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Integration: Being Realistic Isn’t Realistic

Norman Kunc

.National Institute on Mental Retardation,
Toronto, Ontario

An increasing amount of pressure is being put on school boards
to integrate physically and mentally handicapped students into
the regular classroom, and thus teachers, principals, and those
within the educational hierarchy are facing a dilemma to which
there seem to be no easy answers. The primary concern which
confronts these educators is which children should be placed
within the regular classroom and which children should be
placed in segregated settings—whether in segregated schools or
in segregated classes within a regular school. Even within the
field of Special Education, there is a wide range of ideologies as
to whether integration or segregation serves the best interests of
the child.

On one end of the ideological spectrum, there is the view that
segregation always benefits the child regardless of the particular
disability. Yet such a view is usually seen as outdated and some-
what deleatist in that it does not allow the child even the chance

to become integrated into the regular classroom. On the olherf
hand., there is the view that integration always serves the best in-

terest of the child and that all the segregated schools and classes
should be disbanded. However, this view is usually seen as
being idealistic and not facmg the unique needs of this special
child.

As a result, many pnncxpals and teachers often find them-
selves in the position where they must decide whether to inte-
grate or segregate the exceptional child, given his or her particu-
lar needs and capabilities. The central issue confronting these
educators is, when is integration realistic and when is integration
not realistic? With respect to this question, I have a definite view:
Integration is not realistic, and that is precisely why we should

integrate. But before we can explore this somewhat confusing

statement, it is important to examine the context in which this
phraseisusually used.

. Theterm, “not realistic” has been used so often in discussions
of the educational placement of an exceptional child that the
meaning of the actual term has become obscure and somewhat
of a cliché. Moreoever, the validity of using this term has gone
largely unchallenged. It is vital, therefore, that we take time to
examine the implications of our own language and define pre-
cxsely what we mean when we decxde that sometl'ung is“notreal-
istic.™

In trying to decide_u}hether to imegrate an exceptional
student, the discussion inevitably focuses on evaluating the
.child’slimitations. In some cases, the child's limitations are so se-
vere that it seems impossible for that chlld to participate in many
of the school sactivities.

The tendency, therefore, is not to integrate the child, forwhat
seem to be valid reasons. Yet, although the decision may appear
“realistic,” often these very sensible conclusions deny the child
the opportunity to discover a way in which he/she could success-
fully integrate into the regular class. Thus, the question of what is
realistic isn't as clear cut as it may seem.

Realism and Defeatism

Differentiating between the situations when one is being re-
alistic and when one is being a defeatist is often very difficult,
and the difference is crucial. I a student dees not try out for the
school football team because he feels he is too light, is he being
realistic or being a defeatist? When an exceptional child is being
integrated into a schoel, the whereabouts of this thin line
between realism and defeatism is constantly in question.
Unfortunately, itis often easier to say, “It'sjust not realistic.”

" Avivid example of a time when I fell into the mire of defeat-
ism under the guise of “being realistic,” happened when a friend -
of mine, who also had cerebral palsy, tried to get his driver's li-
cense. At that time, I had already passed the necessary tests and
had received my license. My friend, no doubt inspired by the fact
that I could now drive around instead of taking the bus, told me
thathe intended totry for his license. 1 said—and here it comes—
that it wasn't realistic because his right foot was too slow to make
an emergency stop. I am sure that anyone would have made the
same comment. (It should be noted that liand controls were of no
use to my friend as he only had the use of his right arm).
Undaunted, he took driving lessons but unfortunately failed the
examination because his right foot reflexes were too slow. Al-
though I outwardly sympathized with him, I admit that under-
neath I thought it was all for the better—not to mention that I was
a bit proud that my prediction had come true. My pride was shat-
tered when hedrove up in a car which had an additional acceler-
ator on the left side of the brake. His right side was handicapped,’
not his left side. With this one adaptation. it was possible for him .
to operate the accelerator and the brake with his left foot, and as
aresult he could drive as well and as safely asanyone else.

