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Title of Issue: Have Schools Gone Too Far in Using Accommodations? 

Briefly state the issue in your own words: (10 points)

Federal laws that impact the lives of children with disabilities permit a wide range of accommodations to entitle them fair and equal access to the same educational opportunities accorded to their non-disabled peers. Accommodations are also found in everyday public life by virtue of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 in the form of Braille text on maps and building entrances, in addition to accessible ramps, curb cuts, and special parking spaces for motor vehicles. Concurrent with this sweeping legislation is a growing concern among educators involved in guiding special education policy. It is their belief that “extremes of inclusion and accommodation” (pg. 252) can possibly negatively impact the very population that’s supposed to benefit from extra help. The opposite side of the issue contends that wisely chosen accommodations are not unreasonable or excessive, that human beings generally require accommodations of some type in the course of everyday living, regardless of their ability and level of functioning. The crux of the debate centers on the idea that making a task less challenging to complete doesn’t necessarily translate to more successful learning. In the pursuit of “leveling the playing field,” an unintended consequence is being observed that may not be serving children with disabilities as hoped. 

Briefly state the major thesis of the pro position: (10 points)

The pro position is assumed by Dr. James M. Kauffman, Professor Emeritus from the University of Virginia, along with Kathleen McGee and Michele Brigham, who are high school special education teachers. While the authors contend that while they are not anti-accommodations, they do assert that the excessive implementation of accommodations for students with disabilities has created a shift “away from normalization, independence, and competence.” (pg. 252) They also cite the potential harmful attitudes promoted by the disability rights movement with their view that disabilities exist as a social construct formed in part, in the estimation of the authors, by nebulous gray area interpretations and perceptions. This disability rights movement also has, in their view, empowered some parents to unfairly work the system on behalf of their child, no matter if extra accommodations are truly required.  The authors also criticize the push for full inclusion as another potentially harmful outcome of the disabilities rights movement. Kauffman, based on this publication and others, is especially strident in his belief that full inclusion may be appropriate for some students but it certainly isn’t for all students. He cites the current belief among many advocates that special education has become discriminatory, reducing students with disabilities to second-class citizen status. Also criticized in the article are some popular methods of accommodations used in the classroom, such as calculators, oral recitations of tests, and open note assessments. They conclude their case by citing examples of success stories involving public figures who overcame their disability presumably without excessive accommodations.  

Briefly state the major thesis of the con position: (10 points)

Dr. MaryAnn Byrnes, who is a professor in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction at the University of Massachusetts--Boston, assumes the con position. It is important to note that Dr. Byrnes is also the editor of the textbook this article is taken from. (NB: The potential impact of this position will be discussed elsewhere). Byrnes states her case at the outset by drawing comparisons between accommodations employed by members of society not labeled as disabled and the accommodations granted to students with disabilities. She cites two major pieces of federal legislation (Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and ADA) as the guarantees for providing accommodations to citizens with disabilities. However, she states that accommodations should not determine the content of instruction, but rather guide how that instruction should be implemented utilizing differentiated methods that make learning more accessible to students with disabilities. This could include tape-recorded or computer transcribed lectures and extra time for test taking. Refusing to accommodate students with disabilities could be viewed as discriminatory, leaving teachers legally liable and subject to a lawsuit. She summarizes her case with the idea that  “if a disability provides a barrier, the accommodation removes it.” (pg. 266)

Indicate the three main areas of disagreement: (15 points)

1. Accommodations: To Limit or Not to Limit?

PRO: “Some have lost sight of the goal of limiting accommodations in order to challenge students to achieve more independence.” (pg. 252)

CON: “Just as there is no limit to the range of disabilities, there is no limit to the range of accommodations.” (pg. 263)

2. Are Students Prepared for “Reality” as a Result of Protection?

PRO: “In reality, the student may have been protected from learning, which will eventually catch up with him or her. Unfortunately, students may not face reality until they take a college entrance exam, go away to college, or apply for a job.” (pg. 258)

CON: “Some people are concerned that the supports provided in school will result in a student being unable to work productively when he or she leaves school. Section 504 applies to colleges and employers as well. Colleges offer support centers and provide accommodations upon documentation that a disability exists. Employers are required to provide reasonable accommodations …” (pg. 264)

3.  The consequences of providing accommodations to students with disabilities.

PRO: “The emphasis on special education has shifted away from normalization, independence, and competence. The result has been students’ dependence on whatever special programs, modifications, and accommodations are possible, particularly in general education settings. The goal seems to have become the appearance of normalization without the expectation of competence.” (pg. 252)

CON: “It comes down to deciding what’s important. […] Think about the disability. If the disability provides a barrier, the accommodation removes it. The accommodation does not release the student from participating or demonstrating knowledge—it allows the student to be able to participate and demonstrate knowledge.” (pg. 266)

Briefly identify as many fallacies as you can from the pro side: (15 points)

1. “In reality, the student may have been protected from learning, which will eventually catch up with him or her. Unfortunately, students may not face reality until they take a college entrance exam, go away to college, or apply for a job.” (pg. 258)

Byrnes did an excellent job exposing the fallacy behind the above statement, as cited in example #2 of the Disagreement section of this paper. Section 504 and ADA provisions protect citizens with disabilities for the duration of their schooling and eventually, the rest of their lives. The above quote also doesn’t take into account an intrinsic personal resolve to succeed. It seems to assume that failure is inevitable after a lifetime of accommodations. Kauffman, et. al. cites in their article several examples of success stories that clearly illustrate that it’s possible to personally overcome one’s disability and succeed in life.

