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SERIES EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

The adoption internationally of inclusive practice as the most equitable and all-encompassing approach to education and its relation to compliance with various international declarations and conventions underpins the importance of this series for people working at all levels of education and schooling in both the developed and developing worlds. There is little doubt that inclusive education is complex and diverse and that there are enormous disparities in understanding and application at both inter- and intra-country levels. A broad perspective on inclusive education throughout this series is taken, encompassing a wide range of contemporary viewpoints, ideas, and research for enabling the development of more inclusive schools, education systems, and communities.

Volumes in this series on International Perspectives on Inclusive Education contribute to the academic and professional discourse by providing a collection of philosophies and practices that can be reviewed in light of local contextual and cultural situations in order to assist educators, peripatetic staffs, and other professionals to provide the best education for all children. Each volume in the series focuses on a key aspect of inclusive education and provides critical chapters by contributing leaders in the field who discuss theoretical positions, empirical findings, and impacts on school and classroom practice. Different volumes address issues relating to the diversity of student need within heterogeneous classrooms and the preparation of teachers and other staffs to work in inclusive schools. Systemic changes and practice in schools encompass a wide perspective of learners in order to provide ideas on reframing education so as to ensure that it is inclusive of all. Evidence-based research practices underpin a plethora of suggestions for decision-makers and practitioners; incorporating current ways of thinking about and implementing inclusive education.

While many barriers have been identified that may potentially inhibit the implementation of effective inclusive practices, this series intends to identify such key concerns and offer practical and best practice approaches to overcoming them. Adopting a thematic approach for each volume, readers will be able to quickly locate a collection of research and practice related to a particular topic of interest. By transforming schools into inclusive communities of practice all children should have the opportunity to access and participate in quality education in order to obtain the skills to become contributory global citizens. This series, therefore, is highly recommended to support education decision-makers, practitioners, researchers, and academics, who have a professional interest in the inclusion of children and youth who are marginalizing in inclusive schools and classrooms.

This volume brings a wonderful mix of perspectives. Professionals spend considerable time talking about, identifying and making decisions about and for people with disabilities. Similarly, academics research and write about the perceptions, feelings and challenges of people with disabilities. Yet there is so little information written by people with disabilities themselves in an advocacy role or their families and almost never is this all presented together with a sense of true partnership between all three groups. This volume is very refreshing as it combines in one book a set of chapters by individuals with disabilities and their family members, alongside those of professionals and scholars. By acknowledging that all three groups bring a shared understanding to the journey undertaken when a child experiences a disability, the ideology of an inclusive approach to providing support is demonstrated in practice. The sensitive approach taken by the editors and their combined experiences in working with all three groups, has enabled them to bring together a book that provides incredible insight into the total inclusive journey for all three groups. It is clear that all perspectives are equally valued. The argument proposed by Kate and Dick towards the finding of identity, opportunity and belonging underpins both the perspective pieces and the academic chapters. This is a book that is not to be missed and should be on the shelf of everyone involved with inclusive education.

 

Chris Forlin

Series Editor




 

VOLUME EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

Fashioning an edited volume is, indeed, a journey. There are a number of ways one can go about it. One is to create a structure of topics around a subject area and invite experts to share their insights, each addressing a particular topic. Another is to approach those who have experience and expertise within the broader area of study and allow them to choose what they wish to contribute, thus shaping the volume. We decided to take this somewhat more adventurous route. Because this volume focuses on inclusion, families, and education, we have invited individuals with disabilities and family members to contribute their perspectives along with those of professionals and scholars.

First and foremost, we wanted to give voice to persons with disabilities to reflect on how schools, communities and vocations have shaped them as individuals, and how they in turn have challenged and informed ways of thinking regarding disability and inclusion. Next, we wanted to explore the insights and experiences of family members, including the often overlooked perspectives of fathers and siblings. Finally, we sought to tap into innovative evidence-based strategies and insights from professionals and educators who have been working in various settings and at a range of grade levels to foster collaborative home-school partnerships.

