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basis of their chronological age rather than 
academic ability or mental age. This is truly 
an explosive proposal. The debate surrounding 
this issue is an emotionally charged one with 
great potential for polarizing the field of spe-
cial education, as other professionals, advocates, 
and parents argue fervently against this think-
ing. According to Gargiulo and Kilgo (2014), 
supporters of this movement see it as the next 
great revolution in special education, whereas 
opponents consider it the start of a return to 
the “dark ages” of special education—the era 
before PL 94–142. We suspect that the truth 
lies somewhere between these two extremes.

The intensity of this debate is fueled by 
several factors, one of which is the inconsistent 
use of terminology. As frequently happens in 
arguments, people are often saying the same 
thing but using different words. Therefore, we 

offer the following interpretations of key terms frequently encountered in describing 
this movement.

Mainstreaming
The first potentially confusing term is mainstreaming, which first appeared on the 
educational scene more than forty years ago. It evolved from an argument put forth 
by Dunn (1968), who, in a classic essay, questioned the pedagogical wisdom of serving 
children with mild intellectual disability in self-contained classrooms, which was then 
common practice. Other professionals soon joined with Dunn in his call for a more 
integrated service delivery model, resulting in the beginning of a movement away from 
isolated special classes as the placement of choice.

We define mainstreaming—or, in contemporary language, integration—as the 
social and instructional integration of students with disabilities into educational pro-
grams whose primary purpose is to serve typically developing individuals. It represents 
a common interpretation of the principle of educating children with disabilities in the 
least restrictive environment. Interestingly, the term mainstreaming itself never appears 
in any piece of federal legislation.

Parents no longer have to prove that their son or daughter should be mainstreamed; 
rather, schools must justify their position to exclude. They must prove that they have 
made a good-faith effort at integration or present strong evidence that an inclusionary 
setting is unsatisfactory (Yell, 2016). PL 108–446 currently supports this thinking.

Mainstreaming must provide the student with an appropriate education based on 
the unique needs of the child. It is our opinion that policymakers never envisioned that 
mainstreaming would be interpreted to mean that all children with special needs must 
be placed in integrated placements; to do so would mean abandoning the idea of deter-
mining the most appropriate placement for a particular child. IDEA clearly stipulates 
that, to the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities are to be educated 
with their typical peers. We interpret this provision to mean that, for some individuals, 
an integrated setting, even with supplementary aids and services, might be an inap-
propriate placement in light of the child’s unique characteristics. A least restrictive 
environment does not automatically mean placement with typical learners. As educa-
tors, we need to make the distinction between appropriateness and restrictiveness.

Federal law stipulates that, to the maximum extent appropriate, pupils with 
disabilities are to be educated with their typical classmates.
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mainstreaming: An early term for 
the practice of integrating students 
with special needs into a general 
education classroom for all or part of 
the school day.
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