





3. preferential options for those who are poor and helpless, since “a basic moral test of a
society is how the most vulnerable members are faring” (p. 25);
4. human dignity is protected only if the protection of human rights are maintained and
responsibilities are met;
5. the dignity of work and the rights of workers is protected;
6. the virtue of solidarity, social justice, and peace, is honored because “we are one human
family whatever our national, racial, ethnic, economic, and ideological differences”; and
7. respect for the Creator is seen “by our stewardship of creation” (p. 2).
To this end, Catholic educators benefit from a clear mission that includes two coexisting goals
(Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993). First is an emphasis on teaching and learning the body of
academic, psychosocial, and physical knowledge determined requisite for future success as a
citizen. The second goal stands individually and also permeates the first goal; that is, Catholic
education transmits the faith to the next generation. Catholic educators carry out this mission by
integrating a coherent educational experience that teaches life knowledge in the context of
Catholic faith (Bryk et al., 1993; Convey, 1992). The result provides the most cognitively
effective and holistically satisfying Catholic educational experience. As with other Catholic
families, parents of children with special needs want this integrated faith learning experience for
their children.
Catholic Social Effect on Children with Disabilities
The Catholic social effect, entirely related to Catholic social teaching, notes that Catholic
schools are not only beneficial for students with disabilities, but are potential havens of learning

for diverse students (Coleman, Hoffer & Kilgore, 1982). The Catholic school community has a
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unique ability to embrace all students, due in part to its core mission of equity, advocacy, and
diversity, and also because of its unique governing system in which each parish/school is given
local control over specific decision making. Essentially, this means that any given Catholic
school, along with its parish, can identify the needs of its individual student community, embrace
the diversity of the group, and design the most effective academic curriculum to address the
needs of its student body. This type of school, supported by strong educational leadership on
every level, could advocate for complete equity and inclusion for all who pass through its doors.

The notion that Catholic schools in the United States were intended only for mainstream,
general education is not correct. Since the 1925 Pierce v. Society of Sisters of the Holy Names of
Jesus and Mary decision, Catholic parents were given the right to educate their children in non-
public schools.

Catholic institutions, led by the words of Pope John Paul II, have attempted to accept
those with special needs as in the public school system. Pope John Paul II stated in his homily
for the Jubilee of the Disabled (2000) that "the Church is committed to making herself more and
more a welcoming home [for the disabled] and this welcoming needs not only care, but first of
all love, which becomes recognition, respect and integration" (section 4). The Church's recent
pronouncements on the rights of people with disabilities follow the broader trends toward equity
and civil rights espoused by the Church, and the Church's consistent teachings on social justice
for all (John XXIII, 1961, 1963; Leo XIII, 1891).

In 1978, the bishops of the United States stated their firm commitment "to working for a

deeper understanding of both the pain and the potential of our neighbors who are blind, deaf,
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mentally retarded, emotionally impaired, who have special learning problems, or who suffer
from single or multiple physical disabilities" (USCCB, 1993, p. 1).

This statement focused largely on access to the religious life of the Catholic community,
the acceptance of persons with physical, intellectual, and emotional differences, and the defense
of the right to life. It concluded, however, with an exhortation to coordinate educational services
within the dioceses in order to "supplement the provision of direct educational aids" (p. 8). The
bishops were forward thinking in laying the groundwork for the integration "of students with
disabilities into programs for the able-bodied" (p. 8). Religious education personnel were
encouraged to adapt "their curricula to the needs of disabled learners" (p. 8). The bishops further
recommended that Catholic elementary and secondary school teachers be prepared in "how best
to integrate disabled students into programs of regular education" (p. 8). The 1978 pastoral
statement was reaffirmed by the NCCB in 1998.

In June 2005, the full body of U.S. Catholic Bishops published the document Renewing
Our Commitment to Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools in the Third Millennium.
Among its many pronouncements, the Bishops applauded "the increasing number of our
[Catholic] school administrators and teachers who have taken steps to welcome these children
[with disabilities] and others with special needs into our Catholic schools" (USCCB, 2005, p. 7).

Slow Progress Toward Change in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles

Beginning in the late 1960s, the American Catholic bishops worked to clarify and
strengthen the Church's position on social justice issues, specifically addressing disability issues
(NCCB, 1998; USCCB, 1978). Following the broader political trends toward equity in secular

society throughout the Unites States, which began with the creation of the Civil Rights Act of
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1964, the Rehabilitation Act of 1974, and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990,
individuals with special needs and their families have been seeking full participation in Catholic
educational institutions and programs.

Arguably, there are several obvious practical barriers, such as funding and lack of
personnel, for a comprehensive implementation of inclusion in Catholic schools to take place
(Villa & Thousand, 2002; Youniss, 2002). However, there are reasons why the implementation
of such philosophies and programs create more benefits for all Catholic students than is
commonly thought.

For various reasons, beginning in the late 1990s, the Archdiocese began talking to
administrators and other Catholic school educators about the need to include all learners in the
Catholic school system. From various discussions, research, and parental pressure a strategic
plan about the need to have an inclusive specialist in each school was born. The reasons for
beginning to formalize Catholic schools’ service to students with disabilities include the
following:

1. an inclusive response from Catholic schools in Los Angeles to the NCLB act and the
reauthorization of IDEA in 2004;

2. the creation, in 2001, of a Certificate and Master Degree program in Catholic School
Inclusion for administrators and teachers at Loyola Marymount University;

3. the noticeable decline in enrollment at Catholic schools, which has been occurring
steadily since the slow exit of the religious teaching at Catholic schools began in the

1970s (Youniss & Convey, 2000);
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4. increased enrollment costs for parents, and the need to tap new resources (parents of
special education students) for Catholic school funding (Scanlan, 2009a; Youniss &
Convey, 2000); and

5. adramatic shift in thinking about who Catholic schools are for (NCEA, 1991), spurred
on by the 2003 response to the NCLB act by the United States’ Council of Catholic
Bishops (USCCB, 2013) which coincides with a growing awareness of Disability
Studies and a need to teach as Jesus would in American Catholic schools (Crowley &
Wall, 2007).

The Archdiocese of Los Angeles has encouraged principals throughout the last two
decades to include a wider range of learners in their schools (Youniss, 2002). From 2001 until
2004, in the form of information provided at deanery meetings, newsletters, and the creation of a
Catholic Inclusion Advisory Board in the Department of Catholic Education at the Archdiocesan
Catholic Center (ACC), the Archdiocese progressively formalized its call to principals to create
inclusive school environments at their school sites.

One of the largest pushes to encourage Archdiocesan principals to either incorporate
inclusive practices in general education classrooms or create inclusion programs on site was
during the 2005-2006 academic year. Beginning on October 4™, 2005, through a Los Angeles
Unified School District (LAUSD) Private Schools Program grant provided by No Child Left
Behind of 2001, the Consultation and Education department of the Frostig Center in Pasadena
hosted a five-part principal’s symposium on inclusive education for Catholic school principals.
The Frostig Center, which is dedicated to helping children with learning difficulties by

providing “direct service, professional training, and research” provided a consultative team of
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inclusion specialists for archdiocesan principals so that the process of school change in Catholic
schools could officially begin.

The symposium, which was developed to instruct both new and seasoned principals in the
Archdiocese of Los Angeles School District on the importance of inclusive practices, encouraged
the inclusion of disabled students at parish schools throughout Los Angeles. Although at the
time the Archdiocese had issued no official guidelines on how to implement and evolve specific
programs for children with learning challenges at school sites, it did issue the following
statement on October 4, 2005 to begin the series of principal in-services on the meaning of
Catholic school inclusion:

Inclusion means meeting the needs of the diverse learners in our [Catholic] schools.

Learners are more diverse: some are English learners, some come from homes where

families live in poverty, and some have enough resources to do anything they want.

Some come from cultural backgrounds very different from yours, some struggle to

accomplish grade level work, while some are way ahead of their grade level. By

adopting a culture of inclusion, we mean we are assuming teachers can teach to all of

these children, at the same time, in the same classroom (p. 2).

With an eye toward effecting necessary, long-term change at the school level, the instructive
series addressed the following topics on inclusive education: 1) What is Inclusive Education?
2)What Makes Inclusion Work? Characteristics of Struggling Learners; 3) Support Systems for
Students and Teachers; 4) Supporting Teachers through Observations and Professional

Conversations; and 5) Action Plans for Effective Inclusive Schools.

63



Although the inclusive education series provided information to principals that could be
used to increase a/l student learning and engagement, it also provided a list of nine types of
adaptations that make inclusion in Catholic schools possible, and planning forms meant to track
the progress of exceptional learners in general education classrooms. Despite the fact that the
extent to which students with learning challenges could be excluded was never clarified, the
intent to include students whenever possible was made clear (Department of Catholic Schools,
PIP, 2005).

As recently as August 2009, the Archdiocese of Los Angeles formalized its acceptance
and willingness to serve children with learning challenges in their general education classrooms.
The Department of Catholic Schools in Los Angeles states, “[their] schools strive to serve
children with varied learning needs” (Administrative Handbook, 2009, pp. xiv-3). However,
while the updated Administrators’ Guide for the Archdiocese of Los Angeles outlines the
mission, procedures, and process for including all children in the class, it simultaneously
dissuades parents from bringing children with acute special needs into the Catholic school
environment. The inclusion policy for the Archdiocese states:

Through the mission of the Archdiocese [of Los Angeles], schools strive to serve children

with varied learning needs. All educators in Archdiocesan schools follow “Directions for

the Inclusion Process in Catholic Schools: Support Team Education Plan Process (STEP)
and Minor Adjustment Plan Process (MAP)”. Parents or guardians who feel that their
student may need a minor adjustment to enable him or her to participate in the general
education curriculum of the school should consult the student’s teacher and principal to

determine how best to meet the student’s needs (pp. xiv-3).
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While the above acknowledges that some Catholic school students can receive academic
accommodations, the language of the statement seems to limit the severity of the disability. This
is one of the reasons that inclusive education initiatives have met with much contention and
confusion, given that there is a vast difference between minor academic adjustments and the
academic accommodation and modifications that are necessary to include all learners,
specifically those with cognitive difficulties, in any school curriculum.

The philosophy and mission of Los Angeles’s Catholic Schools as set out by Catholic
social teaching, the Council of Catholic Bishops, and the Archdiocese of Los Angeles all seem to
settle on one theme: that all families who want their children to receive a Catholic education
have the right to an equitable one. In practice, however, the majority of Catholic elementary
schools are not, and administrators tend to encourage parents of students with a history of
learning disabilities to move on to other schools (Villa & Thousand, 2002). Also, Catholic
school administrators tend not to admit learners with existing Individual Education Plans (IEPs)
and/or private learning assessments to their schools, arguing Catholic schools are not set up to
meet the needs of learners outside the norm (Villa & Thousand, 2002).

The exclusion of students with learning challenges seems to be selective and
discriminatory and is contrary to the tenets of Catholic social teaching, which consistently point
to inclusive education being at the heart of what Catholic schools should be (Hogan, 2003).
Moreover, this discrimination against children with learning disabilities happens regardless of
the USCCB’s 2002 call to Catholic schools to include all learners in their curricula, so as to

model Jesus and teach as He did.
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Inclusive Practices in Schools for Students with Learning Challenges

Full inclusion in schools is both a philosophical commitment to social justice and a
commitment to excellent educational practices. More and more general education and resource
teachers are working together using different forms of teaming. A number of these models have
been successfully implemented at building level in school districts across the United States.
Three of those models are consultant approach, teaming, and co-teaching (Gartner & Lipsky,
1997).

The consultant model works very well in a building with a low incidence of special needs
students and overall low student population. The special education teacher is made available to
re-teach a difficult skill or to help the student(s) practice a newly acquired skill. This is a non-
intrusive approach that provides the special needs students with at least two teachers to ask for
help with curriculum problems. Regularly scheduled meetings are recommended rather than
communication on an as-needed basis.

In a teaming model, the special education teacher is assigned to one grade-level team
with one planning period per week for the team. The special education teacher provides student
information, possible instructional strategies, modification ideas for assignments/tests, and
behavior strategies. The team meets on a regular basis, establishing consistent communication
among the team members. The team model is presented so teachers are not working
independently to achieve success with their students. All team members work together and
broaden their knowledge in various areas, whether they are from general education or special
education backgrounds. The disadvantages of this model could include possible resistance to

implementing the modifications, delayed assistance for students with difficulty, high student-to-
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teacher ratio, and limited opportunities for special education teachers to work in the general
education classroom.

In the collaborative, co-teaching model, the general education and special education
teachers work together to teach students with/without disabilities in a shared classroom. Both
are responsible for instruction planning and delivery, student achievement, assessment, and
discipline. Students receive age-appropriate academics, support services, and possible modified
instruction. This model provides a minimum of scheduling problems, continuous and ongoing
communication between educators, and a lower student-to-teacher ratio than the teaming or
consultant models (Price, Mayfield, McFadden, & Marsh, 2001; Mitchell, 2008)

To this end, collaborative teaching can be organized in a number of ways; as a one-and-
one scenario, as a parallel teaching design scenario, and as a station-teaching scenario. First, a
one teacher, one support system scenario works well for teaching a unit where one teacher is
more expert than the other. Students still have two teachers to ask questions of and from whom
to get help (Mitchell, 2008).

In a parallel teaching design, the teacher divides the class into groups and teaches them
simultaneously. The student-to-teacher ratio is low, more time is devoted to learning without
students waiting for help, opportunities for re-teaching are immediate, support for the teacher is
present, communication is constant, and behavior problems can be minimized.

In a station-teaching scenario, the teaching model is collaborative, and divides up content
and students so that teachers or students rotate at the end of a unit. It is ideal for subject matter
taught in units with no particular sequence. Benefits include that the opportunities for re-

teaching are immediate, the student-to-teacher ratio is low, teachers become experts with their
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material, and communication among teachers is constant.

Finally, in an alternative teaching scenario, one teacher leads an enrichment or alternative
activity while a second teacher re-teaches small group of students if they are having difficulty
with content. Math is compatible with this design, where a lot of re-teaching is done. In this
type of team teaching design, teachers work together to deliver the same material to the entire
class. Teachers circulate around the class, providing immediate re-teaching and a lower student-
to-teach ratio. The above strategy has been the most successful in creating a community of
learners with varied needs (Gartner & Lipsky, 1997).

In Magiera & Zigmond’s 2005 study, the effects of co-teaching (special education
teachers and general education teachers) were examined to measure the additive effect of having
a special education teacher “teach” students with disabilities in a general education classroom.
This research was done in light of the recent need (United States Department of Education, 2004)
to analyze the effectiveness of co-teaching, as it has become a popular strategy for inclusive
teaching for a variety of reasons (i.e. reducing student-teacher ratio). The participants were
grade 5 to 8 students with disabilities from four suburban and rural New York middle schools.
Class sizes ranged from 18 to 27, and students with disabilities ranged from 5 to 15 per class.
Additionally, all participating teachers had been paired for two years or less, and eight co-
teaching pairs yielded 11 classes to be observed. This was a case study in which data was
collected through observing (with field notes being taken) the same students in the co-taught
environment and the solo-taught environment. These observations recorded (using a narrative

method) the following interactions: on-task work; group work; student participation; content
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instruction/delivery to the group; directions to individual students and frequency of student
interaction with the class and with the teacher.

As a result of the study, the following was discovered: a significant difference was
recorded in 1:1 interactions in co-taught class (targeted students received individual instructions
2.2% of the time compared with less than 1% in solo-taught classes). Also, there was a
significant difference related to interactions of students with general education teachers. In solo-
taught classes they interacted with the students 62% of the time compared with 45% of the time
in co-taught classes. The strength of this study is that it carefully and frequently examined how
teachers worked with children with learning disabilities in the classroom alongside general
education learners. However, it was discovered late in the study that conditions were not “ideal”
(special education teachers were not all credentialed and had little field experience).
Nevertheless, the results favored co-teaching over solo-teaching for students with disabilities
because they experienced an increased opportunity for in-class participation.

In an ethnographic study by Xu (2006) the inclusive experience in an urban middle
school of one, all-black family (father, mother, eight-year-old girl, seventh-grade boy) was
examined so as to gauge and document the effects of inclusive teaching on minority students.
The researcher completely immersed himself in the study, spending (on each field visit) upwards
of three hours a day with the family both at home and with the male student at the school site.
For a period of five months, the researcher took field notes, used tape recorders, conducted
interviews, and analyzed personal documents. This study yielded valuable information regarding
the difference in how this minority family perceived the male-child’s learning disability and

academic ability. This family believed that the boy was “slow just like his father” and the
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problem was due “probably” to heredity, and therefore, intervention was unlikely to help him
one way or the other. This study filled an important gap in the inclusive program literature, since
there is little data on the minority experience in inclusive education programs despite the rising
number of inclusive programs in existence (United States Department of Education, 2004).
Nevertheless, this study is limited in its scope, as it is a study of only one family over a short
period of time.

