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Meeting the special needs of excep· 
tional chil dren is a responsibility to be 
shared by all educators. 

Mainstreaming: 
Issues and 
answers 
by Bill R. Wagonseller and Donald F. McHenry 

Bill Wagonooller Is an associate professor in the Depart· 
ment of Special Education at the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas. He received his doctorate in 1971 from the Unlver· 
si ty of Kansas . Pllblicati<>ns Include materials for parent 
training, as well as teacher training. He has been guest 
speaker tor confe<ences and w<lfl<shops In all areas of ex· 
ceptlonallty. 

Donald F. McHenry received his Ph.D. from Kansas 
State Unlverslly In 1977. He is an assistant professor at Em· 
porla State University In the area of special education. Or. 
McHenry's public sc hoo l experience has Included 
developing programs for secondary educationally Mn· 
dicapped sludenls In Las Vegas, Nevada, and being pro1ec1 
manager of lltle VI, Mainstreaming for Exceptional 
Children In tho Clark County School District, Nevada. 

Since the early nineteen hundreds, most of the 
classes established for special education students in the 
United States have been segregated, self-contained 
classes designed for children In specific categoricat 
classifications, i.e.: mentally retarded, emotionally dis· 
turbed or learning disabled. These were the students that 
also were af fected by the compulsory attendance law that 
stated their education was complete af ter they reached 16 
years of age, or had completed the eighth grade. 

In the last decade the need to bridge the gap between 
regular education and specia l education has been em· 
phasized by both researchers and court litigations. 
Teach ing handicapped and non-hand icapped childre n 
together in the same classroom Is the greatest challenge 
that faces both regular and special educators as we look 
to the future. 

The term " mainstreaming" refers to the integration of 
students with special needs into a resource room, while 
remaining as much a part o f the regular school program as 
possible. Mainstreaming involves focusing on a student's 
specific needs and abilities rather than on categorical 
la

b
els such as "educationally handicapped," "learning 

disabled " or " mentally retarded." The specifics of a main· 
streaming program are to provide the student with ef· 
fective, appropriate Instruction without depriving the 
student of the soci al and personal benefit s of the regular 
classroom. 

It is difficult to avoid not being a proponent for the 
mainstreaming concept after considering the implic ations 
of the Education for all Handicapped Children Act of 1975 
(P.L. 94·1 42) . This law, and the guaranteed civil rights law 
of Section 504 of the Rehabili tatio n Act of 1973, both In· 
elude the right to equalit y of educational opportunity not 
confined to those labeled bright or normal. 

The most important words in this provision are "ap
propriate" and "least restrictive environment" It is a 

misconception to assume that least restrictive en· 
vlronment automatically means that all handicapped 
students will be mainstreamed. For some students, the 
least restrictive environment could indeed be a com· 
bination of the regular classroom and resource room for 
periods of varied limes and activities. For other children, 
the least restrict ive environment may be a self -contained 
program. 

Each individual student covered by the law Is to have 
an individualized wri tten lnstructlo nal plan designed for 
his or her special education needs. Th is plan must be 
reevaluated on at least an annual basis by appropriate 
professional personnel and the parents or guardian of the 
chi Id. The program should be developed so as to Integrate 
the chil d into the regular classroom or regular schOol ac· 

tivl ties as much as possible. Students for whom in· 
tegrated prog rams are not appropriate must be provided 
an educational plan requiring full t ime placement in a 
resource room or self-contained classroom. 

The major problem with educators accepting main· 
streaming or the resource room concept is that there has 
never been a clear understanding of what either concept 
means. Most school districts have made their own in· 
terpretatlon s, and these interpretations have often been 
more In favor of administration, and not necessarily in the 
best Interest of the specia l education pupils. 

The resource room model has been developed for 
chil dren requ iring special education support, but who also 
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need " regular" education if their "self" concept, as well 
as other social and emotional aspects of a child, are to 
develop normally. The primary goal of the resource room 
is to provide the kl nd of i nstructlonal support to both the 
child and his teacher that makes it feasible for the child to 
return to the regular class. The authors see mainstreaming 
as a treatment approach for spec ial education students, 
and the resource room concept as the place where the 
special education training will be conducted. The child, no 
matter what the disability or problem, should never be 
placed In the resource room over three or four hours a day. 
If the child needs more than the recommended three or 
four hours, he or she sho uld be in a self.contained 
classroom. It is essential that the overall emphasis of the 
program be on ex.p eriencing success. 