What emerged was a kaleidoscope of topics and perspectives, far richer than what we initially planned or envisioned. Each chapter deepened our own understanding of the journey of inclusion, coalescing around three unique yet intertwined themes: identity, opportunity and belonging – which became the subtitle of the volume. As we explored the various chapters, we posed questions such as: what do parents and family members most want for their children with unique learning strengths and needs? what do they feel their children most need both in school and throughout their lives?, what do they most desire in their interactions with professionals? Time and again we observed that parents want their children to fashion an authentic identity, to discover and value who they truly are; to have opportunity to craft a self-determined meaningful life based on interests, preferences and strengths; and to experience belonging in their local communities and in society in general. The truth is that this is what all parents wish for their children. Nevertheless, navigating identity, opportunity, and belonging is often a more challenging journey for individuals with disability and their families. What might be suggested is that the first two – identity and opportunity – seem to occur most fully within, and perhaps even require, an environment of belonging.

The concept of belonging that emerges from the studies and reflections contained in this volume is, first and foremost, not about space; it’s, rather, about place – a place where all can enter, with assurance that they are welcomed and valued. Belonging is not about trying to “fit” someone into a system that is designed by and for others. It is about co-creating communities where all can enter as equals. Belonging implies a place where each individual can begin to discover who he or she really is, not who others or the system want them to be. Thus, belonging invites freedom in which to explore identity – one’s strengths, interests, preferences, and goals – within an environment of support, acceptance, and validation. Belonging also invites opportunity – to imagine possibilities, to create and co-create meaningful, self-determined futures.

Perhaps it is belonging that best differentiates the concept of inclusion from integration. Integration implies combining two separate categories together. Integration only becomes inclusion when we begin to lose our sense of separate categories and see all of the individuals as belonging to a single group. It does not require the abandonment of the recognition of, or the denial of, individual differences, but does minimize or eliminate sharply defined categories. Each group member belongs equally to the group.

Contemporary inclusive education remains a work in progress. In a few places, it has become accepted as the norm. In many, it is still seen as an innovation, trend, or social experiment. In some, it remains non-existent. Under these latter conditions, a sense of belonging may be difficult to experience.

Achieving belonging may require courage if we have been accustomed to conceptualizing categorical differences. One needs to move beyond one’s comfort zone, to be open to new understandings, to redefine our own identities as well as the identities of others. But belonging also confers courage – to imagine who we can become, individually as well as collectively, and how we all might be enriched through journeying together.

This volume explores working with families to secure identity, opportunity and belonging within school settings and beyond. It does so by means of a blend of scholarly articles and personal reflections. The first section examines personal, family, and theoretical perspectives on ways in which existing systems and structures define and influence inclusion of persons with disability and their families in school and workplace settings. It invites reflection on how we might come together to create more inclusive communities through mutual understanding and valuing. Section two presents a number of evidence-based practices, strategies, and resources that can serve to guide family members and professionals as they work together to build collaborative partnerships and inclusive school communities from preschool through transition to post-secondary and vocational settings.

This volume has taken us on a journey. It has invited us to deeper understandings of collaboration, to engage reflection from diverse perspectives. And it has reminded us that at some level we are all navigating identity, opportunity and belonging; that each of us needs those who challenge us to see beyond our assumptions, whose ideas shape and sharpen our own. We acknowledge the many scholars, parents, professionals, writers and educators who have played that role, and continue to play that role in our own journeys. We value those who have diligently advocated for the rights of persons with disabilities to find their place in society. These are the true warriors. On a personal note, I, Kate, would like to acknowledge the formative writing and work of Jean Vanier, for thought-provoking insights on belonging, and Henri Nouwen, and the University of Alberta for generous offering of academic resources to alumni. Along those lines, I, Dick, would add Tanis Doe and Robert Perske, among others who have shaped my own thinking on inclusion, along with several of the authors included in this volume. Finally, we both join in our desire to acknowledge the life and work of Dr. Lorraine Wilgosh – scholar, mentor, teacher, advocate, and friend. We offer this volume in her memory and to recognize the place she occupied in our lives and in the lives of so many others. She vibrantly lived into the journey that we are called to continue – of securing identity, opportunity and belonging for all.

 

Kate Scorgie

Dick Sobsey

Editors
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