Studies of Inclusive Education and Paraeducation in General Education Classrooms

Another study (Idol, 2006) sought to determine the degree of inclusion of students with
disabilities in general education classes with an eye toward categorizing the similarities and
differences in how special education services were offered, and the ways in which students with
disabilities were supported in the least restrictive environment. The participants for this study
were a mix of 147 teaching professionals, 10 principals, 87 teachers, 20 administrative
personnel, and 30 teaching aides and/or paraeducators. Staff perceptions of special education
services were examined through qualitative means, solely by conducting personal interviews
with classroom teachers, special education teachers, instructional assistants, and principals in
each school.

The results of these interviews included descriptions of how far along each school was
with its inclusion philosophy and program, the amount of time inclusion students spent in
general education, the roles of the special education teachers, the rates of student referrals for
special education consideration, the positive and negative attitudes of all staff toward inclusion
and collaboration, and the skills of the teachers related to the inclusion of special education

students. Most importantly, this study produced strong results in the area of understanding how
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teachers perceive their ability to deal daily with teaching students with need. Specifically, the
study noted that while teachers felt they wanted and needed to include all learners, some students
with disability were perceived by teachers as being more troublesome than others depending on
how easy and/or difficult the students were to individually accommodate. Unfortunately, the
schools in this study did not focus any attention on how specific in-class teaching was conducted
or how student success was gauged after teaching had taken place.

Engelbrecht, Oswald, & Forlin (2006) analyzed inclusive education at three different
primary schools in the Western Cape Province in South Africa so as to evaluate and develop a
South African model to assist in the development of inclusive schools. A mixed-method
research design involving three case studies was used to conduct the research, and then a multi-
site case study comparison was used to analyze the data. Three primary schools from poor areas
in the Western Cape province of South Africa were identified. School One had 652 learners
(602 learners of mixed origin and 50 Xhosa-speaking black learners); School Two had 8§90
learners (740 learners of mixed origin and 150 Xhosa-speaking black learners); and School
Three had 644 learners with a very small percentage of Xhosa-speaking black learners. Each
case study used the following measures to gather information: surveys (to gauge the school
community’s perceptions of what inclusion is) and quantitative data from questionnaires (with
Likert rating scale). The data revealed that each school lacked the shared inclusive school
philosophy required for successful implementation of classroom intervention. Additionally, a
lack of adequate teacher training led to ineffective learning support in the classroom (co-
teachers). A major weakness of this research study as it relates to the proposed evaluation is that

the word “inclusion” referred to any student with learning challenges. No differentiation was
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made between students who had “real” learning difficulties (due to learning challenges such as
autism) and “perceived” learning challenges (due to lack of access to schools in the past, or an
inability to speak the language in which instruction was given). Also, this study was done in
South Africa and it is hard to gauge how relatable the educational program is to one in the United
States. However, the strength of this study is that classroom instruction, intervention techniques,
and student learning difficulties were comparable and that the researchers analyzed three large,
diverse elementary school populations. What was important about this study was that given the
right tools, training, and administrative support, teachers felt positive about including students
with disability in the classroom. In addition, the study yielded important information about the
specific inclusive teaching techniques teachers need to learn in order to increase their feelings of
success and efficacy when instructing disabled students.

Bauwens, Hourcade, & Friend (1989) researched the effectiveness of co-operative
teaching models for the purpose of general and special education integration. Their quantitative
study, although dated, provided some important information about the social benefits of
educating special needs students along with peer general learners. What was interesting about
this study is that there was a presupposition going into the research that a socially aware and
accepting learning environment would positively affect the academic ability of special needs
students. This understanding is in concert with the Los Angeles Department of Catholic Schools
philosophy that all children benefit in various ways when they are educated in a loving,
accepting environment. When met at a developmentally appropriate level, Bauwens, Hourcade,

& Friend (1989) argue that all levels of children can be taught together.
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Summary

A review of the literature revealed the following themes and patterns on the subject of
inclusive education: there is a direct correlation between increased academic performance and
lower student/teacher ratios in classrooms. Additionally, there is a significant increase in
academic achievement among special education learners when they receive more attention and
teaching time from teachers during regular classroom hours. Finally, a pattern of increased
academic success has been recognized throughout these studies in relation to making learning
environments accepting of and accommodating for children with learning challenges.

The review of the literature revealed a need for further study and evaluation of Catholic
elementary school learning center programs and the issues surrounding the acceptance and
accommodation of inclusion students in the general student population. A limited amount of
research that directly relates to the specific role of Catholic teachers (to include all students when
they direct their lessons) is available. Therefore, there has not been sufficient evidence presented
regarding the degree to which specific teaching interventions are successful in Catholic learning
school programs. Furthermore, other gaps in the literature exist. The first is with regard to how
private Catholic institutions should incorporate children with disabilities so as to educate their
own students in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) without sending them to their local
public schools. The second relates to what the overall academic effects of teaching interventions
on students are when they are administered in a large (anywhere from 28 to 39 students per
class) general education class.

The next chapter, chapter three, details the methodology that was used to conduct this

case study research, and how data related to the two research questions will be gathered,
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documented, and categorized. Chapter Three also describes in detail the meaning of qualitative
case study methodology, in addition to outlining the meaning of semi-structured interviews,
focus groups, and document reviews, which were used to conduct the inquiry into two research

questions specifically designed for this study.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This chapter explores how a case study methodology was best suited for investigating the
experiences of the research participants. This research study used a case study methodology in
an effort to better understand, investigate, and capture participants’ experiences, thoughts, and
voices as the study answered the following: 1) What are St. Mary’s School teachers’ beliefs,
experiences, and perceptions about disability and inclusive education; and 2) What do St. Mary's
teachers and administrators think are the best ways to foster acceptance of inclusive education in
the school?

The research questions for this study dictated that a case study methodology be used,
mainly because the research questions are concerned with deriving meaning from participants’
stories and words, and not from the school’s academic scores, 1.Q. tests, and/or other academic
statistics.

Hatch (2002) states that a case study methodology should be used in a study when “the
lived experiences of real people in real settings are the objects of study...[and when the] research
seeks to understand the world from the perspectives of those living in it” (pp. 6-7). As the
former director of inclusive education at St. Mary’s, I conducted this research so as to better
gauge its present state of development and thereby determine how it might grow in the future.
This is particularly important at this time, since I now have a principal position at another K

through 8 Catholic school in Los Angeles, and still wanted to document inclusive education at
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my former school-site. I believe that case study research was the most revealing and truthful
method of inquiry for this program, since the study of specific participants was being conducted
in their natural setting.

Research Purpose

The purpose of this case study was to document, explore, and examine the beliefs,
perceptions, and experiences of St. Mary’s teachers and administrators who have witnessed the
development and growth of inclusive education at a Catholic Elementary School in California.
This research proved significant because it produced new knowledge that can be used to inform
future practices and curriculum development with an eye toward improvement. The strength of
this research is that it searched for meaning in a naturalistic setting and provided a snapshot of
how teachers perceive and experience students with disabilities at a Catholic Elementary School
in California.

By exploring “the lived experiences of real people in real settings” (Hatch, 2002, p. 7)
and by focusing on participants’ perspectives, this study documented what is happening now at
St. Mary’s School. Additionally, this study aimed to:

1. shed light on the current state of inclusive practices in Catholic elementary schools in Los

Angeles;

2. provide important, larger contextual data to those at the Archdiocesan level about the
implementation of inclusion initiatives;
3. provide important data that Catholic school administrators need to know about

implementing similar inclusive practices at their school sites; and
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4. provide insight into the teacher training necessary for successful Catholic school
inclusion.
Qualitative Case Study Research: Rationale

A qualitative case study methodology best suited this inquiry because the research
questions dictated the need to search for meaning in a naturalistic setting (Berg, 2004).
Qualitative research, which case studies can be, is a method of inquiry appropriated in many
different academic disciplines, traditionally in the social sciences, but also in market research
and other contexts (Hatch, 2002).

Rather than “counting things” in order to make sense of them as in quantitative research,
qualitative case study research explores the essence of a thing, and “refers to the meanings,
concepts, definitions, characteristics, metaphors, symbols, and descriptions of things” (Berg,
2004, p. 3). Qualitative case study research and researchers aim to gather an in-depth
understanding of human behavior and the reasons that govern such behavior. The qualitative
method investigates the “why”” and “how” of decision making, not just the what, where, and
when. Since the ultimate goal of this research was one of social betterment, the qualitative
method was the best choice for exploring the proposed research questions at hand.

Since “our ability to learn ethnographically is an extension of what every human must
do, that is, learn the meanings, norms, [and] patterns of a way of life” (Hymes, 1982, p. 29) a
qualitative case study inquiry best served this investigation and these types of research questions.
Using qualitative case study research, which has a goal of “improving the rationality and justice

of [a]...social or educational practice” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1987, p. 6) I gauged and
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explored the experiences, beliefs, and perceptions of teachers at St. Mary’s School, where one of

few Catholic inclusive education initiatives is in place.

Case Study Methodology: Rationale

The case study methodology was most effective for this type of inquiry because this
study aimed to conduct an in-depth investigation, so as to make meaning of a specific, single-
unit, present-day program within a bounded system (Merriam, 2002). The case study
methodology was also the most effective and direct way of gathering valid data in this instance
because the study of teachers’ experiences and beliefs about disability and inclusive education
“has a finite quality about it either in terms of time (the evolution or history of a particular
program), space....and/or components comprising the case” (Merriam, 2002, p. 178). Yin
(2009) describes case studies as the preferred method of discovering truth when the focus of the
inquiry is contemporary, existing uniquely in one real-life context, and when “the investigator
has little control over events” (p. 2).

Case studies are also the best approach to research when “the richness of the phenomenon
and the extensiveness of the real-life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 2) must be intensively studied so as
to uncover the most important data and other variables of interest. Since St. Mary’s is one of
only a few schools practicing inclusive education in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, and the
school community’s experience in developing and growing the program is unique, a case study
method was the best way to explore and understand how it exists and what it means to its

members.
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For this purpose, I used the following methods of inquiry: individual, semi-structured
interviews with two administrators and teachers; one focus group of teachers who have all taught
inclusion students in their general education classrooms at St. Mary’s School; document review
of St. Mary’s School Faculty, Staff & Student Handbook as well as the policies for inclusion in
the 2010 Elementary Schools’ Administrative Handbook for Archdiocese of Los Angeles. In
conducting this research, I hoped to provide valuable information for St. Mary’s School as well
as knowledge and expertise for schools with similar programs (Mark, Henry, & Julnes, 2000).

In order to do this, it was necessary to take a “slice-of-life” (Hatch, 2002, p. 3) approach,
since the challenges of inclusion work are only palpable and definable in those ephemeral
moments when participants reveal, with words and actions, what they believe is true. Indeed, the
very challenge of understanding how teachers view their students with disabilities was that it was
hard to really know and understand what a person is feeling, especially if the people you are
studying have the added burden of being a good Catholic teacher who is called to serve all
children.

Restatement of Research Questions

Two questions, both related to the philosophy of inclusive education, were used in this
case study to investigate the experiences of teachers practicing inclusion in the St. Mary’s School
community:

1. What are St. Mary’s School teachers’ beliefs, experiences, and perceptions about
disability and inclusive education?
2. What do St. Mary's teachers and administrators think are the best ways to foster

acceptance of inclusive education in the school?
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The research questions dictated that qualitative case study research would best serve to aid
administrators and teachers in planning an agenda for program development, including
implementing improvements and visioning for the future, as more students with learning
challenges are welcomed into the school’s community. The focus of this study was to
understand teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, perceptions, and experiences of inclusive education at St.
Mary’s School and examine their beliefs about disability. Furthermore, the focus of the research
was to understand how to improve teacher development in Catholic schools so as to help
facilitate inclusive practices in other schools.

Setting: Saint Mary’s Elementary School

After much demand by the local west-side neighborhood to open a Catholic elementary
school, Monsignor O’Doul built and opened St. Mary’s School in the fall of 1947 and placed it
under the direction of the Sisters of Kansas. In the following five years, St. Mary’s quickly grew
to an enrollment of over 700 students, housing two classes per grade at its pinnacle in 1965.
Tuition was considered reasonable, even at that time: Enrolling a family of five children cost
parents only $15 per month.

In June 1972, after more than a quarter of a century of dedicated service, the Sisters of
Kansas withdrew as the sole faculty members at St. Mary’s, and under the leadership of Sister
Marie, lay staff took over all instruction. In 1980, St. Mary’s experienced another change in
leadership and Dr. Susan Johnson was appointed principal of the school. Throughout the
following two decades, St. Mary’s continued to provide an excellent education for its students,
with high standards and positive, measurable results. A commonality throughout all of St.

Mary’s history has been the dedication of its lay staff. Several employees have served the school
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for ten years or more, and there have been numerous former students who have returned to St.
Mary’s to join its faculty or staff.

Under the leadership of Dr. Johnson, St. Mary’s developed into a model Catholic learning
institution and pioneered many innovative programs, including reduced class sizes for
mathematics with a high school Algebra course (1981); a language department offering Spanish
to every grade with the goal of attaining fluency by graduation (1988); an advanced library
media center and technology curriculum (1997); a guidance office (1999); and a learning center
for inclusion (2004).

In 1988, the school expanded to include kindergarten instruction and an after-school care
program. St. Mary’s has consistently received the maximum accreditation award from the
Western Association of Schools and Colleges and the National Catholic Educational Association.

In 2009, Fr. Kinley was installed as the new pastor when Father Paul retired after ten
years of service in the parish. Currently, St. Mary’s School is one of 214 diocesan and parish
elementary schools in Los Angeles, and is governed by the pastor of St. Mary’s Parish. Like the
majority of Catholic elementary schools, St. Mary’s teaches children who range in age from four
and one-half to 14 years old, and teaches kindergarten through eighth grade.

The St. Mary’s School mission and philosophy has a focused vision for inclusion.
Having evolved over a period of 50 years, its most current form is outlined in the most recent
Faculty Handbook (2008). It states that St. Mary’s School “realizes that the intellect is a gift of
God” (p. 3), and through the academic program, the St. Mary’s School endeavors to:

1. bring each student to the realization that he/she must grow in knowledge in order to find

his/her place and to sustain himself/herself in the changing world of today;
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2. provide a climate wherein each child may grow creatively according to his/her own
unique skills; and
3. instill a foundation of academic excellence in such a way that will enable the student to
meet with success in secondary education as well as participate in continuing education.
Demographics

St. Mary’s School is located in a middle-to upper-middle class, predominantly Caucasian
community. In 2011-2012, the school served 168 families, and all but 4% of those families list
their primary language as English. The ethnic breakdown of the school is as follows: 42 %
Caucasian, 28 % Hispanic/Latino, 22 % African-American, 5 % Filipino, and 3% Asian.

A student’s admission to St. Mary’s School is approved on an individual basis by the
pastor and principal. A student’s admission is based on several criteria, including their family’s
ongoing participation in St. Mary’s Parish, as parishioners are given first priority in school
placement. When there is space available, families who live outside of the parish and non-
Catholic families are invited to join the school community. While there are slight fluctuations
from year to year, enrollment is considered stable (St. Mary’s School, 2009).

In the 2011-2012 academic year, the average number of males per year was 122 and the
average number of females was 118. Therefore, the ratio of boys to girls was slightly higher
than 1:1.

Tuition for the school is paid directly to the school by parents and is $4,655.00 per year.
Additional curriculum and fundraising fees break down as follows: a $500.00 curriculum fee, a
$300.00 fundraising fee, and 25 mandatory volunteer hours at the school or its monetary

equivalent, paid at $15.00 per hour ($375.00). Preference for enrollment is given to parishioners
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of St. Mary’s Church, who agree to pay $300.00 to the church over the academic year. Those
not wishing to join the parish are charged the “out-of-parish” rate of $6,100.00 plus the above-
mentioned fees (St. Mary’s School, 2010).

St. Mary’s School is governed by St. Mary’s Parish and is under the auspices of the
Archdiocese of Los Angeles. St. Mary’s School enrollment is approximately 240 students,
averaging 24 students per classroom. The majority (68%) of the students come from the local,
middle-class neighborhood area, and are members of St. Mary’s Parish.