This episode raised an important question for me: how many
times have we prevented a handicapped person from figuring

" out a wayof overcoming a problem simply by saying, “Itisnot re-
" alistic.” We have no intention of being defeatist, just as I had no

such thought when I advised my friend notto drive. iIndeed, most
people think, as 1 did. that they were actmg in the best interests -
of the person.

The incident with my [riend incited my curiosity about the
hidden reasons which prompt us to eagerly announce that a



given task is “not realistic” for certain students. Many of my ini-
tial predictions about the underlying motivations were validated
"in numerous discussions with teachers and principals across
Ontario. Here are a few of the more common latent reasons.

Honest Ignorance

For many teachers, the thought of having a physically handi-
capped or a mentally retarded student in their class seems like a
completely unrealistic proposition if not a terrifying nightmare.
Yet, these same teachersare often unaware of the possible minor
- adaptations which could be made in the classroom to accommo-
date the exceptional student. Thus, the statement, “not realistic,”
is often a reflection of honest ignorance. However, in deciding
thata certain task is “not realistic.” the speaker immediately min-
imizes the opportunity to brainstorm about the possible ways of
overcoming a specific problem. Moreover, in committing
oneself to the view that integrating a certain student is “not real-
istic,” one immediately makes a judgment about that situation
and now has a vested interest in maintaining the validity of that
judgment.

These problems. however, can be easily sidestepped by mak-
ing statements which are more congruent with the speaker’s ac-
tual concern. Rather than concluding that integrating a certain
student is “not realistic” for now and evermore, if we identify the

specific concerns we have, such as taking notes, two different .

curricula in the class, etc., and indicate that overcoming these
problems would make integrating this student a plausible idea,
then the previously mentioned issues disappear. By focusing on
the specific problems and encouraging possible soluticns, the
staff, the students and the exceptional child become immedi-
ately engaged in the process of trying to create ways of
overcoming certain obstacles. The shop class, for example, may
become involved in designing a desk which may allow the paper
to be clamped to the desk, making note-taking easier for the
student. Moreover, in focusing on the specific problems and not
making grand conclusions, no one is proven wrong when new

ideas are presented. Thus, simply the way we express our con- .

cerns can dramatically affect the educational opportunities for
an exceptional child. .

Fear of Failure _

Another latent motivation for declaring that integration is
“not realistic” is fear of failure. The principal or teacher may be
concerned that an unsuccessful attempt to integrate a certain
student may be more detrimental than if the student were not in-
 tegrated atall. Yet_there is a more subtle fear of failure involved
in this statement. There is the fear that if I, the teacher, fail at in-
tegrating this child, what will my principal think of me? What
will the other teachers think of me? What will I think of my own
ability as a teacher, especially if  am a Special Education teach-
er. . .

In this situation, however, it is vital that we examine the im-

plications of our language. To retreat from the possibility of fail- .

ure is to retreat from the experience of learning itself. It must be
remembered that education is a process, not a product. Failure is
the essential factor within the process of education that makes
learning possible. For students, education becomes a product. a
tangible result, usually consisting of a letter, number. or red
checkmark. Ultimately, the issue is how we help students to
appreciate the process of learning rather than becoming con-
sumed by the product of learning.

Although many teachers recognize this issue in their own
classes, relatively few teachers appreciate this same discrepancy
between process and product when it rears its obstinate head in
the area of integration. Integrating an exceptional student into a
regular classroom is itself a learning experience, and as such it
must be defined as a process, not a product. Too often, “success-
ful integration” is defined as a product, an end result in which
“successful” means that all of the problems of integration have
been triumphantly conquered such that exceptional students are
a blissful addendum to the school program. Those who have in-
tegrated exceptional students into a regular classroom know that
such a conception of integration is a fantasy. In terms of integra-
tion, “successful” refers to the process by which a student is inte-
grated into the class. Successfully integrating a student means
that there is a common commitment among the staff, students,
and the exceptional student, to finding new ways of overcoming
obstacles which inevitably and continuously arise. Moreover,
when the child does initially fail at a certain task, rather than re-

- examining the feasibility of integration, there is a common inter-

est among all who are involved in what can be learned by this
failure. A child's failure to accomplish a task will always provide
new information which was not present before the child failed.
The question is, are the staff and the student looking for that new
information and. if so, are they able to incorporate that rew in-
formation in modifying the subsequent ideas on how the child
might accomplish that same task? In this way, then, the term
“successful” refers to the attitude of the staff and the process by
which attempts are made to integrate the exceptional student
ratherthan tangible products or cutcomes.