Since the nineteen·sixties there has been strong sup
port from educators to move from teaching special 
education students by categorical label, to mainstreaming 
special education with individualized programming. Ad 
vocates of mainstreaming do not believe that teachers can 
teach by labels. Therefore, teachers and psychologists 
must be responsible for evaluating each child, finding his 
or her individual strengths and weaknesses and 
developing a comprehensive and effective individual edu
cational plan from those findings. 

Chaffin (1974) listed the following factors that have 
contributed to school d istricts changing their delivery 
system for educating mildly and moderately retarded 
children. 

1. The equivocal results of research dealing with 
the effectiveness of special classes for the 
mildly retarded. 

2. The recognition that many of the diagnostic in
struments used for identi fying retarded children 
were culturally biased, which often resulted in 
inappropriate diagnosis and placement of 
children into special classes for the retarded. 

3. The realization on the part o f special educators 
that the effects of " labeling" a child may be 
more debilitating than the diagnosed han
dicapped. 

4. Court litigation in speclal education related to 
placement practices and the rights of children to 
appropriate educational treatment. 

Other leaders in the field that have stated similar 
positions are Dunn, 1968; Dunn, 1973; Tilley, 1970 ; Kalstoe, 
1972; Hammill and Wiederholt, 1972. Hammill and 
Welderholt (1972) listed some procedures and policies 
that were classlfied as accept able in earlier years, but 
have been reviewed and later reclassified as being " con· 
troversial." The points in question are in regard to the 
placement of children with learning and behavioral disor
ders: 1.) The use of the traditional psycho-medical 
disability classlflcation system, with its heavy emphasis 
on " diagnosis" and "labeling," 2.) The criteria employed 
by school personnel to designate children as han· 
dicapped, and 3.) The use of the special class as the only 
or primary vehicle for providing services to the handi· 
capped. Because of these and other difficulties in classi
fying children with learning and behavior problems into 
distinct categories, teachers are confronted with an unfair 
share o f the responsibility for the individual child's educa
tion. The teacher Is trained to write individual education 
programs, but is not trained to teach according to the 
unknown qualities denoted by labels or categories. 

SPRING, 1976 

We have reviewed the problems of self-contained 
classrooms, categorical classification, reiflcatlon and the 
basic elements of the current law requiring the leas t 
restric tive, appropriate environment. We must now 
examine some of the shortcom ings of mainstreaming, and 
specific ways that local school districts can provide a 
more effective and appropriate program for more children. 

Shortcomings: 
1. Programs are based on the number of students 

Instead of Instructional and programming 
needs. 

2. Little consistency exists between evaluation, 
monitoring and programming between special 
education teachers and regular classroom 
teachers. 

3. Little consistency exists between special 
educational programs in the same district. 

4. There is a lack of comprehensive Information in 
the cumulative records. 

5. Out-of-state or district information is often 
lacking. 

6. Evaluation procedures and responsibil ities are 
unclear. 

7. There is a lack of sufficient fu nds to support the 
program needs; i.e.: physical plant, materials, 
equipment and consumables. 

8. Little sharing or distribution of materials exists 
for flexibility of levels, and for better meeting the 
needs of changing enrollments. 

9. No prerogative is establi sh ed tor appropriate 
parental involvement. 

10. No retease time is allotted for the observing and 
updating ot programs for methods, materials, 
etc. 

11. Identification Is seldom individually determined, 
but rather is often based on norms, percentages, 
and comparative analysis. 

12. Once referred-always iden tified, labeled and 
placed. Large numbers are programmed for 
reading programs, speech, special education, 
etc. 

13. Administrators are held accountable tor pupil 
counts in respect to funding, release time and 
materials. " For numbers and not severity." 