The St. Mary’s School facilities are approximately 55 years old, and consist of two
buildings. The south building houses grades junior kindergarten through four, the school’s
business office, a technology lab and library, a learning center/guidance office, and the
principal’s office. The north building or junior high building houses grades five through eight on
top of the school’s auditorium. St. Mary’s School operates on a traditional academic school
calendar, which begins the school year in September after Labor Day and ends the second week
in June.

Participants and Selection Criteria

St. Mary’s School was chosen as the research site using a convenient and purposeful
sampling strategy. Purposeful sampling is used when a densely information-rich case (Patton,
2002) is chosen for in-depth study. Primarily, the reason for choosing St. Mary’s School for this
case study was the fact that I worked at the school for nine years and was personally instrumental
in influencing and starting the program. In addition, for five years I was the inclusion director at
the school, and personally taught inclusion students, helped customize their individualized

academic learning plans, and participated in the training of new teachers. Secondarily, there are
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fewer than five elementary schools in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles that have had inclusion
programs and/or inclusive missions at their schools that are not in “their infancy...for more than
two years,” and so the inquiry and research questions would be most fully explored at this
specific school site.

Hatch (2002) states that other reasons to choose a context for research would be its,
“accessibility, feasibility, and familiarity” (p. 44). Considering the fact that St. Mary’s is one of
five elementary Catholic inclusion programs in Los Angeles, that I used to run the school
program, and that I have worked hard at nurturing and maintaining good relationships with both
the new administration and teachers at the school, this made the chosen site one which would
answer the research questions in a truthful, deep, and valid way, in my opinion.

All participants in this study had either interacted with or taught students who had
learning challenges at St. Mary’s School. The total number of participants for this study was 18.
Of that number, 11 (all teachers) participated in the focus group and 7 (five teachers and two
administrators) participated in semi-structured interviews. All of these participants were
voluntary and in a position of either knowing or teaching inclusion students in general education
classrooms.

The data collected was limited to the St. Mary’s teachers and to the past and present
principals. Of the five teachers participating in the interviews, three were Caucasian and two
Latina, and were middle class. The two principals participating in this study were Caucasian,
one male, and one female, and both were middle class. As children, all participants in this study
attended Catholic elementary schools.

Methods of Data Collection
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This study used three qualitative methods of data collection to answer the research
questions: in-depth, semi-structured interviews; one focus group; and analysis of documents.
This varied approach of data collection served to “validate and clarify meaning” (Stake, 2000, p.
443), while investigating the academic and social experiences of inclusion participants. The
interviews and focus group for this study explored and asked questions related to the following
research questions:

1. What are St. Mary’s School teachers’ beliefs, experiences, and perceptions about
disability and inclusive education?

2. What do St. Mary's teachers and administrators think are the best ways to foster
acceptance of inclusive education at the school?

These questions were designed to understand teachers’ beliefs, experiences, and
perceptions about disability and inclusive education, as well as shed light on what types of
training and professional development is helpful and/or necessary for Catholic teachers in
inclusive settings.

After approval was secured from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), an invitation was
sent out to all current St. Mary’s faculty and administration to gauge interest in this study. The
invitation had two parts, asking potential participants if they would like to participate in 1) a one-
on-one interview and 2) a focus group. It was made clear in the invitation that recipients could
choose to participate in either an interview or focus group. From those who responded that they
would like to participate, five teachers were randomly chosen to participate in a semi-structured
interview. The interviews were recorded and transcribed.

Semi-structured interviews.
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An interview is a unique type of conversation that is led by a researcher in an attempt to
get meaningful, question-based information from a participant. Interviews are a qualitative
method of inquiry that help researchers explore participants’ experiences of events, helping find
answers to questions that would otherwise be hidden from discovery because it is not a part of
something that can be understood simply by direct observation (Hatch 2002). Patton (2002)
states that the purpose of interviewing is to “allow [the researcher] into the other person’s
perspective, [assuming] that the perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be
made explicit. We interview to find out what is in and on someone else’s mind” (p. 341).

Although the quality of the information obtained during an interview depends on the art
and ability of the researcher (Patton, 2002; Rubin and Rubin, 1995), interviews are a highly
effective way to “uncover meaning structures that participants use to organize their experiences
and make sense of their worlds” (Hatch, 2002, p. 91). Essentially, there are different types of
interviews all used for gathering specific types of data, recording different types of experiences,
or for getting at the core meaning of participants’ feelings, thoughts, or beliefs (Hatch, 2002;
Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). Interviews for qualitative case
studies come in several different types and require different procedures. These include, but are
not limited to, the following: narrative, focused, structured, semi-structured, and open-ended
(Flick, 2002; Hatch, 2002; Silverman, 2010).

Due to the fact that the main purpose of the interviews for this study was to capture the
true, sensitive, and at times intimate feelings of what teachers believe about disability and how
they perceive their students with disabilities, semi-structured interviews were used. When semi-

structured interviewing is used to collect data, it can be used in a range of ways: A small number
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of participants can be interviewed a series of times or many participants can be interviewed only
once at great length (Hatch, 2002).

This type of method of interviewing seeks to accomplish two goals: 1) to use structure in
order to explore specific themes and 2) to allow for the flexibility needed to search for answers
while allowing for the exploration of views and feelings not anticipated. I feel it will be
important to use the semi-structured format mainly because it will provide participants with a
point of entry for talking about a taboo topic while still allowing them freedom of expression.

The choice to use semi-structured questions for the interviews was dictated by the nature
of the research questions. The research questions, which deal with experiences, beliefs, and
perceptions, are primarily “cultural” (Hatch, 2002; Rubin & Rubin, 2005), and require the type
of active listening necessary to capture the true meaning of the participants’ words and actions.
In this same vein, care was taken to allow participants to express themselves freely; especially
teachers who may feel judged when they reveal their true feelings related to children with
disabilities. Rapid-fire questions, therefore, would not serve to gather the best type of
information (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) since the wealth of the information will be found in the
direction the participants’ answers take this researcher after leading questions are asked. This
too is a reason why a semi-structured approach was used, so that the researcher could be “open to
following the leads of informants and probing into areas that arise during interview interactions”
(Hatch, 2002, p. 94).

Focus groups.

A focus group is a type of interview that is designed to explore questions together in

small groups, wherein a researcher can “strive to learn through discussion about conscious,
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semiconscious, and unconscious psychological and socio-cultural characteristics and processes
among various groups” (Berg, 2004, p. 123). Focus group methodology uses a specifically
chosen group of people to informally discuss particular questions or issues, and is led by the
researcher who acts both as moderator and data collector, is meant to be more informal than the
one-to-one interview (Hatch, 2002; Wilkinson, 2004).

The focus group, then, is particularly useful when there is a need to explore sensitive
subject matter, since its structure facilitates the sparking of ideas between people, leading
participants in a group in directions they may not have discovered on their own (Rubin & Rubin,
1995). The informal focus group atmosphere “is intended to encourage subjects to speak freely
and completely about behaviors, attitudes, and opinions they possess” (Berg, 2004, p. 123). The
focus group interview structure, in this study, had the potential to peel back the complex layers
of hidden feelings that teachers may or may not have had about disability and inclusive
education at St. Mary’s.

There are many advantages to focus group interviewing, including the fact that it
provides a highly flexible, creative, and safe place for participants to reveal their true thoughts
and feelings. Focus group interviewing can do this, while simultaneously generating a large
amount of authentically produced data at one time (Berg, 2004; Hatch, 2002). This can be very
helpful since it not only gives the researcher quick results in a short amount of time, but
sometimes “a totally different understanding of a problem emerges from the group discussion”
(Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 140) that would otherwise remain hidden.

Document analysis.
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In a very different way than individual and focus group interviewing, document analysis
too offers researchers “insight into participants’ lives” (Richards & Morse, 2007, p. 117). For
this research specifically, it was difficult to answer the research questions for this study without
fully understanding and examining documents regarding archdiocesan policy for inclusion in the
Los Angeles region, or the St. Mary’s Parent/Faculty Handbooks, since these documents directly
affect how teachers function with their students.

Data analysis was particularly important in the true investigation of St. Mary’s for several
reasons, but mainly because it is contemporary research in a highly literate environment in which
“documents are written, read, stored, and circulated” (Atkinson & Coffey, 2004, p. 56). In the
case of inclusive education at St. Mary’s, many teachers, administrators, and staff not only
participated in the writing of the school’s inclusive mission and philosophy but also participated
in the constant dissemination of written materials about inclusive education to parents in order to
help everyone understand what the program was about and what it could and could not offer
students. The analysis of these documents therefore provided vital information about how the
organization views the teaching of disabled students and provided an understanding of how
inclusive education functions daily, as well as how the school “works and how people work
with/in them” (Atkinson & Coffey, 2004, p. 57).

Using document analysis as well as interviews and focus group interviewing, data can be
drawn from different contexts, and I was able to “triangulate the ‘true’ state of affairs [at St.
Mary’s School] by examining where the different data intersect” (Silverman, 2010, p. 133).

Positionality and Reflexivity: Role as Principle Researcher

&9



I am originally from Canada and came to the United States in 1996 to attend graduate
school. As a child, I attended a fully inclusive Catholic elementary and high school which was
situated in a middle-class, Caucasian, bilingual community. I am fluent in French and in English
and grew up in a bilingual home. While I did not have any close family members other than one
second cousin with special needs, I was deeply influenced by my Catholic, all-inclusive school
environment which was dedicated to serving all children regardless of their ability. In Canada,
as a matter of federal and provincial law, Catholic schools are given funds for special education.

In my particular school, educating Catholic children with special needs was tied strongly
to the right to life issue that is definitely a core belief of the Catholic faith. With these situations
in place, as well as the fact that there were only two classes per grade, [ was privy to the type of
interactions that many mainstream students never experience. During my time in elementary
school, I was put in the position of mentoring the following types of children: those with visual
impairments and who were deaf; those with cognitive difficulties; and those with physical
limitations. It never struck me growing up that this was neither a usual nor a normal way to go
to school. On the contrary, it felt very empowering and allowed me, at a very young age, to feel
compassion, patience, and to give of myself to others.

For nine years, I worked at St. Mary’s School and helped to create an inclusion program
as well as train teachers to practice inclusion in a general education setting. This definitely makes
me an “insider” to a large extent. During my tenure at St. Mary’s, I worked as a teacher and
administrator in a collaborative manner with the faculty, staff, parents, and students, as well as
was part of the community as a parishioner at St. Mary’s Church. In that role, I helped design

and implement curriculum changes based not only on my expertise as an inclusive teacher but on
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the learning challenges that were brought to me by the parents and students for whom the school
functioned.

While I initially participated as an insider in the growth of inclusive education at St.
Mary’s, I am now an outsider looking in. The decision to leave St. Mary’s was a very difficult
one to make because it came on the heels of being rejected as the new principal of St. Mary’s.
While I was given many reasons why I was not chosen, I felt hurt and betrayed by an institution
and individuals to whom I had given almost 10 years of my devoted service. Even when I was in
the hospital, off payroll, caring for my daughter during chemotherapy, I stayed in constant daily
contact with the school to ensure the success of my students and of the programs I created. In
the pit of my stomach, I suspected that the presence of disabled students and/or inclusive
education bothered a lot of parents of “general education” students, many of whom were on the
search committee board for the new principal. Indeed, many of the questions I was asked in
regard to my potential leadership of St. Mary’s revolved around the cost of maintaining “special
programs” such as inclusion.

Naturally, I was devastated when I learned another person had been chosen to lead the
school. Although I was urged to stay so that the school would not lose two administrators at
once, I felt compelled to find my own school to lead. I found a new position in only three weeks,
and I am extremely fulfilled, realizing in retrospect that it was one of the best things that could
have happened to me at this point in my career.

Still, I cannot deny that my study of inclusive education at St. Mary’s did not bring with
it strong emotions on my part since change is always brought with new leadership, and I suspect

much has changed since I left. The biases and pre-assumptions that I brought to this study were
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as follows: 1) since there is no longer one teacher who works to coordinate inclusion at the
teaching level for the school, I suspected that there was less of a support system in place for
teachers with inclusion students in their general education classroom, 2) since there were fewer
faculty on staff with training on how to accommodate inclusion students, St. Mary’s would either
have problems servicing inclusion students and/or stop admitting them, even though their
mission statement remains unchanged, 3) since I spent a great deal of my time helping teachers
in the classroom with inclusion students, and supporting them in meetings with these students’
parents, I expected teachers’ views of inclusion students to be affected negatively unless support
in these areas was still being given.

Since I had already left St. Mary’s School to become the principal of another elementary
school in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, I no longer had insider knowledge of the day-to-day
operations of inclusion, such as 1) what accommodations and/or modifications teachers were
making in the classrooms, 2) how disabled children were initially identified, and 3) what
procedures and services were in place for “included” students. While I am still familiar with
over 80% of the students participating in current program, I am no longer connected to the
community on a daily basis. Still, with the exception of one new teacher, the teachers involved
in providing an inclusive education for their students remained the same, since my role at the end
of the previous year was key in accepting new students for the next academic school year. By
recognizing and acknowledging my position as both an insider and outsider as a researcher, I
have been able to strengthen the validity of the study of teachers’ beliefs and experiences of

inclusion at St. Mary’s School.
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The challenge of this study was that as co-creator and co-designer of what constitutes
inclusive education at St. Mary’s School, I was to some degree also the subject of this inquiry.
Although technically I was St. Mary’s inclusion director until July 31, 2010, official transition of
all of my duties occurred on June 18, 2010, and there was no longer an inclusion director for the
school’s program.

However, since this study was ontological, the complex interplay of relationships that
existed in St. Mary’s one-classroom-per-grade Catholic elementary school framework could be
dealt with expertly, and in this capacity, my involvement could be seen as an asset. By this, I
mean that [ am one of few people who can both explain how inclusion has worked at St. Mary’s
and interpret the meaning of what participants say they believe and are experiencing in regards to
meeting all learners where they need to be met in their classroom. This fluid relationship with
and familiarity to the subject and participants is crucial in qualitative case study research since,
epistemologically speaking, what is known and found to be true about inclusion at St. Mary’s is
being gauged by peoples’ words, opinions, and actions, and not by academic gain scores or other
quantifiable terms (Hatch, 2002, p. 2).

Nevertheless, although my past positions at St. Mary’s were advantageous in some
respects, it does not negate the fact that my past relationship brought with it some unique
challenges. For example, my relationship with the school did not guarantee that subjects would
tell me the truth, and St. Mary’s staff and faculty are well aware that a great deal of what is
currently happening in terms of inclusive education was of my own personal design. Difficult
too could have been the fact that subjects may have felt compelled to tell me what they thought I

wanted them to say, since I am now a principal and no longer their peer. Lastly, I had to keep in
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mind that since I have had problems in the past with teachers telling me the truth about their real
feelings with regard to children with learning disabilities that this could also occur during my
research. In fact, [ needed to be aware that at any time, subjects may have been either distorting
the truth or in fact, I may have been blind to seeing a variety of possible causes/effects of the
problem/questions that were being investigated.

Therefore, as the former assistant principal, inclusion director, and teacher at St. Mary’s
School, I was faced with the reality of my complex role in this study. But, this is another reason
why case study research is well suited to this particular situation: Insider knowledge and
participation is required since it is “best done in collaboration with others who have a stake in the
problem under investigation” (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 4). While attempting to present the
voices of those being studied, I was aware that the ethics of my conduct were of vital
importance, and that my research required the informed consent of subjects, as well as approval
of the IRB.

Research Study Procedures

All participants in this study were given an introductory letter (see Appendix A) stating:

1. the purpose and duration of research activities;

2. adescription of any foreseeable risks;

3. adescription of any expected benefits;

4. an explanation of who to contact for answers to pertinent questions about the

research;
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5. astatement that participation was voluntary, and refusal to participate or withdraw
would involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which the subject is otherwise entitled;
and
6. that information was anonymous and confidential.
Data Analysis Procedures

Before being analyzed, the narrative data was screened for possible errors involved in the
process of its recording and transcribing, and receiving and organizing forms. The procedure
included the sorting of date by subject and type, the careful reading and re-reading of data until
themes related to the research questions emerged, the coding of data once it was organized, and
the formation of matrices that illustrated major themes (Hatch, 2002, p. 179).
Validity and Reliability in Qualitative Case Study Research

Qualitative case study research, by nature, is related to how well an “explanation fits [a]
description” (Janesick 2000, p. 393). Hatch (2002) outlines the following three key elements
that are necessary to ensure validity in a qualitative study: 1) using multiple sources of evidence
from which to extract meaning, 2) establishing a free-flowing chain of evidence, and 3) having
informants review drafts of the study or report to verify that what is being reported is true.
Similarly, Guba & Lincoln (1989) hold that validity in qualitative research lies in the authenticity
and consistency of the perception of reality, and therefore look to the following criteria to secure
the validity and reliability in a study: 1) there is credibility, from the perspective of the
participant, 2) results are transferable to other, similar contexts, 3) there is dependability, which

means that the researcher is wholly responsible to describing the exact circumstances and
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changing variables that occur in the study, and 4) procedures must be extremely well-
documented throughout the different stages of the study so that confirmability is possible.