Limited Time and Energy ,
In many cases, teachers agree with the philosophy of integra-
tion but claim that they would not accept an exceptional child

" into their class simply because they feel that they don't have the

time and energy to give the child the special attention he/she
needs. They often do not have the time or the energy to integrate
an exceptional student into their class. The question is. though,
where does the majority of a teacher’s time and energy go?

If one seriously considers where the majority of a teacher's
time and energy goes, one realizes that the majority does not go
into actually teaching the class. Rather, huge amounts of time
and energy are devoted to dealing with discipline problems.
From the day we enter Teachers' College, possibly from the day
we enter Grade 1, we learn thatdealing with discipline problems
is a major part of a teacher’s role in life. The assumption that a

teacher must devote a great deal of time and energy to dealing

with uncooperative students is a habit which we unquestion-
ingly validate and call necessary. Once assumptions are ac-
cepted, rulesand buildings are erected in the confidence that we
are doing what is necessary. If one then tries to challenge the
validity of these assumptians, one must not challenge only the as-
sumption itself but must also challenge the environmental physi-
cal entities created around the assumption.

This example, then. brings to light the fact that insufficient
time and energy is not the real issue: the crucial question is which
students have priority on the teacher’stime and energy in today's
school system? Students who are discipline problems have been
accepted into the regular class and. as a result, teachers put for-
ward a great deal of effort trying to educate them. Exceptional
children. if they're fortunate, are granted whatever time is left
over. Our own habits and unquestioned assumptions are the
greatest barrierto integration. ' .
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Fear of Social Rejection

In some cases. the underlying motivation of claiming that in-
tegration is “not realistic” is the fear that the exceptional child
will not be socially accepted by the other students. Often,
teachers and principals become extremely concerned that the
other students will tease, imitate. or mock the exceptional
student. This, they feel, may be more detrimental to the child
than if he/she had not been integrated at all. Yet. it is not the ac-

tual handicap that causes the teasing. it is the other kids'

ATTITUDE toward the handicap. If a teacher is so willing to seg-
regate at the first sign of social discrimination, one wonders
about how different that teacher'’s attitude is from the kids who
do the teasing; the teacher just expresses this fear differently.
The point is. if we have studenits in our schools who have poor at-
titudes toward handicapped individuals, are we challenging or
perpetrating those attitudes by segregating handicapped stu-
dents? :

There is, however. a further reason to integrate exceptional
students into regular schools. Tomorrow's doctors, nurses,
teachers, clerks and, most importantly, tomorrow’s parents of
handicapped children are in our schools today. It is a moral
crime that, in our society, we allow individuals to grow up not
knowing what cerebral palsy or mental retardation are until they
are told by a dector on the floor of a maternity ward. We have a

- moral obligation, not only to the exceptional child, but to the fu-

ture parents of exceptional children to strive towards complete
integration in our schools.
There are many reasons why integration is “not realistic™:
* we have not discovered all the ways of including an ex-
ceptionalstudentin aregularclass; '
* thereis the'po'ssibility that the whole attempt may be a
failure; S
» teachers certainly do not have the time or energy to deal
with an exceptional student in theirclass;
« there may be a great deal of social discrimination towards
the exceptional child; : T
Yet it is precisely because integration is not realistic in all o
these ways that we should integrate. In fact, when you hear the
term “not realistic” several questions should immediately come
tomind: : o
* Howam I honestly ignorant of many of the ways in which
minor adaptations could be made in my class to accom-
modate an exceptional child in my class?
* Am I preventing myself from learning about integration
because Iam afraid of the possibility of failure?.
* Which studentsam I allowing to have priority on my time
andenergy? = :
*- Am I.challenging or perpetrating the existing attitude in.
~ theschool by segregatingexceptional students?

