Reflections on an Inclusive School Experience – To Celebrate or Not to Celebrate
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As of June 21, 2006, our middle son, who lives with the label of autism, will graduate (well, sort of, unofficially) from the public education system where he spent 17 years, into the adult world of life in his community.   We shall celebrate for many reasons.

When I reflect on Mike’s experiences in the education system I have very mixed emotions.  I would not have chosen any other path for him, but I would have to say it has not been without a lot of anxiety, stress and frustration for him and for us.  As parents do when they have a child with a disability, we became committed advocates for our son but we also became passionate about inclusive education. Inclusive education became my life.  I did everything in my power to learn as much as I could about how to ensure that Mike received a quality education with the supports he and his teachers needed to make it successful.

Do I think it was successful?  Yes and no.  While Mike attended our neighbourhood school with his brother and sister, and was always registered in a regular class, it was a struggle.  We met much resistance from all levels of educator – from the educational assistant to the classroom teacher to the principal to the learning coordinator and superintendent, as well as many other professionals who work in the system.  However, we did meet some wonderful, bright, enthusiast educators, as well, just not enough!  In Ontario, there is an incredible diversity of inclusive education experiences.  We have pockets of excellence and then we have many areas where the system receives a failing grade. 

The single most important lesson I learned early on was to never waiver from our commitment to inclusive education.  From the beginning we clearly articulated to the educators what our goals were for our son and that we expected them to be met in an inclusive setting.  This was an important and conscious decision on our part because our school system did, and still does, operate many segregated programs for students with similar learning challenges to our son.  The placement of choice for Mike would have been a self-contained classroom for his entire school career; so we needed to be clear right from the get go.  Some educators tried on several occasions to challenge our decision, but we stood our ground.  We rallied support from other advocates and friends to attend meetings and write letters to solidify our hopes and dreams for our son.  We made many compromises along the way, but we never placed our values of respect for diversity and inclusion in jeopardy.  We earned ourselves a reputation, but that reputation – good and bad - enabled us to win many battles over the years.

Another lesson I learned was to become involved and connected.  There is power in knowledge and information. Becoming a representative on our Special Education Advisory Committee, a mandated committee of provincial advocacy organizations that every board of education in Ontario has to have, has been very valuable for developing relationships with the administrative staff, acquiring knowledge about how the system operates and budgets are set and having the opportunity to provide input on policy development.  Participating on provincial and national education committees of Community Living has also been important for the sharing of experiences across our country; unfortunately it has not yet had a huge impact on the inclusive education movement in Ontario.  Being a part of the Ontario Coalition for Inclusive Education has been a rewarding opportunity for me.  The Coalition consists of 11 member organizations and represents self-advocates, and thousands of families who advocate for inclusive education.  We have had an impact, not as significant as we would like to see, but clearly there is movement afoot for change in our province.  Unfortunately it’s too late for Mike.  

Finding opportunities to connect with other families who share your values for inclusive education and with whom you can share collective experiences is invaluable.  Not only is it affirming for one’s sense of values, but it sends a message that there is the expectation from stakeholders that inclusive education is not only a right but the right thing to do.   When parents are informed - have knowledge about things like assistive technology, differentiated curriculum, accommodations and modifications, positive ways to support students with communication challenges, co-operative learning, multiple intelligences, ‘regular’ life skills that ‘regular’ kids learn – they can work proactively with the school team to ensure that their son or daughter and the classroom teacher are being supported.  

There are things I think I could have done better or differently for Mike.  Extracurricular activities are so important for celebrating people’s gifts, and nurturing relationships and friendships in school communities, and I wish that I had made more of an effort to ensure that Mike was involved.  I did make several attempts but became deflated many times when I met opposition to my suggestions.  It became an emotional rollercoaster.  There wasn’t a real sense within the schools of the value of such participation.  If I were to do it again, I would make sure that he was more involved in things like student council, the football team or the volunteer club.  Friendships outside of school, which such participation could have encouraged, never seemed to happen and I know that is something Mike would truly value.

I think another area where I could have been more proactive was around evaluating Mike.  He needed to have the same opportunities as his classmates to be evaluated for what he learned in class.  It would have taken a creative mind to develop ways to do that, but I know it can be done and I did not push hard enough. 

Despite the challenges and frustrations, there are many wonderful experiences that can be highlighted – Grade 8 Trip to Quebec; Grade 8 Graduation; English class trips to Stratford to see a play; working out in an all girls Phys Ed fitness class; presenting his Grade 6 speech on a computer using Speaking Dynamically Pro software to his classmates; in Grade 9 hanging out in the cafeteria with his buddy Ryan Done, the star of the school basketball team, hanging out in the hall with the ‘boys’ and playing floor hockey – those are the moments we need to remember.  They are the ones that kept us going.

So, now we celebrate.  I celebrate because now I don’t have to fight with the system anymore, and Mike celebrates because he has accomplished a lot.  We are very proud of him; he has had many obstacles to overcome over the past 17 years and he did it!  We refuse to have any regrets, and look forward to exciting opportunities in the next phase of his life.