Since this was a study of Catholic education, validity was be checked against a shared
understanding of the teachings of the Catholic Church that have been outlined, in which the
mission and philosophy of Catholic schools is to “teach as Jesus would” and to include all
students who wish to experience a Catholic education.

Findings for this case study were analyzed using inductive analysis. Hatch (2002) states
that inductive analysis and thinking “proceeds from the specific to the general” (p. 161) and that
understanding in this method of inquiry is revealed when specific data leads the researcher to
discover important themes and patterns emerging organically from the whole, uncovering
meaning within a group of people. Inductive analysis allows the researcher to discover meaning
by using large sets of data that are gathered using a broad focus. After gathering data, the
researcher looks for meaningful patterns by way of discovering links or connections between
specific elements. Hatch identifies the nine different stages of inductive analysis as follows:

1. Read the data and indentify frames of analysis

2. Create domains based on semantic relationships discovered within frames of analysis

3. Identify salient domains, assign them a code, and then put other points aside

4. Reread data, constantly refining salient domains, while keeping a record of where

relationships are found in the data

5. Decide if domains are either supported or not supported by the data and search the

data for examples that either do not fit with or run counter to the relationships in your

domains
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6. Complete an analysis within domains

7. Search for themes across domains

8. Create a master outline expressing relationships within and among domains

9. Select data excerpts to support the elements of your outline. (p. 162)

This process of inductive analysis provides an organized and succinct approach to data
interpretation that allows for authentic results and findings to be reported.

I synthesized and triangulated data collected from semi-structured interviews, a focus
group, and document analysis using peer debriefing to check the validity of the study. Peer
review is used to help the researcher gain perspective as well as uncover or discover hidden
biases and assumptions that have been taken for granted during the research process. Lincoln
& Guba (1985) describe the peer debriefing process as “exposing oneself to a disinterested
peer in a manner paralleling an analytical session and for the purpose of exploring aspects of
the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer's mind" (p. 308).
Engaging in peer debriefing will not only help the researcher test emerging themes but also
serve to clarify the researcher’s positionality with regard to the data being gathered and the
analysis that is being formed.

For the purpose of this case study research, authenticity was attained when the voices
most indicative and diverse in the group were included, acknowledged, and heard. Through
the careful consideration and construction of the research questions, along with the detailed
notation and codification of data, I was able to ensure that the most authentic experience is
documented and analyzed.

Timeline
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Submission to the Loyola Marymount IRB occurred in July 2011. When IRB approval
was secured, I began my research. Since all interviews could be conducted outside of school
hours and only occurred once, the majority of interviews were completed in August 2011, and
continued over a period of four months. Similarly, the one focus group (St. Mary’s School
teachers), occurring once, was completed in September 2011 when teachers were back full
time at work. I made myself available for clarification from the participants, further insight

into the research questions, and follow-ups through November 2011.

Summary

This chapter has outlined the development of this research study, describing its design,
procedures, and basic methodology. This case study research, which was ontological in nature
and used a lens of grounded theory, aimed to help me to interpret participants’ beliefs,
perceptions, and experiences of inclusive education at St. Mary’s School, with a goal of better
understanding the resistance that exists. For the purpose of this type of discovery, I used semi-
structured interviews, a focus group and document analysis to peel back the layers of meaning
that hide the crux of successes and challenges with inclusive education at St. Mary’s School.

Chapter Four, the research findings, follows next. Chapter Four details the results and
recounts the main findings from the case study research conducted at St. Mary’s School. This
chapter also organizes the research data while providing explanations of how the data was
analyzed. The results of Chapter Four highlights and organizes key relationships, patterns,
trends, expected and unexpected results, and outcomes that were generated by the case study

inquiry into St. Mary’s teachers’ experiences of disability and the school’s inclusive approach to
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education. Chapter Four synthesizes the main points that arose from the data analysis after

inquiry into the research questions was concluded.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Restatement of Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this case study is to ascertain and understand teachers’ beliefs,
perceptions, and experiences of disability and inclusive education in one Catholic Elementary
School in California. By conducting research that explored “the lived experiences of real people
in real settings” (Hatch, 2002, p. 7), I hope to give Catholic teachers an opportunity to tell their
stories about their inclusive education program and express their feelings about disabilities in a
way that would otherwise not be possible.

For this qualitative case study, five teachers and two administrators participated in
individual interviews. Additionally, one focus group comprised of eleven teachers was
convened, and documents were reviewed to investigate and analyze teachers’ perceptions and
experiences of inclusive education and disability in a Catholic school in Los Angeles. By using
ableism/disability studies as a framework, an attempt was made to ascertain how inclusion is
received and accepted in one of the few inclusion programs in a Catholic school in Los Angeles,
and to document the first-hand experiences of teachers and their feelings of disability within the
context of a Catholic school setting. By focusing on participants’ perspectives, this study
documents what is happening now at St. Mary’s School.

Overall, this research hoped to clarify the vision and concept that inclusive education in
Catholic schools is not only beneficial to all Catholic school community members, but that its

practice reflects an authentic understanding of Catholic identity within Catholic learning
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communities. To this end, this chapter is organized into eight sections that together form the
findings for this case study that respond to two research questions.

The first section describes the data collection process as well as provides a detailed
background description of St. Mary’s School, the Archdiocese of Los Angeles’s policies for
inclusion, and the institutional development of St. Mary’s inclusion program. Section two
provides details about the teachers and administrators who were the study participants. The third
section organizes and reduces the data collected from documents and from participants,
beginning the discussion of what was unveiled during the course of conducting this case study.

The following sections explore the themes discovered after the data analysis was
complete. Section four reveals the theme of Inclusion and Catholic Faith and discusses what
participants revealed about inclusion in relation to their Catholic faith. The fifth section, the
theme of Inclusion as “Other” Education, highlights the complex beliefs, perceptions, and
relationship teachers and administrators have to students with disabilities in regard to issues of
time, fairness, and equity.

Section six, the theme of support and acceptance of inclusion, provides evidence related
to what is in place that makes inclusive education work at St. Mary’s, and how they believe
acceptance of inclusion is fostered in the school community. The seventh section presents data
related to theme of quality technical teacher training that highlights the experiential aspect
explored through interview and focus group questioning.

The final two sections, section eight and nine, form the conclusion of this chapter, first
declaring my predisposed expectations of this research to the reader. I believe this part of the

narrative needed to be divulged simply because I have been living for years with the idea of
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Catholic inclusion and helped form my identity as both an educator and as a parent. I found it
necessary to divulge and share with the reader what I expected to find at St. Mary’s School and
how I had been enlightened by what I actually did find once the research was completed. Lastly,
chapter four culminates with a summary, introducing remaining key discussions points intended
for development in chapter five.
Restatement of Research Questions
The research questions for this case study were based on a review of the related and
relevant literature of teachers’ perceptions and resistance to teaching disabled students in general
education classrooms and ableism in schools. The research questions were also developed based
on my own professional experience as a teacher, inclusion director, and administrator of Catholic
schools in Los Angeles, and also on the issues I experienced and witnessed at St. Mary’s School
since the program was created. The research questions were:
1. What are St. Mary’s School teachers’ beliefs, experiences, and perceptions about
disability and inclusive education?
2. What do St. Mary's teachers and administrators think are the best ways to foster
acceptance of inclusive education in the school?
Organization of Data Analysis
Five main themes emerged after the data was collected, and after key relationships,
patterns, and expected and unexpected results were analyzed and explored. They are:
1. inclusion and Catholic faith;
2. time, fairness, and equity;

3. inclusion as “other”: Catholic school is only for some students;
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4. quality technical teacher training; and
5. support and acceptance of inclusion

These findings are explored in depth following the description of the process of
collecting data. Similarly, the story and subsequent data behind these findings are revealed and
organized chronologically.

The Process of Collecting Data
St. Mary’s School

This case study research was conducted at St. Mary’s School that is located in Los
Angeles in a middle-class neighborhood. The school is on a traditional 180-day academic
calendar. For the last 55 years, it has provided a first through eighth-grade Catholic education to
the community and kindergarten since 1993 (St. Mary’s School, 2006).

St. Mary’s School was chosen as the research site because it provided a unique
opportunity to answer the two research questions for this study for two main reasons. First, the
school has worked for the past six years at establishing one of the few publicized inclusive
education programs in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles as well taken specific steps toward
building an inclusive school. For example, it has collectively rewritten the school’s mission,
bringing inclusion specialists into the school for in-service teacher training,
documenting/advertising the inclusion program on St. Mary’s website, publishing monthly
parent letters, advertising in local newspapers, and making the inclusive mission explicitly
known during the interview process for potential new teachers and incoming students.

Second, I had access to the site and school documents since I had previously worked at

the school for nine years in the capacity of teacher, assistant principal, and Director of Inclusive
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Education. Also, when I realized that I would be leaving St. Mary’s School to take a principal
position at another school, I took the opportunity at a Transfer of Information meeting at St.
Mary’s School (May 2010) and a Regional Principals’ meeting (August 2010) to acquaint myself
with Mr. Brown, the new principal, and to describe in detail the purpose of my research to him.
As a result of our discussions, the new principal told me he thought my research was beneficial
and that the St. Mary’s community would be happy to participate in my research study. The
support of the leader of St. Mary’s School for my research was crucial since school documents,
as well as in-depth interviewing of teachers and the administration, served as the basis for my
inquiry into the research questions.
The Process of Conducting Research

After securing formal permission from St. Mary’s administration and Loyola Marymount
University’s Institutional Research Board’s approval in August of 2011 to conduct research at St.
Mary’s School, I wrote an email to all St. Mary’s teachers outlining the purpose and scope of my
research involving Catholic school teachers and their experiences, beliefs, and perceptions of
inclusive education. In the content of the emails, I invited all teachers who were interested to
participate in either an individual interview or a focus group. I explained that those participating
in the individual interview would be interviewed for 60 to 120 minutes and that an additional,
shorter interview may be necessary for follow-up questioning. I also explained that the focus
group interview would be approximately two to two and one half hours.

I also took special care in stating in the email that all participants would remain
anonymous. Given the nature of the study (investigating teachers’ thoughts about inclusive

education and students with challenges) I tried to be particularly sensitive to the fact that
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Catholic teachers may be wary of revealing their true thoughts for three reasons, 1) I was asking
teachers to reveal personal feelings about their current work environment and I did not want
them to feel their jobs were threatened, 2) I was asking Catholic teachers to talk about their
beliefs about disability, and being Catholic, they may be reticent to say anything that went
against the teachings of the Catholic church and 3) teachers may be afraid of future repercussions
(from the Archdiocese or school community) if they were connected with any of their personal
statements.

As I was conducting both individual and focus group interviews at a school whose faculty
body was comprised of 18 teachers, my goal was to have as much participation from the faculty
in any capacity as I could to ensure truthful data that could be easily triangulated and to
strengthen the reliability and validity of my research (Hatch, 2002).

The response to my email to join the study was slow. This concerned me since I needed
to interview as many people as possible within a short time frame. I was unsure whether the lack
of response indicated that teachers were busy (my email was sent during the first week of school)
or that teachers did not want to share their feelings and experiences about inclusive education
given the potentially taboo nature of the subject.

Two weeks after my initial email, I decided to be more aggressive about recruiting
participants and emailed teachers individually, starting with the teachers who I had worked with
in the past. When I emailed each teacher personally, they responded immediately. What was
notable was that the participants all expressed concern over how much time was involved in
participating in the study and wanted to know if it would be possible to be interviewed during

their prep-periods on campus since they were busy tutoring or coaching teams after school.
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In late September, I began selecting five teachers (four female and one male) to be
interviewed and scheduled individual times to meet with them on the school campus both during
and after school hours. The participants were selected using convenient and purposive sampling
using the following criteria: they were voluntary participants; they were currently teaching or
had taught inclusion students over the last twelve months in general education classrooms at St.
Mary’s; they taught inclusion students in their classrooms for 30 or more hours per week.

I also had a great deal of response to participate in the focus group interview, and
coordinated a time in late November to conduct that focus group on a Friday afternoon at the
school. This was the most convenient time for the teachers who wanted to participate to meet
since Friday afternoons at 1:00 p.m. is usually when St. Mary’s faculty convene for their weekly
meeting. Even though the focus group was scheduled during the regular faculty meeting time, it
was not made mandatory for the teachers to attend: only those teachers wanting to participate in
the focus group needed to be there. The length of the focus group was two hours and three
minutes. During this time participants’ voices were audio-taped as they answered prewritten and
impromptu questions that were based on their experiences as they related to inclusive education
at St. Mary’s School.

After all of the semi-structured interviews and focus group were completed, I listened to
the recordings twice and began to transcribe them. Simultaneously, I scheduled additional time
to re-interview four of the participants since I felt I was still missing data relating to teachers’
instruction of inclusion students and fostering acceptance of St. Mary’s inclusion program. Due
to lack of time, I asked my sister who is an editor, to help me with the transcription process while

I finished interviewing participants and listening to and transcribing that new audio data.
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Trustworthiness

Using document analysis as well as semi-structured individual interviews and focus
group interviewing, I was able to examine what was currently happening at St. Mary’s School in
their inclusion program. My goal for this case study was to be mindful of the need for my
research to be credible by triangulating data to reveal the “true state of affairs [at St. Mary’s
School] by examining where the different data intersect” (Silverman, 2010, p. 133).

In my efforts to prove transferability and dependability of my findings, I paid particular
attention to systematically and meticulously describing in detail not only the phenomenon of
what is actually happening in St. Mary’s inclusion program today but from the point from which
it evolved, and from a procedural point of view of what the Archdiocese of Los Angeles reports
should be happening for students participating in inclusive education. I did this for three
reasons. The first was because I was conscious of my previous role and involvement with the
school and with the Los Angeles Catholic school system and I did not want it to taint my results,
and second, I understood that credibility is strongly tied with evidencing the contextual state of
the research in every aspect as possible. Third, by providing sufficient and informative detail
about the context for this research, other researchers will be able to relate my findings to another
setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

I also took many steps in demonstrating that findings emerged from data and not from my
predisposed ideas about what I would find now that I am no longer at St. Mary’s School. This
was a crucial point for me since halfway through my research and again during the analysis
phase I was made aware through peer-debriefing sessions that the ideas of ableism were

factoring too heavily into my ideas about what was emerging from the data I had collected. In an
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effort to ensure that my final analysis was not biased in this way, I recoded the data in entirety in
order for a more truthful and organic reading of the themes to materialize.
Coded Data

I used inductive analysis to code data for the purpose of understanding what was
discoverable and true about what I uncovered during the research process. After undergoing a
peer review process with my dissertation Chair and with two colleagues, I discovered hidden
biases and assumptions in the research and determined that my first efforts at coding the data
were too biased and more typographical than inductive. Therefore, I re-read the transcription
line by line and segmented the data into meaningful, unrefined units. Ire-coded these units using
key words as well as color-coded them with a highlighter for easy, visual reference.

Next, I proceeded to relate and combine the above key words into smaller units of
meaning or categories. Those categories were: Inclusion and Catholic Faith; Time, Fairness, and
Equity; Inclusion as “Other”: Catholic School is Only for Some Students; Quality Technical
Teacher Training, and Support and Acceptance of Inclusion. Finally, once I began organizing
the above categories, they naturally divided themselves down into their final themes that I
discuss in detail later in this chapter.

Inclusion and the STEP/MAP Process in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles

In order to fully understand how inclusive education worked at St. Mary’s School, it was
important to review archdiocesan documents in an attempt to thoroughly grasp what directives
and/or policies are in place to help guide inclusion decisions at the school level. It is important

to note that the inclusion program at St. Mary’s School began in January, 2006, before the
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STEP/MAP system was conceived, hence, St. Mary’s inclusion program used other means at
determining students’ needs, which is discussed in the following section.