Will the Real Handicapped Person Please Stand Up
What should be evident at this point in the discussion is that
how we act is determined by what we believe. And what we be-

lieve is reflected in our language and the way we define words.

Let me iilustrate this by showing how the way we define two
common words can dramatically affect the way we behave. The
two wordsare “situation” and “problem.” ) :

With respect to integration, difficulties usually arise as a re-
sult qf a‘ problem coming into conflict with the situation.
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Typically. the term situation is defined as having 35 students in
the class to whom you must teach a given curriculum in a given
amount of time. The problem is that two weeks into the school
vear. vour principal walks into your class and says. "Surprise!
We've got a new kid for you. He's mentally retarded. has cere-
bral palsy, blind. auditory learning disability, autistic. and we're
notsure, but he might be epileptic. Have fun!” Thus. the child be-
comes a problem. And once the child becomes the problem. the
question is, “How do we fix the problem?"

By changingour definitions.anentire new setof factors comes
into play. We can define the situation as having 36 students in the
class—one of whom has special needs—and a given curriculum
tocoverin a given amount of time. The problem is that the school
system has never been set up to accommodate an exceptional
child in the regular class. Consequently, rather than focusirgon
the child's handicap and trying to muster up all the resource
people to work with the child, we become aware of how the envi-
ronment around the child is handicapped and how: it is equally,
if not more. important 1o focus the resources on these less obvi-
ous handicaps. Rather than asking, “How do we fix the child?"
we begin asking, “How is the school building handicapped? How
can we gel elevators and ramps buili?” Bul more importantly, we
begin to ask, “How are the other students handicapped in terms
of their attitudes towards disabled children? Can we get a -
speaker to come in and talk about different disabilities and
society's attitude towards them?” But perhaps the most
threatening question is, “How am I, the teacher, handicapped,
and how does my handicap interfere with my ability to work
with the child?” Perhaps the teacher appears quite comfortable
with physically or mentally handicapped children. But the sight
of excessive drooling, self-stimulating behavior, or unwarranted
screaming, may initiale a strong internal panic or fear of the
child. There may be a sense of being repulsed by the child, or
these behaviors may even cause the teacher to withdraw from, or
even dislike, the child. All of these initial reactions are normal
responses given that exceptional individuals have been hidden
from our view in the past, only shown in exhibitions and horror
movies. Nevertheless, the.strong internal reactions of panic,
fear, and repulsion, are as much a handicap as the unusual be-
havior of the child. Consequently, we must not only recognize
the child's handicap and other students’ handicaps, we must also

Tecognize our own handicap and seek out resources to help the

teachersrather than concentrating only on the exceptional child.
M. Jim Hansen is a Superintendent of the Hamilton Roman

- Catholic Separate School Board in Ontario. They have a com-

pletely integrated program. If vou push him hard enough, he will

. admit that he has one or two segregated classes, “But.” he quickly

points out, “we don't segregate because of the child's handicap,
we segregate because we as a school system haven't figured out *
how to incorporate this child into the regular class. But don't
worry, we'll get there.” Jim Hansen's words raise an important
question: “Do we segregate because of the severity of the child's
handicap or do we segregate because of the severi tv of the school

* system’shandicap?”

" In the Best Interest of the Child

~ Finally, our discussion must address the most controversial
aspect of integration: whether integration really does serve the-

* best interests of the child or whether. in some cases, the child's

needsare better met in a segregated setting.
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The process of integrating an exceptional child is often
thwarted by a teacher’s or principal’s fear of handicapped chil-
dren. Yet, the only reason why educators are afraid of handi-
capped children is because they have never been exposed to
handicapped children. The only way educators will be able 10
overcome their fear is if handicapped children are integrated
into the regular schools, which is unlikely, as educators are
afraid of handicapped children.