14. Little In-service is held on the part of regular 
educators or administrators for special 
education. 

15. Few supportive personnel tor regular and 
special education teachers are provided; i.e.: 
grade school counse lors, consultants, 
paraprofessionals, etc. 

16. No communication is provided on ancillary 
programs or community resources as alter
natives for referrals. 

17. No release time is provided for special 
education teachers to view programs In higher 
grades. 

18. No planned time or structure for open lines o f 
communication between staff, administrators, 
and parents Is provided. 
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The authors do not mean to suggest that there are 
any lnslan t formulas for resolving the shortcomings 
listed. However, all are resolvable with a cooperative effort 
on the parl o f all educators. Solutions to these problems 
tend to fall into four basic areas: 1.) Training; 2.) 
Organization; 3.) Communication; and 4.) Support. Let's 
look at each of these in detail. 

Training: 
It Is apparent that a lot o f misinformation and in· 

dividual interpretation exists at all levels regarding the 
concept o f mainstreaming. Teacher training insti tutions 
must adjust to meet the new emphasis in special 
education, but so must local education agencies in the 
form of preseN loe and lnseN ice programs. Ad· 
ministrators, special and regular teachers, anci llary per· 
sonnel and parents must all become adequately informed 
as to the roles, responsibilities, and changing emphasis of 
special education. General coursework in special 
education should become a requirement for racer· 
tificatlon for both teachers and administrators. In ad · 
dition, incentive programs should be implemented for 
parent training and to promo te their increased in· 
volvement in the educational process. A signi ficant part of 
personnel training should Inc lude release time and op
portunities to visi t and obseNe other programs and ap
proaches used in the field. 

Organization: 
The organizational structu re and policies of special 

services to children must maintain an element of 
flexlblllty if the emphasis of the program Is to be on the In· 
dlvldual. There must be a willingness to modify methods, 
materi als and levels of placement according to changing 
needs. Opportunities for sharing and exchanging both 
materials and ideas is essential for an effective program. 
At the same time, it is important to maintain wri tten long 
and short term objectives, with well defined time lines and 
specific support serv ices required, as a means of insuring 
steady, significant progress. Procedures for monitoring 
and evaluating progress must be well established, with 
clea rly established responsibilities for the assignment of 
grades. 

Communication: 
It has been said that it is lmpossi ble to not com· 

munlca te . Though this may be true, much of the com· 
munlcation occurring In education is either a result of 
chance, or becomes engulfed In " hidden agendas" andJor 
barriers to the effective shari ng of Information. Planned 
conferences, programmed lunches and newslett ers can 
all facilitate improved communication and awareness. 
Specific t imes should be designated for the purpose of 
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reviewing student progress by all persons involved with 
the student, including the parents. Administrators, staff 
and parents must all communicate open ly for optimum 
program effectiveness. 

Support: 
Providing appropriate, comprehensive educational 

services requires more than an Individual effort by a few 
teachers. Supportive personnel are an essential part o f 
any educational program. Elementary level counse lors, 

educational c onsultant s, media specia l ists , 
diagnosticians and paraprofessionals all contribute 
significantly to a well balanced approach to providing 
special student seNices. Support personnel can assume a 
greater ro le in the implementation of informal and formal 
standard ized remediation techniques. Teachers also need 
to be Informed as to the community resources availabl e 
which might provide alt ern atives or additional support to 
the special education program. Perhaps the most critical 
problem is that of financial support. Sufficient funds are 
necessary to support program needs at all leve ls. Distric ts 
need to review their priorities, and attempt to lend 
maximum financial support to providing appropriate , 
equal education to all students. Funding, as well as staff 
assignments, might be better al loted by using a 
" we ighted" FTE, based upon the degree of severity in 
determining the numbers In a special education class. In 
addition, federal funds are sti ll readily available for fl· 
nancing special projects In special education. Parents, 
and other special interest groups, can be extremely help · 

ful in gaining support for special programs. 
Meeting the special needs of exceptional children Is 

a responsibility to be shared by all educators. Main· 
streaming should be viewed as nothing more than an ad· 
minlstrative arrangement designed to provide the least 
restrictive and most appropriate program possible to meet 
the Individual needs of these children. 
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