The Elementary and Secondary Schools Administrative Handbook for the Archdiocese of
Los Angeles (2010), states that the mission for Catholic schools and its educators is to teach as
Jesus did. That means that Catholic educators are, “called to celebrate the unique gifts of each
child, which are a reflection of God’s love” (p. 10). To this end, school administrators and
teachers, in partnership with parents, develop a STEP and MAP for students with disabilities
who are in need of support to help facilitate participation in the curriculum.

It is made clear in the School Administrative Handbook (2010) that while Catholic
schools do not discriminate against students with special needs, they do not always have a full-
range of appropriate services for them, and acceptance of students with disabilities is dependent
upon whether or not a specific school can meet a child’s social, emotional, and physical needs.
When a child with special needs is accepted to a Catholic school, there is a definite process
through which accommodations are made:

Through the mission of the Archdiocese, schools strive to serve children with varied

learning needs. All educators in Archdiocesan schools follow “Directions for the

Inclusion Process in Catholic Schools: Support Team Education Plan Process (STEP)

and Minor Adjustment Plan Process (MAP).” Parents or guardians who feel that their

student may need a minor adjustment to enable him or her to participate in the general
education curriculum of the school should consult the student’s teacher and principal to
determine how best to meet the student’s needs. Parents or guardians may request the

“Disability Complaint Form” from the principal to address unresolved issues (p. 11).
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When a student is first indentified to a Catholic school administrator as having a
disability, STEP is begun for a student. In the first stages of a STEP, teachers, educational
specialists, parents work together gathering the following information; a student’s current
performance levels, including class work, standardized test scores, disciplinary actions,
attendance records, psycho-educational assessments and any other relevant information meant to
inform the creation of a classroom support document for a student’s teacher. There are several
stages of STEP, which are outlined following an explanation of the MAP process.

A MAP is created when the STEP process has been completed, a child is found to have a
disability, and parents believe STEP has not been successful in accommodating their child. The
goal of MAP is to provide a student with a minor adjustment to aid them in accessing a school’s
curriculum. Unlike the forms for STEP, MAP documents are legal documents related to Section
504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and therefore cannot be changed. Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act (1973) is a federal, non-discrimination statute that says:

No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States, shall, solely by

reason of his or her disability, be excluded from the participation in, be denied the

benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving

Federal financial assistance.

Under Section 504, the definition of a disability relates to a mental or physical impairment that
substantially limits a major life activity such as learning, walking, speaking, and eating for
example.

The Department of Catholic Schools provides the following explanation about when a

school must use a MAP in lieu of STEP:

110



If the parent disagrees with the outcome of the STEP process and if the information
gathered during the STEP process provides evidence that a student has a disability, the
parent may request a Minor Adjustment Plan (MAP) under Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973. [Since] such programs as the Federal lunch program may create
a duty under Section 504, the Archdiocese of [Los Angeles] is requiring all schools to
comply with [the] MAP process under Section 504. (Archdiocese of Los Angeles, 2009, p.
12).

The process and resources for Catholic school administrators to develop a STEP/MAP
plan for a child with disabilities is clearly laid out and detailed in a STEP/MAP chart (see
Appendix B), along with classroom log forms, questionnaires, teacher strategy checklists, and
progress logs. Catholic school administrators and teachers developing plans for children with
special needs at their school site are directed by the Department of Catholic Schools (DCS) and
their policies to follow a sequential STEP/MAP process in lieu of following public school
recommendations and/or accommodations and/or modifications which include Individual
Education Plans (IEP), Section 504 plans, or Private School Plans (PSP) devised by public
school professionals.

The STEP/MAP process begins for a child when either, “parents or guardians who feel
that their student may need a minor adjustment to enable him or her to participate in the general
education curriculum of the school should consult the student’s teacher and principal to
determine how best to meet the student’s needs” (p. 10) or a teacher identifies an ongoing need
in the classroom for a student, and reports that need to the school principal. From that point,

teachers are in charge of, “keeping a record of classroom strategies and supports he or she has

111



implemented to help the child” (p. 11) until a child no longer needs the support, graduates, or

leaves the school.

The STEP/MAP process is meant to serve as a systematic guide for Catholic

administrators and school personnel to determine adequate support needed for students with a

disability that is affecting their learning on a regular basis. The process is as follows:

1.

3.

4.

A teacher or administrator identifies that a student is struggling in the classroom and
classroom support for a child is offered to his/her parent. At this time, the teacher begins
a classroom log in order to discover what techniques/strategies would work best. A
child’s teacher records the following when a specific classroom intervention is put into
place; date of strategy, classroom environment, daily lessons/instruction, assignments or
homework, behavior support, assessments/evaluations, additional supports, results/affect
(positive or negative).

Team referral occurs if/when classroom support offered in Step 1 does not seem
sufficient to help inclusion student. The support team is made up of teachers,
administrators, and parents, and is created to determine what would be the best type of
support for a specific student with need.

Notify, Collect, Compile: Ongoing weekly and quarterly collection of data regarding
strategies being implemented in the classroom for a child based on his/her need. Teacher
reports progress to principal/parents as needed

Notify, Collect, Compile. Process of Step 3 is repeated with different educational

strategies and reported to principal/parents after a predetermined amount of time.
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5. Support Team Education Meeting. Once all information regarding
successful/unsuccessful classroom strategies has been compiled and analyzed, a team
meeting is convened. The STEP Team (Parents, Referring Teacher, Administrator and/or
Administrative Designee, other persons as needed, and Student when appropriate) meets
to determine need for additional support for student with need.

6. Action Plan Progress & (STEP) Review Meeting. After a predetermined time following
the initial STEP meeting, a student’s progress is reviewed by the STEP team.

7. Public School Assessment (if necessary). If the STEP team determines that a student
needs additional outside evaluation, a student is referred out to his/her neighborhood
public school to begin an Independent Evaluation Process (IEP).

8. Minor Adjustment Plan (MAP). If a parent disagrees with STEP outcome, and data
shows that a student has a mental or physical impairment that substantially limits a major
life activity, a parent may request a Minor Adjustment Plan (MAP) for his/her child.

9. Once a MAP has been requested, a parent must provide the school with proof that a child
has a disability, and the principal notifies his/her Regional Supervisor and schedules a
MAP meeting with the STEP team and parents.

While the above procedure does not guarantee that children with special needs can be
successful in a Catholic school, it does provide a structure within which information about a
student can be analyzed, a student’s strengths can be determined, and classroom strategies can be
created. All of action taken throughout the STEP process is so that a viable action plan can be

created with the intent to better serve a student with challenges.
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The STEP/MAP process is not a public school Individualized Education Plan, which is
mandated by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and is designed to assess
students with disabilities specifically so that their educational needs can evaluated and a plan be
designed with the intention of meeting their unique individual education goals in the Least
Restrictive Environment (LRE) available (Department of Education, 2010). The STEP/MAP
process, which is not a legal document, is an educational action plan that provides Catholic
teachers of students with disabilities ideas and strategies on how to accommodate an inclusion
student.

The First Inclusion Program at St. Mary’s School

In an effort to present a clear, valid, and trustworthy analysis of issues related to St.
Mary’s current inclusion program, it is necessary to describe in detail how the inclusion program
functioned prior to Mr. Brown’s leadership. This is essential for two reasons. The first is that
the first incarnation of the inclusion program was structured quite differently than St. Mary’s
current process for inclusion because it was created in 2006, prior to the development of the
aforementioned STEP/MAP policies that are presently in place for archdiocesan elementary
schools. The second reason is because I was responsible for much of the formation of the first
inclusion program at St. Mary’s, and by describing it, I add another layer of dependability and
confirmability for the reader as well as shed more light on my positionality and role as
researcher.

Teacher support in the classroom was a primary concern for St. Mary’s first inclusion
program since, as Dr. Johnson, the former principal, said, “at [that] time there was no formal

structure recommended by the Archdiocese for inclusion [and] teachers need to have support in
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many forms before they feel comfortable...they needed to want inclusion to work.” In order to
support teachers in a general, ongoing way with their struggling learners in the classrooms, the
staff was given constant support and training in Catholic inclusive practices. This support was
offered in the following forms: annual teacher/professional in-services about inclusive classroom
techniques and Response To Intervention (RTI) techniques; opportunities to attend special
education workshops hosted by the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD); monthly
consultations with LAUSD Private School Educational Consultant, Dr. Drew*; monthly grade-
level inclusion meetings to discuss individual students’ needs, student progress, and
effectiveness of academic accommodations; and daily classroom support from the on-site
inclusion director.

Dr. Johnson and I, St. Mary’s former Inclusion Director and Assistant Principal, also
structured an in-house program for the teachers, parents and students with special needs so that
there was a standard map of service in place to support inclusion students more effectively and
efficiently while simultaneously adding to teachers’ feelings that the inclusion program was a
legitimate part of St. Mary’s curriculum and culture. Procedures for inclusion (incoming and
returning students) were called “Steps for Successful Inclusion” and were as follows:

1. Identification of struggling student in the classroom or at intake interview prior to
admission. Identification can be relayed to the principal or inclusion director by

scheduled or informal meeting or email.

% Dr. Drew is the fictitious name of a Special Education Consultant employed by the Los Angeles Public School
System to provide educational support and services to private schools with students who have been identified as
having educational needs.
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2. Once a child is identified as having a need, the principal or inclusion director contact
parents to see if that child has a previous history of needing support. If they do,
paperwork from outside professionals (educational therapists, pediatricians, hospitals,
and/or IEPs or 504 Plans) are requested to help inform St. Mary’s professionals of what
would best help a child succeed.

3. If child clearly needs testing in order for St. Mary’s to keep the student, St. Mary’s offers
for the inclusion director to administer the Woodcock Johnson III Test of Ability to the
student, or the family is referred to their local public school for testing and offer of Free
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). If the student qualifies for services and wants to
stay at St. Mary’s, the inclusion director advises parents to sign a Private School Services
Plan (PSP) so that St. Mary’s educators can work once a month with a public school
special education consultant. If a student has a PSP, Dr. Drew, the public school special
education consultant assigned to St. Mary’s, visits the school for two hours on a monthly
basis to observe the inclusion student in the general education environment. Dr. Drew
observes an inclusion student for the purpose of charting a students’ growth, checking for
increasing or decreasing need for classroom support, and assisting teachers in devising an
academic plan for the student.

4. Parents are offered classroom support to a child once they meet with the principal or
inclusion director. Simultaneously, a classroom log is created by the teacher in order to
discover what teaching techniques/strategies work best. A child’s teacher records the
following when a specific classroom intervention is put into place; date of strategy,

classroom environment, daily lessons/instruction, assignments or homework, behavior
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support, assessments/evaluations, additional supports, results/affect (positive or
negative).

5. Ongoing collection of data regarding strategies being implemented in the classroom for a
child based on his/her need. Teacher reports progress to principal/parents as needed

6. Student Success Team (SST) Meeting. Once all information regarding
successful/unsuccessful classroom strategies has been compiled and analyzed, a team
meeting is convened. The SST (Parents, Referring Teacher, Inclusion Director, other
persons as needed, and Student when appropriate) meets to determine need for additional
support for student with need.

7. SST or Parent/Teacher Review Meeting. After a predetermined time following the initial
SST meeting, a student’s progress is reviewed. This meeting is lead by the inclusion
director.

8. If the student needs additional support in the classroom, the inclusion director schedules
individual pull-out instruction for the student and a regular scheduled time agreed upon
by the teacher and parent. Teachers may also request at the beginning of every quarter
for the inclusion director to co-teach a class in an effort to deliver differentiated
instruction to a class while giving the homeroom teacher peer and curricular support.

9. Student observations (by inclusion director) may be scheduled at any time for the purpose
of refining individual academic plan and/or for ideas relating to intervention.

The inclusion program was designed by Dr. Johnson and myself based on our collective
goal of having a clear protocol in place for teaching students with special needs. The inclusion

program plan was structured because it was important that parents of inclusion students felt that
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they had many options other than public school testing to assess and plan for their child’s needs
in the classroom. For this reason, St. Mary’s accepted all forms of educational and medical
evaluations: anything that would help inform the teacher and school how to best serve the
student with need.

At the beginning of each academic quarter, I, in my capacity as inclusion director,
generated a list of inclusion students for all teachers. This list provided all St. Mary’s faculty
and staff vital information, both academic and behavioral, on each student. The purpose of this
was so that these students could be accommodated and included in all aspects of school life:
recess, lunchtime, mass, music class, physical education, and other school related functions.

Files for each inclusion student were housed in the inclusion/guidance office apart from
student cumulative files in a locked cabinet due to their confidential medical and other
information. These files contained all inclusion paperwork (test scores/ability testing, IEPs or
504 plans, teacher logs/reports, medical information relating to a student’s disability,
professional(s) evaluations including public school services and recommendations provided by
Dr. Drew. Teachers could request these files from the inclusion director at any time and read or
update them as needed.

While the prefatory program was fluid, built to change necessarily as expertise grew and
students’ needs changed or increased as students with more complicated needs were admitted, its
reporting structure remained consistent.

St. Mary’s School’s Inclusion Program Today
I discovered how St. Mary’s inclusion program works today from a multi-perspective

investigation that included the review of documents, teacher and focus group interviews, and the
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current principal’s interview. I felt that this type of holistic approach was important because the
process by which the inclusion program is run specifically at St. Mary’s is not recorded
anywhere in school documents, and the second was because the way in which the program works
varies slightly with every student, depending on who brings a student’s need to a teacher’s
attention and/or if a child was accepted to the school with a known disability.

According to the current principal, Mr. Brown, St. Mary’s School’s inclusion program is
guided by the STEP/MAP procedures for inclusive education that are recommended by the
Department of Catholic Schools (DCS) for the Archdiocese of Los Angeles. Mr. Brown says
that when a teacher believes a student needs more support, the teacher must do the following:

1. The teacher must first consult the inclusion coordinator and the principal to see if that
child already has a STEP/MAP plan.

2. If there already is a STEP/MAP file for that child, then the teacher needs to read the file
and implement the recommended educational strategies contained therein to begin.

3. Ifthere is not a STEP/MAP case file for a particular student with need, then the teacher
must notify the principal (who notifies the parent) and begin documenting a student’s
progress using the forms provided by the DCS in its STEP/MAP plan.

4. While documenting a student’s progress for several weeks, the inclusion coordinator
and/or the principal goes into the classroom to observe the student and offers helpful
strategies and/or accommodations to the teacher based on what is observed during class.
Also at this time, the principal or inclusion coordinator may ask Dr. Drew for additional

ideas that may help the student when Dr. Drew is at St. Mary’s observing other inclusion
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5.

6.

students on his Private School Plan observation list. It is then up to the principal or
inclusion coordinator to relay this information to the classroom teacher.

A student’s case is referred for a STEP Team meeting if/when classroom support offered
does not seem sufficient to help inclusion student. The support team is made up of
teachers, administrators, and parents, and is created to determine what would be the best
type of support for a specific student with need.

After a plan is devised and implemented, the teacher, inclusion coordinator, and principal
inform the parents of a student’s progress.

In the event that a student is not succeeding after a plan is developed and implemented,
one of the following three things happen, 1) a new STEP plan is developed, 2) the student
is referred to his/her local school for an IEP evaluation, 3) the parents are told that the
school can not meet the student’s needs and are asked to find another school.

When Mr. Brown became the principal in August 2010, he said he had to reorganize St.

Mary’s inclusion program. Instead of using public school (IEP or 504 plans) and/or independent
educational evaluations (i.e. doctor or therapy medical and/or anecdotal reports) to guide the
school in making classroom accommodations, he aligned St. Mary’s program closer to the

STEP/MAP process that had recently been outlined and formalized by the DCS.

In order to “get all of the teachers on the same page with inclusion,” Mr. Brown hired a

consultant, Dr. Jones, in August 2010 to St. Mary’s to give a one-day STEP/MAP in-service to
the faculty. Dr. Jones is a Catholic school principal, and completed her doctoral work in the area
of Leadership and Catholic school inclusion. Simultaneously, he appointed a teacher (Laura) to

be the inclusion coordinator. Laura did not have any rigorous special education training but she
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had a Master degree in education, had taken a survey course in special education, and had an
avid interest in helping inclusion students.