2. “Many successful adults with disabilities sound common themes when asked about their ability to succeed in the face of disability.” (pg. 259)

While the personal stories cited by Kauffman, et. al. are evidence of individuals overcoming disabilities, no information is supplied to understand how they were able to accomplish their success. We have no idea if accommodations did or did not play a role in their ability to achieve. I believe there is some implicit suggestion that all those people were products of an era that didn’t provide many accommodations, judging by their relative age range (I’d guesstimate 55+).  It’s also too easy to pull some celebrity names and suggest: “if they can do it, you can, too!” There are just too many variables to consider, especially luck, when it comes to people working in the arts and media field (i.e. Stephen J. Cannell and Fannie Flagg).  

3. “Bob, a high school freshman with Asperberger’s Syndrome …” (pg. 253)

This case study reminds me of one that I investigated for the paper on RTI. The authors develop a scenario that involves a very narrow exception to the rule, an unhappy student, and a very hysterical parent who, after screaming loud and long enough, gets their way with the school. I personally don’t see this as an example of accommodation excess, but rather as an example of parental coercion and the current climate of fear over potential litigation. Schools do not want to invite bad publicity and engage in unnecessary due process over a student’s placement or IEP. It’s much easier to give in to parental pressure than engage in some potentially protracted battle. I can think of plenty of negative ramifications for a student like Bob, who likely would not transition very well to a different placement. As I understand it, the federal laws regarding special education tilt toward parental and student rights. I can think of a few examples, such as the Gaskin settlement and Oberti v. BOE, where the parents and students prevailed. The difference between Bob’s case and the last two court cases I cited is that the former was what I would consider to be a frivolous challenge to the law while the latter two were not.
Briefly identify as many fallacies as you can from the con side: (15 points)

1. “Wearing glasses does not make a bad driver better or make driving easier; rather, wearing glasses makes driving possible.” (pg. 261)

2.  “Glasses are so much part of our lives we that we do not even consider that they remove a barrier to caused by a disability.” (pg. 261)
This attempt at equivalency supports Kauffman et. al.’s contention that the disabilities rights movement believes that most everyone is ultimately disabled to some extent, as evidenced in this quote: “The specious argument that “normal” doesn’t exist—because abilities of every kind are varied and because the point at which normal becomes abnormal is arbitrary—leads to the conclusion that no one actually has a disability or, alternatively, that everyone has a disability.” (pg. 255)  Byrnes should consider that no federal law exists that requires someone to obtain glasses (an “accommodation,” in her view) to overcome the “barrier” of poor eye sight. It’s strictly a choice. One is not even compelled to drive a motor vehicle if they so choose. However, children in most states are required by law to attend school up to a certain age. At least in the state of Pennsylvania, students must be diagnosed with a disability before being entitled to special education services. The process of general and special education is considerably different from obtaining a prescription to wear glasses and in my opinion. Yet, Byrnes continues to use that example throughout her article. Lastly, if we are doing to define what a constitutes a disability, should we not rely on the definition supplied by IDEA 2004 instead of a definition borne out of a opinion based a social construct?

3. “Kauffman and colleagues feel special education randomly tosses about accommodations to make life “easy” for students and, thereby, limiting opportunities to learn and excel. Byrnes says that wisely chosen accommodations provide the opportunity for students to demonstrate their capacity to achieve high standards.” (pg. 267)

Since Byrnes is cited as the editor of this course’s textbook, I am going to assume that she wrote (or at least influenced the writing of) the Postscript to issue #12.  Kauffman et. al. only mentioned the term “easy” once in their whole article: “However, so many parents confuse making life easier with making their life better for their children.” (pg. 258) Yet, the Postscript quote summarized Kauffman et. al.’s thesis solely on one single sentence on pg. 258. Reading their article would reveal that their thesis was much broader in scope than that. I could not find any part in the Byrnes article that described students’ capacity to “achieve high standards” and what exactly those “high standards” would be. The only place “high standards” are mentioned is in the introduction to issue 12. I would be very interested in knowing how Byrnes defined them and whether or not her definition was based on peer research or subjective judgment.