At some point, this vicious circle has to be broken by an edu-
cator who admits a fear of handicapped children yet still decides
to integrate handicapped children. For some reason, educators

have not been given permission to be afraid. Yet. the only way
onecan overcomeone'’s fears is to work through the fear.

The danger does not lie in being afraid. The danger arises
when we hide our fear behind academic arguments. For those
arguments then become myths and soon other people hide their
fear behind the same mvth.
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Special Education Policies Award
Canadian Council for Exceptional Children

Nature of the Award

1. The winning school board or other policy-making body shall
receive a suitably engraved scroll or plague.

2. The name of the winning school board or other pohcy-mak-
ing body and an outline of their policies shall be published in
the Canadian Journal for Exceptional Children.

3. Coapies of the winning policies shall be made available from
Canadian CEC ata nominal cost.

General Criteria
The Canadian Council for Exceptional Children Special

Education Policies Award will be presented annually to a school

- board or a publicly supported policy-making body in Canada in

. recognition of the comprehensive special education policies it
has established which are consistent w:th the pohcnes of Cana-
dian CEC.

Specific Criteria
The policies wilk:

1. cover all exceptionalities and all ages served by a school -

board or other policy-making body,

2. include all aspects of special education as defined in such
Canadian CEC policy statements as: A Matter of Principle,
We Are Not Alike, B.C. Public Pohcy On Behalf of Excep-
tional Children,

'3. maximize integration of exceptional children; maximize in-
dividual program planning; and maximize parent/ieacher
involvement, ‘

4, be written and be available for reference in a document
which is flexible and kept up-to-date,

5. be currently in effect in the area(s) serviced by lhe school
board or other policy-making body.

For further information, ccmtact"
Don A. Werner
National Public Policy Committee, CCEC
171 West 27th Street 7
Hamilton. Ontario L9C3A3

Tel:(416) 383-6882 (home)  [416)491-0330(work)

Prix des Politiques en Education Spéciale

Conseil Canadien pour les Enfants Exceptionnels

Le Prix

1. Leconseil scolaire ou I'organisme choisi recevra une plaque
ou un rouleau de parchemin portant une inscription d'occa- -
sion. '

2. Le nom du conseil scolaire ou de l'organisme ainsi que
I'énoncé de ses politiques seront publiés dans le “Canadian
Journal for Exceptional Children.”

3. Le texte des politiques choisies sera disponsible, & prix
coutant,aux bureauxdu C EE. -

Raison

Le Conseil canadien pour les enfants exceptionnels décerne
annuellement & un conseil scolaire ou & un autre organisme
canadien le Prix des politiques en éducation spéciale. Celui-ci
recoit en reconnaissance de l'adoption de politiques éclairées
qui respectent de prés les déclarations du Conseil canadien pour
les enfants exceptionnels.

Critéres

-Les politiques:

1. seront élabarées en fonction de toutes les.catégories de
difficultés, I'age nonobstant, des personnes desservies parle
conseil scolaire oul'organisme en question,

. 2. devront incorporer toutes les dimensions de 1'éducation

spéciale, telles gu'énoncées dan les déclarations de
principes suivanies du Conseil canadien pour les enfants
exceptionnels: “A Matter of Principle,” “We Are Not Alike,”
“B.C. Public Policy - On Behalf of Exceptional Children,”

3. encouragerontl'intégration des enfants en difficulté dansles
programmes réguliers; miseront sur la programmation in-
dividuelle comme stratégie fondamentale; et {eront appel &
la participation et & la collaboration des parenis et des
enseignants,

4, seront écrites, disponibles pour fins deréférence, flexibles et
maintenuesajour, -

5. ‘seront en vigueur dans la c:rconscnpt:on du conseil scola:re
oudel’ orgamsme :

Pourautres renseignements, veuillezcommun 1quer avec:
M.Don A. Werner
Comiténational surles politigues pubhques
Conseil canadien pour les enfants exceptionnels
171, ovest. 27 rue ;
Hamilton, Ontario L9C3AS5

Tel:(416)383-6882(dom.) * (416)491-0330 (bur.)