Mr. Brown recounted that while it took a great deal of time to familiarize the teachers
with the STEP/MAP process and the large amount of paperwork that comes with the
implementation of it, it was worthwhile since it provided the school with a “uniform, systematic
way of helping kids who were having a tough time at St. Mary’s.” Mr. Brown said:

We went through that process (of starting the STEP/MAP program) at the beginning

(when I became principal) ... I identified one person on staff who is kind of the expert, so

to speak. Last year it was Laura, and then this year it is me (principal) right now until

Christine (new inclusion coordinator) gets back (from maternity leave). But basically, if

you have a problem with a student you go to that teacher and then they’ll give you, ok try

this first, here’s the format, here’s the paperwork, start documenting and I’ll make the file

in the STEP box. And then, they kind of walk through that process [STEP] together. 1

[also] go in and give other strategies to the curriculum instructor. It’s having like a

clearing house of information on these kids that’s only accessible to those who are

instructing and if the parents want copies we just make them copies... it’s a really good
way to keep one location of a whole bunch of strategies that work [and] that don’t work,
but where the student is in terms of the goals that we created with the parents and the
class.

Mr. Brown felt that the STEP/MAP in-service and appointment of an inclusion coordinator

sufficiently familiarized the teachers with the STEP/MAP procedures. The 2010-2011 academic
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year opened with the STEP/MAP system available for returning and new inclusion students who
needed support in the classroom.

Mr. Brown stated that while STEP/MAP is a formal, document-driven process, he wanted
it to be “tailor-made and appropriate” for St. Mary’s. Of his role in the inclusion program, he
said he too helps teachers in the classroom:

[My role is] extremely informal, just try this and try that. And that’s my role regardless

of STEP or not. But when it is someone who is having difficulty reaching a child, I want

to give them as many strategies as [ know to help reach that child. And if certain things
that I give them work, then we document it. If things don’t work, we document it [too].

Mr. Brown’s collaborative role in the classroom with teacher is different from what is
outlined in the STEP/MAP plan, which recommends that the principal be an overseer of the
inclusion program as well as the liaison between the parents and school personnel. However,
Mr. Brown pointed out that as a leader, he prefers to be more collaborative since it fosters
positive feelings of community among the teachers as well as demonstrates his support of their
work with struggling students.

The reporting structure of St. Mary’s inclusion program is less rigid and defined than is
laid out in the STEP/MAP plan. Although two of the new teachers mentioned that they were not
aware of how St. Mary’s inclusion program is “supposed to work,” or that the inclusion
coordinator was available to support them in the classroom, they all understood that if they had a
concern about a student, they needed to let the principal know. Mr. Brown elaborated:

More often [teachers] come [to me], or they go to the STEP coordinator...[St. Mary’s]

does not have an established chain of command, but they would go to the STEP
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coordinator and say hey, I need some paperwork...I don’t know what to do with this

child. I’m struggling. And [we] say here, start and write down what you’ve done, and

we’ll look at that and say well, those haven’t worked. So then they look at that and
say...are there any trends with the strategies you’ve tried and why don’t they work...the
detailed work is basically the teachers’ brainstorming and figuring out what is going to
work. And that’s the hard part. The teachers are really the ones who have to do all of the
legwork and spend the time doing [inclusion].

However, many of St. Mary’s teachers had a different or slightly different understanding
of how the inclusion program worked in the school, and had less familiarity with STEP/MAP
procedures. Maria, a veteran St. Mary’s teacher, said:

We have a program called STEP, and this program called STEP is where the children are

evaluated by the [public] school district, so they go to a certain place where they’re

tested, and they bring the results back here. And when we know the results of their
testing, we know how to accommodate them. We also have Dr. Drew [Private School

Consultant from the public school district] coming and helping us from outside. Dr.

Drew is from the school or from the Archdiocese.

Despite the fact that there are noticeable inconsistencies in how teachers interpret
people’s roles in the inclusion process, the teachers reported that they were clear about how to
ask for help when students with learning challenges presented themselves in the classroom.

Presentation of Descriptive Characteristics of Participants
The Teachers

This section profiles a purposive sample of five educators who were selected to

123



participate in semi-structured interviews. These voluntary participants were chosen because they
teach in general education classrooms for thirty or more hours per week at St. Mary’s School and
currently teach or have taught inclusion students over the last twelve months.

Collectively, three of the educators were Caucasian and two were Latina, they ranged
from lower middle-class to middle-class, and they were from 24 to 56 years of age. These
teachers also have a wide variety of educational backgrounds: some have a graduate degree and
California teaching credential, while others only have an undergraduate degree with no
specialized training in education. This is not uncommon since Catholic teachers are not required
to have anything more than a Bachelor’s degree and do not need a California credential to hold a
full-time teaching position in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles.

All participating teachers are lay-people and practicing Catholics, although not all of
them attend weekly mass outside of their commitment to attend weekly 8:00 am mass with their
students at St. Mary’s Parish. With the exception of one teacher who converted to Catholicism
from Presbyterianism, all of St. Mary’s faculty were raised Catholic and attended Catholic
elementary school.

The teacher participants were interviewed in late September and October 2011 in which
they answered protocol and process-generated questions in a semi-structured interview process.
The process-generated questions related to participant responses as well as to protocol questions
and literature related to the two research questions.

Paul
Paul is a middle-class, Caucasian male of 56 years of age who has been a parishioner at

St. Mary’s church for his entire life. Before teaching at St. Mary’s, Paul taught physical
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education at a local Catholic high school and coached lacrosse at a local Jesuit University. Paul
has a general Bachelor of Arts degree, which he earned at the Jesuit University, and for a brief
time in his early twenties, he attended a Catholic Seminary with the intention of becoming a
priest. When Paul was twenty-three-years-old, he decided to leave the Seminary. After leaving
the seminary, Paul fell into coaching sports by chance when he reconnected with a former coach
and friend.

While coaching and teaching high school sports, Paul saw there was an opening for a
full-time teacher at his parish school. Since Paul had been a member of St. Mary’s congregation
all of his life, he thought it would be a good opportunity. Paul has taught at St. Mary’s for the
past twenty-eight years and has been the eighth-grade homeroom teacher for his entire tenure.

From 1998 until 2010, Paul served as an assistant principal at the school. In that
capacity, he assisted the principal with fundraising, sports events, and accreditation documents.
When the new administration came aboard in 2010, Paul was asked to step down from his
administrative position, but retained his eighth-grade homeroom classroom.

As a middle-school teacher, Paul is responsible for teaching subjects to sixth, seventh,
and eighth-grade students. Currently, Paul teaches religion, history, and science to all three
grades, which means he comes into contact and provides accommodations for all middle-school
inclusion students.

Maria

Maria is a lower-middle-class Hispanic woman who lives very close to the school.

Recently divorced, Maria is the mother of three adult children, one of whom has Attention

Deficit Disorder (ADD). Maria considers herself a devout Catholic and belongs to one of St.
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Mary’s prayer groups as well as the church’s adult choir. Although Maria was born in Los
Angeles, she was sent to a Catholic orphanage in Mexico City at age five when her mother died.
The orphanage was run by the American Benedictine order of nuns, who also taught a rigorous
general curriculum to all of the children until they graduated at 16 years of age.

One of seven children, Maria recalled that some of her only memories of her parents were
when they went to church as a family. She says this fact along with her experience being raised
by nuns, motivated her to work in Catholic schools when she immigrated back to the United
States.

Maria has worked as a junior kindergarten through eighth grade Spanish teacher at St.
Mary’s since 1994 and has taught in Mexico and the United States for 36 years. Having received
little formal teacher training, she holds the equivalent of a two-year Bachelor of Arts degree from
Mexico.

Rosemary

Rosemary was the last individual participant to join the study. Although she was
enthusiastic about interviewing, scheduling was difficult. She explained that as a third-grade
teacher and young mother with very active children, she was involved in many activities other
than working full-time.

Rosemary is a Hispanic woman originally from El Salvador and has lived in the United
States for 13 years. Rosemary, a practicing Catholic, is married, in her thirties, and resides in the
same middle-class neighborhood as St. Mary’s School. She also is a parishioner at St. Mary’s

Church that she attends weekly with her family on Sundays. Additionally, Rosemary is the

126



mother of two elementary school children who attend St. Mary’s. This fact makes Rosemary
unique to this study since she is currently both a teacher and a parent in the school.

Rosemary grew up in an affluent family in a large Salvadorian city. As a child and teen,
Rosemary attended Catholic school that she said were considered the best academic schools to
attend. Rosemary has worked at St. Mary’s for six years as a full-time third and first grade
teacher. Previously, she worked for four years as a kindergarten and first grade aide. Before
teaching at St. Mary’s, Rosemary taught preschool children for eight years at a British preschool
in El Salvador.

Rosemary acquired most of her teacher training in El Salvador, where she completed a
Bachelor of Arts and a Master’s degree. There, Rosemary’s main area of study was bilingual
education and her thesis focused around English Language Learners. Also during that time,
Rosemary did not receive any special education training, however, she did take one survey
course on teaching children with special needs while clearing her Multiple Subjects Credential in
California.

Carolyn

Carolyn is 62 years of age and has taught computer science in public and Catholic school
for 12 years. A practicing Catholic who is active in her local Catholic parish, Carolyn has one
grown child and is divorced.

Previous to teaching, Carolyn worked for many years as a coordinator for adult mental
health services at St. Jude’s hospital in Overly. Unsatisfied with her work, she went back to
school at age 45 and graduated at 49 with an undergraduate degree in graphic design. After

graduation in the early 1990s, she attempted to open a private design business with a fellow
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graduate, but that business failed. When a friend told her that there was a job opening in a local
public school district for a computer teacher, she took the opportunity and began teaching.

Carolyn secured a part-time position at St. Joseph Catholic School as the Computer Lab
teacher when she was laid off from the public school district due to budget cuts. For the next
three years, Carolyn worked at St. Joseph, and then took a similar, full-time position at St.
Mary’s after St. Joseph eliminated the computer teacher position due to lack of funds.

Carolyn’s interview lasted the longest of all of the individual interviews (2 hours, 36
minutes) and unlike the other teachers, she insisted on being interviewed off-hours, at her home.
Noticeable was the fact that Carolyn never hesitated to answer questions during the interview.
Her demeanor was confident, upbeat and snappy, open, and direct at all times. Indeed, when
Carolyn was unsure of a term I was using, she joked candidly and said, “Remember Michelle, I
don’t do teacher-speak!”

Suzanne

Suzanne, in her mid-50s, was the fourth person to respond to my request to participate in
the study and wondered if I wanted to interview her since she had not been at the school long
although she was teaching full-time in the first grade. I said yes, particularly since I was
interested in her unique perspective: Suzanne was the only St. Mary’s teacher in the group who
had specific and rigorous training in special education.

In Texas during the 1970s, Suzanne completed two Bachelor degrees in special
education. One degree was a concentration on teaching Deaf and Hard of Hearing, and the other
concentrated on, what was then referred to Educable Mentally Handicapped, which today is

labeled Mild (Intellectual) Disabilities.
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Suzanne taught full-time for five years in a Catholic elementary school in the San
Fernando Valley previous to working at St. Mary’s. She is a practicing Catholic who attends
weekly Sunday mass (not at St. Mary’s Parish) with three teenage children who all attended
Catholic elementary and high school. Suzanne considers herself very dedicated to Catholic
education even though she was raised Presbyterian. She converted to Catholicism one year after
she married her husband in the late 1980s.

After graduation from university, Suzanne taught Deaf and Hard of Hearing-labeled
children in a public preschool and middle school in California for three years. When she gave
birth to her first child, she left teaching, and stayed home with her children for nine-and-a-half
years.

The Administrators

Although this case study research focuses on teachers’ beliefs and experiences of
disability and inclusive education, I felt I needed to interview both the current and the former
principal of St. Mary’s School. In doing this I believed the context in which the teachers operate
would not only be better understood but the full extent, intricacies, and the scope of the support
system intended to be available for teachers would be revealed.

The two principals who participated in this study are Caucasian and are both life-long,
practicing Catholics. The two principals, one male (Mr. Brown) and one female (Dr. Johnson),
both attended Catholic schools, although Dr. Johnson attended a public school until the age of
twelve. Both principals were influenced to follow the administrative track in Catholic

elementary school by their collective experiences working as Catholic elementary teachers.
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Mr. Brown

Mr. Brown is in his early 30s, is middle-class, and is the father of two small children. For
most of Mr. Brown’s life he has been involved in Catholic education. As a child and teenager,
Mr. Brown attended a Catholic elementary and high school in the San Fernando Valley area. In
his early 20s, he attended a Jesuit University where he earned a Bachelor degree. Mr. Brown
began teaching physical education at a Catholic K through 8 school once he completed his
Bachelor Degree.

While working as a P.E. and third grade teacher, Mr. Brown’s then principal told him she
wanted to mentor him to be a principal. With her support, he went back to school and completed
a Master Degree in Education and a California Teaching and Administrative credential.

After completing a Master’s degree and credential from a public California University,
Mr. Brown applied to the Archdiocese to be a principal, and a year later, he became the principal
of a struggling Catholic school in a poor Los Angeles neighborhood. He worked as principal at
that school for two years before becoming principal of St. Mary’s School.

It was during his Master studies that Mr. Brown met Dr. Heye and learned about Catholic
school inclusion. Dr. Heye, who works as a Federal and State Programs Consultant for the
Archdiocese, was one of Mr. Brown’s professors and was the first to make him aware of the
Archdiocese’s “push” for Catholic inclusion at the school level.

Although Mr. Brown was intrigued by the idea that inclusion could really work in a Catholic
school, it was not until Mr. Brown’s became a principal that he really began working with

inclusion in mind.
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Dr. Johnson

Dr. Johnson identifies herself as a Caucasian Catholic female in her 60s and is upper-
middle-class. Dr. Johnson is retired and has recently moved from the St. Mary’s community to
another Los Angeles county to be closer to family. She was the principal at St. Mary’s for thirty
years following her eight years as an eighth grade teacher at the same school.

Dr. Johnson has an impressive educational background. She has a Bachelor of Arts, two
teaching and one administrative credentials, a Master of Arts, a Master of Education degree and
a Master of Guidance Counseling, and additionally holds a Doctorate in Education.

Dr. Johnson describes herself as a devoted Catholic and attends weekly mass with her
family and grandsons. Although Dr. Johnson attended public school out of state until age
twelve, she attended Catholic high school when she moved to California.

Due to distance, I conducted my one and one-half hour interview with Dr. Johnson via
telephone and recorded it.

Researcher’s Relationship to Mr. Brown

Mr. Brown has been the principal of St. Mary’s since 2010. I first met Mr. Brown in
May of 2010 at what is referred to as a “Transfer of Information Meeting” (Archdiocese of Los
Angeles, 2009, p. 97) at St. Mary’s School. The meeting took place in what was then Dr.
Johnson’s principal office, and I present in the capacity of Assistant Principal and Inclusion
Director. The purpose of a Transfer of Information meeting is to systematically (check-list)
transfer, record, and discuss vital, detailed information about a school from the outgoing to the

incoming principal.
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In the Transfer of Information meeting, at which Dr. Johnson, Mr. Brown, Ms. Harding
(an Archdiocesan Supervisor) and myself were present, Dr. Johnson and I outlined school
procedure, schedules, and programs. Of concern to me was the fact that although I had not yet
finished my dissertation proposal, chapter one, two, and three were well underway, and I
intended to focus my study about inclusion at St. Mary’s School. Since I did not want to switch
my research site, [ asked Mr. Brown at the end of the meeting if he would be willing to let me
come back and continue my research. He said yes, but asked to have some time to settle in first.
I told him I needed time also to settle into my new position, so we agreed to speak in six-months,
which we did.
Researcher’s Relationship to Dr. Johnson

I have known Dr. Johnson for the past thirteen-years and in that time, she was my boss,
she mentored me to be a school principal, and encouraged me to follow in her footsteps to pursue
a Doctorate in education.
The Focus Group Participants

In September 2011, I sent an email to all St. Mary’s teachers inviting them to participate
in a focus group about inclusive education. Over a period of three weeks, I received 11
responses saying they would be interested. Due to the number of positive responses, I secured
the principal’s permission to conduct the focus group interview on site on Friday, November
19™, 2011 at 1:00pm in lieu of St. Mary’s weekly Faculty Meeting.

Eleven St. Mary’s teachers participated in a two hour, 30-minute focus group interview.
Before the meeting started, I treated the teachers to lunch as a token of thanks for participating in

the study. During the lunch, I was introduced by name to all of the teachers I did not know,
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although I was very familiar with four of the female teachers and one of the male teachers from
having worked previously at St. Mary’s. All of the teachers attended the lunch except for
Michael who joined the focus group one-third of the way into its session due to a last-minute
parent meeting.

