The Gazette solicits and accepts
opinion pieces for publication,
based on their relevance to the Uni-
versity and related topical issues.
Articles should be no longer than
650 words in length and, if possi-
ble, provided on disk. Submissions
should reach the Gazette 15 days
prior to publication date. The York
Gazette reserves the right to edit,
based on space restrictions and/or
suitability, and/or to refuse sub-
mitted material for inclusion in the
Gazette without reason.

But Emily Would Set Doors Ajar’
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Emily Eaton is a vivacious young
girl with sparkling eyes and a ready
smile. As well as having a loving
and caring family, Emily has
friends in her neighbourhood, at
her school, and in the community
organizations in which she partici-
pates. She leads an active and full
life as a pre-teen.

Emily is also the centre of a
storm of educational controversy
reaching into the Supreme Court.
On October 8, 1996 the Court de-
nied Emily the right to be educat-
ed in a regular classroom. Cerebral
palsy is a part of Emily’s life. In the
opinion of her school board, Emi-
ly’s resulting degree of difference
requires that she attend a segregat-
ed special class. So firm is this be-
lief that the board has contested
her parents’ desire for an integrat-
ed regular class placement to the
highest court of Canada.

The story which led to Emily
being a prominent instrument of
challenge to the model of segregat-
ing students with special needs has
become common in Ontario, in
Canada, and across the world. A
child with a disabling condition
begins school. School officials
judge that a segregated placement
would best meet the child’s needs.
The parents prefer an integrated,
regular classroom placement in
their neighbourhood school believ-
ing this best. An educator-parent
impasse results and the matter
moves through a series of increas-
ingly quasi-legal to legal steps.

For Emily the impasse did not
arise until after her first years of
school. Initially, her board provid-

ed an integrated placement, al-
thntioh Bl ardtlkhaondoaianaton

arnsdasEAS S oS e SNy

Supreme Court Decision

The Supreme Court set aside
the decision of the Ontario Court
of Appeal which had found in
favour of the Eatons. At the time
of the writing of this article, the
Supreme Court’s reasons for its
decision had not yet been released.
However, an article in the Globe
and Mail of October 10, 1996,
suggested that the Supreme Court
may have overturned the decision
of the Court of Appeal on proce-
dural grounds only. According to
the article, the deciding issue may
have been the fact that the Court
of Appeal considered the constitu-
tionality of the Education Act
without a representative of the At-
torney General being present in
court to defend the statute. If so,
the Supreme Court did not decide
against the Eatons in terms of the
right to regular classroom place-

“ment, and that issue remains un-

clear.

What leads some educators to
consider special education place-
ment so much more beneficial than
regular classroom placement that
they will proceed against the par-
ents’ will? What persuades some
parents that regular classroom
placement is worth going to ex-
treme lengths on behalf of their
child? These questions may be un-
derstood to some degree by con-
sidering background social debate,
research, and educational practice.

Social Debate

The social debate argument
turns on the prerogative of a
school system to direct that system

in terms of professional views of
nracticalitv of imnlementation and
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vice workers, and members of the
disabled community on various
points, including that of social jus-
tice. Proponents of integration, or
inclusion, posit that it is unjust to
segregate students on the basis of
differing abilities. They view the
regular classroom as the natural
place to bring all children together
for increased understanding and
acceptance, as well as the setting
in which academic and social de-
velopment will be best realized. A
basic tenet of the argument is that
parents and children have the con-
stitutional right to choose regular
class placement or special class
placement. This social justice argu-
ment calls for significant reform in
how educators view the structure
of the school system and who may
be a learner within it. Comparisons
to the civil rights movements for
the educational inclusion of
women and of minority popul«-
tions are frequent. The Supreme
Court did not deal with this argu-
ment.

Research

Research support for the inclu-
sive position is beginning to
emerge. While findings are not
uniform for all conditions of chal-
lenge and for all types of regular
and special settings, it appears that
parallel systems of education do
not result in higher levels of
achievement for identified stu-
dents. Research suggests parity be-
tween regular and special class ef-
fect at the least, and to increased
benefit from regular classroom at-
tendance for many. At the same
time, there is little evidence tha*
the achievement of rectilar cfro

attitudes and beliefs of educators.
At this level the jury is still out on
whether the parallel model or the
inclusive model best serves the in-
terests of all students. Educators
vary in their attitudes to working
with students with challenging
needs. The majority favour the fa-
miliar parallel approach. When
asked to explain reticence to in-
clude, they point to perceptions of
inadequate teacher preparation for
integration, lack of leadership, fear
of lowered standards, disruption
to classroom process, and in-
sufficient material and personnel
support.

However, more and more
school systems and individual edu-
cators are moving to inclusive poli-
cies and practices. The majority of
provinces have announced policies
favouring integration as the first
choice for all students. A growing
number of school boards are
adopting the inclusive model and
significantly reducing their special
education structures. Many indi-
vidual educators, even in parallel
model boards, are electing to make
their classes or schools inclusive,
despite sharing many of the above
teacher concerns noted, particular-
ly as they touch on teacher prepa-
ration and administrator leader-
ship.

The jury may still be out on the
issue of including all students, but
social debate, research, and chang-
ing educational practice are docu-
menting continuing societal move-
ment toward including more and
more once-marginalized students.
While Emily and her parents await
the final legal educational interpre-
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