
2008). As expected, the articles juxtapose parents of children with dis­
abilities who fear the inadequacy of traditional schools with those 
who claim that their children are treated as second-class citizens 
within segregated settings. 

To be continued ... 

Notes 

1 The categories of "mild," "moderate," and "severe" are highly subjective sub­
categories of disability that often oversimplify the actual, lived, reality of people 
with disabilities as they experience different contexts. It is not my intention to 
reify these concepts, but these terms are integral to understanding ways in which 
inclusive practices (or lack of) have been structured in New York City. 

2 A fonner graduate student of mine works in a self-contained class in a special 
school with students labeled O/MR, LD, ED, and autism. She states, "Almost 
100% of the parents I have met believe this to be the best environment for their 
children. II Parents believe it is a safer environment, as there have been no prob­
lems with " ... weapons and the smaller population allows for a much stricter 
and personalized behavior regulation in the school" (Mayer, personal communi­
cation, 2008). 

3 I occaSionally work with schools which serve children of parents with political 
connections and "clout," where one-night fundraisers raise millions of dollars. 
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