Of the focus group participants, nine were Caucasian and two were Latina. Significant
was the fact that 100% of the teachers defined themselves as practicing Catholic and attended
Catholic elementary school for a total of nine grades (kindergarten plus first through eighth
grade), and considered themselves either middle-class or from middle to upper-middle class

families. The statistics of the teachers who participated in this focus group were as follows:

Table 1

Focus Group Participant Statistics

NO. | Subject Age Ethnicity | Degrees/Training | Years Teaching
(in Teaching Credential
years) in Catholic

School

1 Constance | 24 Hispanic | B.A., (M.A. in 2 No

process)

2 Lauren 30-35 | Caucasian | B.A., M.A. 7 No

3 Millie 56 Caucasian | B.S. (Biology) 8 No

4 Blanca 36 Hispanic | B.A. 10 No

5 Nathalie 45 Caucasian | B.A.,, M.A., 13 Yes

6 Caitlin 47 Caucasian | B.A.,, M.A. 15 No

7 Louise 32 Caucasian | B.A., M.A. 6 Yes

8 Felicity 26 Caucasian | B.A., M.A. 3 In Process

9 Jennifer 28 Caucasian | B.A. (M.A. in 4 In Process

progress)

10 Henry 54 Caucasian | B.A. 28 No

11 Michael 31 Caucasian | B.MUS (M.A. in 2 No

process)
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Although the majority of the faculty possessed a great deal of teaching experience, few of
them had completed advanced degrees or teaching credentials. Notable was the fact that all but
two of the teachers either had or were in the process of going to school to receive a Master
degree and/or California teaching credential, which is more than what is required to teach at a
Catholic school. Also, I noted after speaking to the teachers that only two, Felicity and Nathalie,
had started their careers with the intent of becoming teachers, which would account for their
diversified educational background and late decision (only after working as a teacher in Catholic
school) to go back to school to study education.

The focus group questions differed from the questions I asked in the individual
interviews because they were crafted with the intent to reveal the groups’ collective opinions
regarding teachers’ beliefs and experiences of disability and inclusive education at St. Mary’s,
and their ideas about fostering acceptance of inclusion at the school. Notable was how quickly
general questions about inclusion became a group discussion about specific children currently in
need of inclusive strategies at the school.

In light of the fact that I had already conducted the individual interviews and reviewed St.
Mary’s documents, I attributed this phenomenon to the following facts. First, I was told the
faculty was used to meeting once a week to discuss specific problems with students. Second, the
school has only 231 students and a small faculty, and all teachers have extra duties, such as yard
duty, that brings them into contact with the entire school population. The third fact is all
teachers are informed of who is an inclusion student at regular faculty meeting since inclusion

students need extra support and/or experience challenges, both inside and outside the classroom.
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Finally, teachers tend to talk about students with challenges when having problems facilitating
inclusion and naturally seek advice from their peers (Villa & Thousand, 2001).

The focus group participants represented a broad range of beliefs and experiences of
inclusion and disability in St. Mary’s School. They spoke openly of both their challenges and
successes with inclusion and showed interest when asked direct questions about what they did in
the classroom to help promote inclusive practices and meet students’ needs.

Organization and Reduction of Data Analysis

The following presents an organization and reduction of the data analysis collected from
documents and from both participants’ and focus group interviews about their beliefs,
perceptions, and experiences of disability and inclusive education at St. Mary’s School.
Whenever possible, themes, and ideas were distilled down to their purest terms, and the clearest
examples of these themes are represented by select participants’ words.

Overall, there were four significant recurring patterns of equal value that I evidenced
while conducting interviews and focus groups with participants. I have listed and described
these patterns below then discuss them in detail in relation to the four major themes that revealed
themselves once all of the data was synthesized. Those themes were: Inclusion and Catholic
Faith; Inclusion as “Other” Education; Support and Acceptance of Inclusion; Quality Technical
Teacher Training.

Inclusion and Catholic Faith
To Teach as Jesus Would
Above all, St. Mary’s teachers felt and believed that full inclusion “should be able to

work” in Catholic school, and that one of the purposes of Catholic education is to reach out to as
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many Catholic children as possible. Participants said they believed in Catholic inclusion mainly
because they believed that they, as teachers, were “called to teach as Jesus taught.” For them
inclusiveness is a part of the Catholic faith and a natural extension of that belief is that all
children wanting a Catholic education should be entitled to have one. These Catholic teachers
wanted to help children succeed and tried various methods to get them to achieve their goals.

Suzanne converted to Catholicism and has been a practicing Catholic for two decades.
She said that while she was not “that familiar” with Catholic Social Teaching or its connection to
the United States Council of Catholic Bishops’ call to move schools toward inclusion, she
believes strongly that the Catholic school environment is ripe for inclusive education because
Catholic schools “are alive with the feeling that all children [are] God’s creation...he created
everyone to be equal and meant for us to understand we must treat everyone equally. That kind
of thing is what we teach the children.”

Maria felt that teaching with all children in mind was inseparable from Jesus’ message
that all people are made in the image of God. She said, “what are we doing [as Catholic
teachers] if we don’t work to accept people who are different...do unto others, that’s what Jesus
taught us.”

For Maria, who believed teaching in at a Catholic school was her way, “to give back to
God,” inclusion meant to, “reach out to everybody...to all of God’s children who have a right to
the life they want.” Maria described the many years she had taught at St. Mary’s as a journey
that started with her believing that Spanish class was too hard for students with disabilities.
Maria remembered thinking, “why, when these kids couldn’t do their math or write a

sentence...why were we making them learn Spanish?”
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Dr. Johnson refers to teachers’ commitment to teaching all children, regardless of ability
as “their call to teach in a school where Christ is living [and] that’s why they choose to teach in a
Catholic school...[they] are drawn to its higher purpose.”

Mr. Brown relays teachers’ depth of faith that inclusion can work despite the obstacles as
a “stick-to-itiveness” that cannot be separated from their Catholic identity. When asked to
describe that in detail, he said he, “really thinks it’s just the teachers’ will to believe...I can do
this. Basically they’re not the kind of [people] who give up. And some of them are bound and
determined to figure out what’s going to work.”

Paul talked during his interview that he knew “deep inside” that including all children in
Catholic schools was the right thing to do, and Catholic teachers should want to do it. Paul said:

Whenever I think I, like, can’t hack it, or I'm a frustrated trying to think of

something different I can try with some students, I look at that [points] on my wall [the
sign reads ‘Remember to Teach as Jesus Did’] and I know I have to try harder.. .like, to try
things again, another way, if they don’t work. All of these kids have a purpose whether or not
they are fantastic students. Who am I to judge? I was a ‘D’ student. [It] took me forever on tests.
Imagine if I had the chance for extra time like some of my inclusion students?
Paul’s disclosure about his own struggles with school was moving. I have known Paul for ten
years, and yet this was the first time he had ever revealed this truth to me.

Dr. Johnson referred to the mission of a Catholic school as being “a call to educate all of

God’s children regardless of their struggle.” Paul spoke animatedly about how, over time, he

grew to understand how right inclusion is for Catholic schools:
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In a Catholic setting and I didn’t believe this before we started but now I do. I think
we’re obliged to be more inclusive than we have been. Maybe we always were and |
wasn’t aware of it...I was surprised more than anybody...I think we are obligated to be
inclusive, you know, even though we don’t have all the resources, the thing kind of I
learned from the whole inclusion program and the STEP program is that we have to do
our best for the kids that come here. More than what we would normally offer to, I guess
you would call it the normal kid, you have to help identify what those kids need.

Despite Paul’s somewhat reference that implies children with learning challenges are not

“normal kid[s],” his faith and commitment shine through.

During Maria’s interview, she made repeated references to God and how Catholic
schools make a difference in children’s lives because they are “Christ-centered.” In reference to
teaching inclusion students, Maria paused for awhile and said, “[what] I’ve learned is to give to
others, whether it is children or adults and this is my way to give something back that I have
learned from God.”

Among Suzanne’s reasons to teach in Catholic school was the fact that it was easier and
convenient. Suzanne gave details:

I knew with three young children going back to Special Ed is very demanding. It would

be very physically and emotionally, you know, demanding. So, you know, again, I

decided because my children were going to that school, a Catholic school, it was a perfect

opportunity. And we were always, you know, regular mass goers, and I wanted to, I had
heard so many good things about Catholic schools. And we knew we definitely wanted

to send our kids to Catholic school.
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Suzanne’s experience teaching special education in public schools made a definite impression
upon her and guided her job choice when she decided to go back to work.

Overall, the teachers expressed very positive feelings of wanting to help students anyway
they could in the classroom, sharing mostly what they do on a day-to-day basis to assist inclusion
students in meeting the same academic expectations as the general education learners. Despite
the fact that there were numerous mentions that their biggest concerns regarding inclusion were
the amount of time and work it took to meet students needs successfully, teachers still felt that
inclusion and Catholic education were a logical fit with one another. Lauren said it best:

It’s about accepting everybody, to the best of your knowledge, because we’re a Christ-

centered school. I mean, how would Christ react? [Teachers should] not just to turn

around and say, well, we can’t do anything for yours...we try to have compassion.

Because if you mention the word Catholic, that’s what comes to my mind. To truly help

[students with challenges], to help the ones that need it...one human being to another,

with love.

Teachers said very little about their Catholicism except when speaking about inclusion
being the “right thing to do.” Yet, in the air when teachers’ answered questions regarding how
they felt about children with more pronounced disability being able to succeed at St. Mary’s,
there was something awkwardly palpable in the interview room.

After conducting the focus group session however, I got a better sense of what [ was
being told by teachers’ body language, pauses before speaking, or need to joke instead of
answering directly: there are certain subjects, such as admitting to thinking students with

disabilities do not belong in Catholic school settings that Catholics may or will not overtly say.
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How Teachers at St. Mary’s School Define Inclusion

I found that there was a general consensus among participants about what they believed
was possible for inclusion at St. Mary’s. Teachers felt that Catholic schools have fewer
restrictions on how they deliver instruction, a more flexible and fluid curriculum with fewer
mandatory benchmarks than public school, and greater freedom in deciding how to teach diverse
learners.

The range of definition for the meaning of inclusion varied for focus group participants.
Henry said that inclusion meant to:

Embrace students [that] we wouldn’t normally have in our school [teachers] try to see if

we could keep them in our school. [Teachers] learn to accommodate them, to see if we

could help them with their special needs and if not, um, you know, try and find outside
resources. But the idea was that...a Catholic school shouldn’t be turning away anybody
because of their particular needs.

For Henry, who spoke openly about his feelings that inclusiveness is a natural part of
one’s Catholicity, inclusion meant more than teaching children with special needs; inclusion
meant including all of God’s children, especially “those lacking financial resources...those
ethnically diverse.” He spoke passionately about St. Mary’s mission to educate children “as
Jesus would teach” and that as a Catholic school, St. Mary’s teachers were asked daily to teach
beyond themselves with Christ in mind.

Henry went further and deepened his argument, saying that he believed, “the inclusion
program certainly opened [his] eyes to what [the] real mission [of St. Mary’s] should be, or a

broader understanding of what our mission should be.” Finally, Henry recalled that after
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teaching inclusively for two years, his opinion about inclusion changed: He went from thinking
some students were lazy and not working, to understanding that not all children learned in the
same way, and deserved a chance to succeed in a Catholic school environment. He shared with
the group:

I think we are obligated to be inclusive, you know, even though we don’t have all the

resources, the thing [I] kind of learned from the whole inclusion program and the STEP

program is that we have to do our best for the kids that come [to St. Mary’s]. More than
what we would normally offer to, I guess you would call it the normal kid.

For Lauren, inclusion “was putting a name to something that [teachers] tried to do all the
time anyway. Because [an inclusion student] was somebody that might not necessarily be, you
know, on paper an inclusion student.” Lauren’s definition of inclusion centered more around the
idea that inclusion and inclusive education meant that teachers plan not only for differentiated
instruction to occur consistently in the classroom but think about curriculum assessment in a
broader way. Millie said that inclusion was based on teachers using “alternative ways to assess
students, that [teachers] wouldn’t grade things the way the majority of [teachers] would.” Millie
also said that teachers for inclusion would give students, “different chance[s] to show what
they’ve learned” before giving them a failing grade on a standardized test.

Millie stated that as teachers in Catholic school they could, “provid[e] alternative ways to
assess students, that couldn’t grasp things the way the majority would. Not just getting them
shut down and giving them a poor grade, and giving them a different chance to show what
they’ve learned.”

Although teacher’ attitudes about who exactly could be successfully served by St. Mary’s
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inclusion program varied to a large extent, their ideas about what inclusion looked like at St.
Mary’s was expressed best by Carolyn, “[Inclusion is] bringing children with learning challenges
into a regular classroom setting and, when necessary, adapting to their special needs...it’s giving
each child what they need, when they need it.”

Maria was the first teacher to volunteer for the study and made a point during the
interview to mention how much she wanted to participate in my research. She gave two reasons.
She felt that, “more people like you [the researcher] need to be doing inclusion and talking about
inclusion, especially here [Los Angeles] where even people’s language can be a
barrier...disabilities too.” She added that her twenty-year-old son has Attention Deficit Disorder
(ADD).

Maria also stated she wished St. Mary’s had been an inclusive school “like now” when
her son was a St. Mary’s student because he would have done much better academically,
socially, and emotionally, if accommodations had been made. “I’ve heard [from other teachers]
oh, ADD doesn’t exist” Maria said, “when, you know, it does! My son has it, so...I think maybe
God put my son to have this so that I could realize better and help other students as well. That’s
how I see it.”

Today, Maria has changed her perspective, both because she says she feels more
confident addressing the needs of struggling learners and because her son has Attention Deficit
Disorder (ADD) and she has experienced, “as a parent how a teacher helps to explain things in
many ways...to give students who don’t learn well their own chance to show what they know.
For these reasons, Maria consults Dr. Drew on a consistent basis to learn the skills she needs for

inclusion in the classroom. Maria believes that inclusion is “a mind-set” and with patience and
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years of teaching experience, it is just a matter of time before you “turn a student around” with
easy accommodations:

Like giving them for instance a longer time, or just doing odds and not pairs, you know,

things like that. And I think it’s great because as soon as you know how each student

works...I’ll give you a typical example...I have a seventh grader, my goodness, this girl
works so hard. She works harder than your regular student. She highlights everything
and she goes and she goes and she goes. I tutor her every Monday and Wednesday.

Where beliefs about inclusion at St. Mary’s differed largely was in regard to which
students with special needs could legitimately and responsibly be serviced. Paul expressed his
concern that if the curriculum was “watered-down too much” the school would be robbing a
child from his/her right to an excellent education.

Paul said he believed that it was not only his job as a Catholic teacher to prepare students
academically for the world, but “socially, and emotionally, and spiritually as well,” and that he
worried sometimes that if he accommodated a student too much, he would not honestly be doing
his best job to prepare that child to be a real, contributing member of society.

After Paul’s statement, I asked him whether or not he felt inclusion could have helped
him when he was a child. Paul did not answer directly, but he said:

I think of some of the kids I went to school with — there was this one guy, Stuart, um, he
was always all over the place, today we’d say ADHD probably, a real class clown too. He had
such a great, happy way about him. Everyone liked him...except teachers. [Stuart] was always
in trouble...detention, you know? And his grades really sucked, he would dance around

sometime with his failed tests. But when he did group work and presentations, he was amazing,
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a real energy! Iran into Stuart two years ago and turns he’s really successful, owns his own
business. Surf clothes. Anyway, I think, what if we had inclusion then? Stuart could have been
an “A” student. But they made him repeat eighth grade.
When Paul spoke about Stuart, his face lit up and he became very animated, as if he vividly
recalled Stuart’s persona and spirit. Paul finished by saying, “at times [he] is not sure what can
be done for students with challenges in the classroom” but believes he could be, “doing more if
[he] had more inclusion tools, or the school had more money to hire special ed. teachers.”
Growing up, Mr. Brown said he had little experience with students and/or people with
disabilities. He told me:
[O]ne of the things is that growing up where I grew up, it was kind of a sheltered
environment ...K through 8 Catholic schools... and in that part of the San Fernando
Valley, everyone was kind of very similar. So growing out of that and going to high
school and having some friends that were just completely, you know, richly different,
which was a benefit for me.
It was not until Mr. Brown became a teacher at a Catholic school in his early twenties that he
was exposed to children with learning challenges. However, he felt that for some students,
accommodations were easy to make in the flexible, academic structure of Catholic school. Mr.
Brown explained that, “some [students] were on the spectrum with Asperger’s, and couple
physical disabilities but nothing really that would be too difficult to maintain.”
Carolyn was made aware of St. Mary’s inclusive culture during her preliminary interview
with the former principal, Dr. Johnson, in 2008. During the interview process, Carolyn was told

that the computer teacher would necessarily be a part of the school’s inclusive mission, and that
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she would have students ranging in age from five to fourteen with special needs in her classes.
Carolyn remembered:

[The principal] told me it was an inclusive school...I thought I understood what that
meant because of my Overly [Unified school] work, but there they had a  pull-out program.
This was different. All the kids were together, and I understood that it was my job to make
things work for them.

