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The Inspired Inclusion
Classroom

by Jennifer Abeles, The Autism Angel

“Feelings of worth can flourish only in an atmosphere
where individual differences are appreciated,
mistakes are tolerated, communication is open,

and rules are flexible —
the kind of atmosphere

that is found in a nurturing family.”

- Virginia Satir

This past July | presented two professional training sessions
at an autism conference, focused on strategies for creating
successful, fun inclusion classrooms. Special education
teachers, regular education teachers, speech and occupa-
tional therapists, parents and others were gathered together
to learn how to be better, more effective forces in the lives
of the children they loved or with whom they worked. As
I spoke, | was delighted and uplifted to see so many eager,
positive faces nodding in agreement with the core prin-
cipals that make inclusion work well not just for children
with autism, but for all children in an inclusive classroom.

So often, perhaps far too often, inclusion is a concept that
automatically calls forth images of special needs children
being taught within a typical classroom. We hear inclusion
and we see a picture of a child with autism, sitting at his
desk in a mainstream class, guided by a paraprofessional.
We think inclusion and we visualize a child with Asperger’s
Syndrome, attending art, or P.E. or math class with typical
peers but not necessarily connecting with them. To many
educators, this is the picture of inclusion seen within class-
rooms across America. To me, this is merely the very first
step towards inclusion: inclusion is so much more inspired,
synchronous, and seamless!
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It’s easy to see where the lines blur. Teachers are over-
whelmed, overworked, and underpaid, while student needs
are increasingly complex, diverse, variable, and daunt-
ing. The growth rate of special needs children—especially
children with ASD-qualifying for public school services
is rapidly and astronomically expanding. Toss in the time-
exhaustive demands of No Child Left Behind and the “IEP
Era” and the regular education teacher is often left trying
to put together pieces that often do not fall easily into place,
and that require a faster pace, a higher skill level, and a
tighter ship.

Somewhere along the way, what is intended to be inclusion
actually becomes simple attendance. The simple presence of
a child with autism in a typical classroom is not inclusion.
The tolerance of a child with autism in a typical classroom
is not acceptance. And the IEP stating that a child is to be
included in a regular classroom does not automatically
ensure that s/he is. What then is at the heart of successful,
meaningful inclusion? What makes an inclusion classroom
an inspired classroom?

We step onto the road to an inspired, inclusive classroom
by recognizing and applying eight simple, but critical
principles:

Inclusion is an approach that fosters success for

ALL students in a classroom. It is not a means of
catering to special needs or typical needs at the expense
of either student group.

Attendance does not equal inclusion. A child’s

physical presence in the classroom is not an
assurance that s/he is being included. If the child is not
accessing the learning and social climate of the class-
room, inclusion may not actually be taking place, even
if the student is present daily.

Tolerance does not equal acceptance. Tolerance

implies “us” and “them” whereas acceptance
implies oneness. Does the class staff and student body
simply tolerate the presence of a child with autism, or
accept that child wholeheartedly into the classroom
dynamic and culture?

Education—academic, social, and otherwise—
does not happen through osmosis. Inclusion
is effective only when it is actively used as a com-
prehensive teaching approach, one that arises out of

respect and is driven by our own appreciation for each
student’s needs. The physical presence of a child with
autism or Asperger’s in a classroom does not ensure
that s/he is actually learning and growing. Don’t make
assumptions about what they ‘should’ know. Explore
and be certain, then teach accordingly.

Diverse learning needs can and must be simul-

taneously met within the same teaching arena.
Inspired classrooms are those where teaching is offered
simply and clearly, in a way that neither loses the child
with ASD, nor condescends to the typical students.
Using visual strategies, key points, and multi-faceted
lesson styles can work for all students in a classroom.

Learning and education isn’t strictly academic.

Most children with autism and Asperger’s are
placed within an inclusive setting mainly—if not almost
always—because they need to learn and practice social
skills. Are you providing this kind of opportunity to
the included student? Are you encouraging peers to
become more socially adept themselves by helping the
ASD child? If not, how can you build social experience
into your academic program so it is a natural part of the
learning process for everyone?

Kindness, acceptance, empathy, and coopera-

tion can be taught. Bullying, teasing, and mean-
spirited actions exist in our school systems. Thinking it
doesn’t happen where you live or in your school is like
turning a cold, careless cheek to a child who needs you.
As a teacher, you have the power to bully-proof your
students’ experiences. Kick off your school year with
a friendship lesson and party, a field trip that brings
fun and diversity together, and say it out loud for your
students to hear: “we are a welcoming, friendly classroom
and we treat all classmates with kindness!” Reinforce
that message by teaching children what to do if they
see teasing or bullying. Have serious consequences
for those who bully or tease, and reward, praise, and
recognize children who act in kindness and friendship
towards a child with autism. Compassion, patience,
and leadership are fantastic by-products typical peers
learn within a positive inclusion setting.

Different children means different expecta-
tions. It's simply outdated to think that all chil-
dren in one class should adhere to the same rules,
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Inspiration Autism - con’t. from pg. 43

receive the same rewards, and meet the same adult
expectations. Yes, basic conduct rules should be clear,
structured, and uniform - these are best practices for
autism specifically, but also for any student. But when
unique needs are added to the mix, we have to expand,
adapt, and teach fellow students how to do the same. A
child with mobility difficulties may sit in a wheel chair,
a child with vision problems needs glasses, and a child
with a bladder problem may go to the restroom with-
out asking. Likewise, a child with Asperger’s may be
allowed to type or tape class notes. A child with autism
may have a lollipop to help quiet spontaneous echolalia,
and a child with PDD-NOS may receive Matchbox cars
at the end of a lesson as a special motivator.

These eight strategies for successful inclusion empower
teachers and students to raise the bar on the quality of
education we offer not just special needs students, but
all children in all classrooms. The most inspiring real-
ity any of us can create in our classrooms is to give our
students the education and tools they need to thrive in the
real world around them. When we do that within a setting
that recognizes and respects the wonderful diversity that
is inherent in all of life, we inspire not only our students,
but ourselves! g
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