4. “Accommodations change the situation, not the content of the instruction. However, accommodations on standardized tests must be connected to IEPs or 504 plans.” (pg. 265)

I would contend that any accommodation, even if it means a student gets a stick of gum as a homework reward, must be connected and included in an amended IEP or 504 plan. The threat of legal liability makes it necessary to have everything in compliance. I could envision circumstances where content is conformed to accommodations, especially in instances where preparations for standardized tests are being conducted. We know that many schools see NCLB related state assessment preparation as essential components of the overall school curriculum. Certain students can be essentially “taught to the test” in order to ensure success. This could be considered an accommodation, but if a teacher chooses to only teach a section of the math curriculum that he or she knows is going to be on the standardized test, isn’t this a content modification as well? I would think so.

Which author impressed you as being the most empirical in presenting his/her thesis? Why?

(10 points)

Apparently, the article by Kauffman, et. al. is highly prized by the various editors involved in compiling other articles for books in the Taking Sides series.* It also strikes me as more empirical than Byrnes’ article as it also critiques the ramifications of the full inclusion movement involving students with disabilities, an aspect that Byrnes did not address at all. Perhaps Byrnes could have selected another paper that did address both accommodation and full inclusion. The Kauffman et. al. article offered some interesting analysis regarding the motivations behind the disability rights movement and their philosophical underpinnings. The Byrnes article was set up as a FAQ, which limited its potential effectiveness. While informative, it did not offer the depth of the Kauffmann et. al. article. The Postscript seemed to serve as an attempt to fill some of the research gaps in the Byrnes article. Interestingly, the Postscript is the only place in issue #12 where other research is even cited, although Kauffman et. al. do quote an anonymous source who dubbed special education as ‘the gold-plated garbage can of American schooling.” (pg. 256). 

*Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial Issues in Classroom Management.

*Taking Sides: Clashing Views in Educational Psychology

Are there any reasons to believe the writers are biased? If so, why do you think they have these biases? (5 points)

Byrnes is deeply involved in advocacy issues in the state of Massachusetts, serving as the President of that state’s Council for Exceptional Children in addition to serving on advisory boards for the state Department of Education. She teaches a class on Legal and Political Issues in Education, so her knowledge and experience makes her an expert in the field. She appears to be a proponent of the disability rights movement as described by Kauffman, et. al., based on her comparison between wearing glasses and receiving accommodations in special education. In her article, when asked if accommodations make school easier, she replies: “that depends on your world view.” (pg. 264) The “world view” she seems to promote is one where there are “no limits to the range of accommodations.” (pg. 263). At opposite end of the philosophical spectrum we have James M. Kauffman. I also researched his background and was impressed with his 40 years of experience as an educator. His last few years on the faculty of the University of Virginia were spent inveighing against the push for full inclusion for all students with disabilities. He doesn’t think it is appropriate or just to believe that full inclusion is suitable for everyone. It mirrors his skepticism for unrestricted accommodations. Kauffman’s view was obviously the driving force behind this article. Kauffman seems like a throwback traditionalist, given his view that being overly accommodating only inhibits growth and independence, making students with disabilities life-long dependents. It reminds me of the argument some people make against certain taxpayer-funded entitlement programs that perpetuate the so-called “welfare state” in America. I also appreciate that Kauffman is willing to see individuals as they really are. If a person is disabled, they are disabled, nothing more, and nothing less. They have needs that have to be addressed and it’s our job to fulfill those needs. They shouldn’t be rendered as objects to be pitied. I have known people who constantly referred to children with disabilities as “those poor kids” and who wouldn’t have the courage to hold them to any standards. This is the mentality that Kauffman is working to correct.

Which side do you personally agree with more now that you have reviewed the material in these articles? Why? (10 points)

I’m torn in choosing sides. Kauffman et. al.’s views appeal to my own traditional thoughts about certain methods of social engineering and the well-intentioned initiatives that often result from them. I’ve often said that there is a fine line between compassion and enabling. When is helping someone or something reach the point when they or it becomes dependent for the long term? That old adage of “teach a man to fish…” comes to mind. However, a diagnosed disability is for a lifetime. One rarely grows out of it, unless there is some type of medical procedure to correct it. That is the exception rather than the norm in the world of disabilities. First and foremost, educators must be in compliance with the laws. IDEA 2004 and NCLB currently are the “holy scriptures” from which they cannot deviate unless they wish to incur legal recrimination. I am all for accommodations that are, as both authors would agree, appropriate and purposeful. However, deciding on those accommodations should be based on research, not emotional judgment. They must also be included in the IEP or 504 plan without haste. No disgruntled parents who wish to use due process should ever give their counsel the means to find anything amiss in the documentation. If the accommodation is connected to behavioral issues, a formal behavioral analysis (FBA) and a subsequent behavioral intervention plan (BIP) must be included for IEP students. Again, educators must always have safeguards in place. It is without question that educators must be compassionate and sensitive to their students’ needs. In the course of fulfilling this essential obligation, they must be cognizant that very clear and specific laws guide special education.     