Carolyn said she did not “feel worried” about the idea of inclusive education, even though she
had neither formal special education training nor inservicing about inclusion. On the contrary,
Carolyn recalled she felt confident that with her age and varied experience, she would “get it and
figure it out” as she became more immersed in St. Mary’s inclusive culture.

Rosemary told a different story than Carolyn. At the beginning of Rosemary’s interview,
she was soft-spoken, answering most of my preliminary questions with few words. This did not
surprise me since | had known Rosemary from the time that I had worked at St. Mary’s, and
knew her to say little in faculty meetings. However, as the interview progressed, Rosemary
became more open and talkative, especially after, in response to her question about her
anonymity, I reassured her that her identity and opinions would be kept confidential. Rosemary
looked very relieved, and said, “great cuz [sic] you know how it is right? You know, being it’s so
Catholic here and everything else.” Rosemary wanted to answer my questions honestly, but it
was difficult since her job, her children’s education, and her faith all centered around St. Mary’s
community and school. There was a lot at stake for her when it came to stating her true opinions

and relaying her past experiences.
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When the concept of inclusive education was first introduced to St. Mary’s faculty,
Rosemary recalls she did not think it would work at the school.
I was only an aide then...I didn’t say anything [about] doing it [inclusion]. Honestly, I
don’t think we’re trained to do that. We’re not. You know I just learned a little bit when
I went to school, here in the U.S...we don’t have a lot of kids here [St. Mary’s] who
would need like, resources, like autism, we don’t have the resources and it wouldn’t be
fair for any of the kids, or the rest of the kids.
Although Rosemary felt that inclusion at St. Mary’s worked well when minor accommodations
were needed for students, she did not believe that students with major educational needs should
be accepted into the school.
Like Rosemary, Suzanne expressed strong feelings when asked to define inclusion.
Rather than define her idea of what inclusion means, she answered as she felt it related to
inclusion at St. Mary’s. Suzanne said:
What is here is not special education inclusion, it’s more fitting all of the learners in
together [and] working with students so they don’t feel that they’re different than anyone
else...customizing curriculum to fit the learner, there are some kids that I used to teach
that absolutely couldn’t make it here. Their need is too great.
Suzanne elaborated, saying that her view of inclusion at St. Mary’s “is probably colored by the
fact that her training was during the 1970s when children with special needs had their own
separate classrooms”. Suzanne explained that when she received her teacher training in special
education, children with special needs were not intended to be in mainstream classrooms, and

perhaps that experience skewed her idea of what was possible in terms of inclusion in
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mainstream Catholic classrooms where one teacher teaches an entire class of anywhere from 20
to 38 diverse learners.
Educating the “Other”: Issues of Fairness

When teachers and administrators spoke about inclusion, their compassion for students’
special needs was evident, as was their attempts to help them be successful. Yet often, the
teachers referred to inclusion as something that needed to be solved or fixed, or as Henry said,
“Inclusion students needed to be inspired...shown how to motivate themselves.” Instead of
thinking of inclusion students as naturally belonging to St. Mary’s student body, teachers spoke
mainly about what they needed to do in order to help inclusion students “fit in with the rest of the
children.”
Time

The concept of time and inclusion taking “more time” from teachers was discussed in
interviews and the focus group. Mr. Brown, the principal, said that, “teachers are the ones who
are really struggling” with inclusion students, not him, and that they, “really [are] the ones who
have to do all of the legwork and spend the time doing [inclusion]. For me [Mr. Brown], I'm just

b

kind of giving advice, that’s easy.” Um, you know, and we sometimes get to the point where we
need to always ask, is this going to be the best environment for this child and for the entire class?
What was most noticeable about Rosemary’s interview was that she was very outspoken
in regard to whom she felt inclusion would work “successfully” and that for her, the concept of
having the time to teach inclusion and “inclusion is more work™ were conflated. Among her

chief concern was having enough “time to teach challenged students,” as well as gaining

knowledge and support to help certain students.
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Rosemary also spoke strongly about the difference between what should theoretically be
possible in Catholic schools and what is actually possible in Catholic schools. Rosemary
mentioned several time that the reason inclusion is working now in her classroom is because she,
“has a lot of help...I have two parents and two college students who volunteer and read one-on-
one with my strugglers.” Without additional teaching support in the classroom, Rosemary felt
that not all of the children were getting, “the best part of [her]” or the time they deserved to
spend on new material. However, Rosemary stressed that she felt frustrated when thinking that
not all students could succeed in her classroom, primarily because it was a Catholic school,
“where all of the children are taught that God loves all of us.”

Many beliefs and feelings that were revealed by teachers in their interviews about not
having enough time for inclusion students were also expressed during the focus group. Millie,
who was more reserved at the beginning of the focus group than some of her peers, waited until
there was a pause in the conversation about peer tutoring and one-to-one help for inclusion
students before she joined the conversation. Millie spoke certainly about how for her, inclusive
education is more challenging for teachers, especially when it comes to the amount of time it
takes to help inclusion students. She said that sometimes, “there just isn’t enough of [her] to go
around for all of the kids, and having somebody helping... just walking around the classroom”
provides the support she needs to deliver effective instruction to all of the students.

Michael also said that “not having enough time” for inclusion students was a big obstacle
to feeling like inclusion learners could be fully successful in the classroom. Focus group

participants all expressed the need to have more teachers or aides available in the classroom to
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help deliver instruction to inclusion students, particularly when children with behavior
challenges where present in the general education classroom.
Fairness

Participants talked about fairness and equity however they also referred to inclusion as

99 ¢

being “too much work,” “time-consuming,” and “unfair to regular students.” Caitlin said she,
“did not believe in leveling the playing ground for all students so that it was fair...there were
certain standards that were absolute in academics,” while Maria felt quite opposite:
They [inclusion students] have the right to an education just like everybody else, just
because of the fact that they’re inclusion students, if you will, does not mean that they
cannot do things...I feel for them...they are discriminated [against], they’re taken to one
side. I always felt, for my inclusion students it’s not fair to give them exactly the same as
everybody else, when they’re at a different level. You teach to a level that they’re at, and
they do their best at it.
The majority or 85% of teachers interviewed registered concern that additional instructional time
in the classroom and preparing customized curricula was “unfair to the other [typical] learners in
the class” because, Louis said, “it took time and energy away from the whole class to teach
inclusion students.”
Rosemary spoke frankly about her feelings that inclusion can sometimes be unfair for
everyone involved. She said, “It’s definitely a lot of work for me, because I have to plan
different things to do with all the children that need help, and I think it’s unfair to them, because

they will always be on a disadvantage. So I grab whatever help I can.” In Rosemary’s case, she

mentioned that inclusion gave her an unfair workload as well as being time-consuming.
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Rosemary also mentioned that teaching inclusion students was at times “emotionally,
tough...much more of a challenge... because you’re always worried if you are doing the right
thing so the kids get what you are trying to teach.”

Mr. Brown’s perspective was slightly different and he discussed that he was, “happy that
we’re [St. Mary’s School] able to help the children because I always felt that these [inclusion]
children are at a disadvantage if we teach them only one way, like all the rest... I’ve always felt
that it’s not fair for them if we do not accommodate them.” Yet, Mr. Brown also expressed
concern about weighing “the fairness question” on the side of typical learners who need to be
met at a higher developmental level:

We sometimes get to the point where we need to always ask, is this going to be the best
environment for this child and for the entire class. Is it going to be fair for the teacher
and for the rest of the class because if the teacher is giving 80% of the time to one child,
then you have 30 other kids getting 20% of the teacher’s time. Which isn’t fair. So, we
come to those questions now, making sure we are being equitable and fair to everybody
and being able to say we do have limitations at a Catholic school given our resources.

And we can meet this need, we cannot meet this need that you have...and being very fair

and honest with parents about that.

What teachers revealed to me was that for them, fairness, equality, and “sameness for students”
was something that needed to be decided on an ongoing basis when changes in the classroom
were being made for inclusion student. In fact, what emerged in the interviews was the idea that
at St. Mary’s there was an unspoken rule about fairness: that time, teacher resources, effort, and

workload needed to somehow be shared by all students in equal measure. Paul spoke openly
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about his struggle to be fair yet at the same time, be inclusive:

I want to include everyone, I want to be able to do it, but I want when I give a student an

eighth grade diploma that it is equal to everyone else’s in the graduation class.

Paul said his concern about fairness and inclusion centered mostly around what he called, “how
much is too much accommodation?” which he raised when talking about the struggle to keep
academic standards high while still “fulfilling the Catholic inclusion mission” with which all
Catholics have been charged. Paul said that by reducing homework questions or giving extended
time to students for tests, for example, he felt that at times the expectations for students was
potentially unequal and therefore, unfair.

Although this is an example of how teachers are influenced to think and measure things
in terms of a deficit, all the participants did it at some point during their interviews. For
example, Carolyn’s statement about the accomplishments of people with disabilities is a vivid
example of this type of thinking. She said, “Look at some of the schools for [the] handicapped.
Some of the schools for the blind. Look at the resources that they have available and what
accomplishments those people have made.” Although meant it as a compliment, Carolyn
immediately connected the idea of people with disabilities excelling with their attendance in
separate, non-inclusive schools. Moments after talking about Catholic inclusion, Carolyn
switched gears and linked a disabled person’s success with segregation.

Despite teachers assurance that they wanted to include all learners and did not believe
discrimination existed at St. Mary’s, teachers often used words such as “other” when describing
inclusion students and people with disabilities. In fact, I noticed that many times when teachers

spoke about their students with disabilities, they consistently spoke about them in relation to
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“regular” or “normal” general education students. Teachers also often unknowingly measured
inclusion students against their general education peers when talking about their
successes/challenges rather than measuring a student in relation to their own growth over time.

Teachers also said that children with academic challenges were much easier to “have in
the classroom” or “fit in” than students with behavior challenges. This is mostly because
participants used more negative adjectives when describing behavior challenged rather than
academically challenged students, however, Suzanne said

When students need extra help or reduced questions for tests, that’s one thing, but when a

kid has a behavior problem [St. Mary’s teachers] can’t work with that...we don’t have

enough time or people to handle anything too much out of the norm.

Millie and Henry also mentioned the challenges they have with behavior challenges in
the classroom, and how they have both experienced parents of general education students
“complaining” about not wanting their children in classes with inclusion students, but when I
asked the focus group if this was a typical response, Michael responded, “it doesn’t happen
often...I think some parents think kids, especially the ones with behavior problems, take away
[time] from their own children...but I don’t know for sure.”

Catholic Inclusion Is Only For Some Students with Disabilities

Dr. Johnson’s beliefs about the potential for Catholic inclusion were more idealistic
despite her words that she had seen, “many students, who would these days been considered
inclusion students, forced to leave Catholic school” due to lack of resources. She felt that
regardless of how Catholic schools used to operate, “they are powerful institutions that are

capable of growing into the future in a way that is more diverse and embraces all learners.”
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Mr. Brown however expressed his thoughts about what he thinks is happening right now
at St. Mary’s and in almost all Los Angeles Catholic schools:

The problem with Catholic education is that there are significant limitations...just in the

way that these schools have been designed and set up. We don’t have support programs

like public schools do. We don’t have someone who is designated as a coach, or as a

specialist 100% of the time. Or if someone needs one-on-one, we don’t have shadow

opportunities...because of the tuition limitations, we can’t afford a lot of those programs.
And [even] in public school a lot of those programs are being cut or trimmed down...but
for students who we can provide access to, I say we do a pretty damn good job. I think
it’s a disservice when a Catholic school would take a child with a disability when it could
be more beneficial somewhere else.
When Mr. Brown’s expressed his view about the realities of how much more it costs to run
inclusion for what he called, “real Special Ed. students” he was very frank and unapologetic,
ending his statement by saying that “at least [St. Mary’s] is trying to do the right thing...we are
diverse.”

All of the teachers at St. Mary’s School had limited experience teaching students with
disabilities, however, those who did have knowledge of what inclusion looks like in public
schools had a different, more negative feeling of how inclusion works or should be working at
St. Mary’s. Carolyn, who worked briefly in the Overly Unified School District, felt that what
was happening at St. Mary’s was not really inclusion as it is normally defined in the special
education field. Carolyn pointed out:

[St. Mary’s doesn’t] have special teachers for Special Ed that [take] kids to a special
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room and work with them. At Westfield School, we had a Special Ed teacher in a Special

Ed room. And the Special Ed teacher always sent an aide or came herself with them to

the computer lab, and they had special projects they would do. You know, the lessons

were geared to this.
What Carolyn’s point highlighted was that in the case of teachers who had little to no special
education training, St. Mary’s inclusion program felt like a giant step toward serving children
with special needs, whereas, in the case of Carolyn or Suzanne who had exposure to special
education students in public school settings, inclusion at St. Mary’s was not really geared for
accommodating students with greater than mild disabilities. Suzanne said, “teaching special
education kids is more than giving them extra time in the classroom or letting them do a take-
home test...[it] takes a certain kind of skill to help some students.” What Suzanne implied was
that while St. Mary’s teachers wanted to teach for inclusion, they needed to do and know more
than simple differentiated learning techniques.

Aside from Carolyn and Suzanne who had experience with students with more than mild
learning challenges, none of the participants had experienced, personally or professionally, or
people they thought “had true disabilities.” By “true disabilities,” I gathered from interviews that
teachers meant that what they believed was present at St. Mary’s was not really a disability.
Michael defined disability to mean, “like being blind or deaf, or in a wheelchair.” Paul said that
after teaching for more than twenty-five years, he was no longer:

So nervous about the learning disability kids anymore...I believe that it is just a matter of

them [students with disabilities] maturing and learning how to cope with their particular

disability. When you have a disability, a learning disability, I think before you start to
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really see a success you’ve got to get to where you’re mature emotionally and you

understand, [’'m different. I need to cope. I need to learn the coping mechanisms.

Paul candidly admitted that he felt a lot of a students’ success depended on his/her attitude and

awareness of his/her learning challenge, as well as on their “work ethic” and dedication to learn.
Quality Technical Teacher Training

Lack of Teacher Training or Specialized Credentials

Teachers’ training and experience was extremely varied both in terms of level acquired
and background formerly studying education. Several of the participants spoke of becoming
Catholic teachers because they felt it was a meaningful profession.

Paul remembers, “I got the teaching bug while I was coaching...it was by chance, really,
that I became a teacher you know. The [local] high school needed a P.E. teacher and
coach...that’s how I decided to pursue a career in education.” Paul said he left the Seminary and
chose to teach in a parish school because, “ [Paul] believed deeply in [his] Catholic faith [and]
wanted to make a difference...[he] just wasn’t cut-out for that [Seminary] life, and, well, realized
[he] wanted a family as well as wanted to make a difference.”

Paul has no special education background and has no formal training in designing
inclusive education plans, although he has participated in all of the inclusion in-servicing
opportunities that have taken place at St. Mary’s. Paul recalled that when he was first told by Dr.
Johnson (the school’s former principal) about the plans to move the school toward a more
inclusive education model, he baulked:

I was having enough trouble trying to get some stubborn students to hand in homework,

s0, kids that really struggled? How was I going to handle that in the classroom...I didn’t
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even know what [inclusion] meant...did it mean kids with Down’s, kids that can’t sit or

work the same way as others, I didn’t quite get it.

Although Rosemary had not experienced students with moderate to severe cognitive
and/or behavioral needs in her general education class, she felt she did have sufficient personal
knowledge of disability outside of her position at St. Mary’s to assess whether or not full
inclusion at the school was possible.

Of her formal special education training, Suzanne said, “at that time (1970s), if you had a
Special Ed degree and you wanted to get a second one, [you] just took three classes. And that
was it. I didn’t have to student-teach.” Carolyn never intended to have said at that point, she did
not know what to do:

I was going crazy. I told my friend, we can’t break into this field, we’re losing money
and my friend said why don’t you go to Overly Unified? So I said, ok, and I went to Overly
Unified and this principal, snapped me up for the computer lab because of my technical
experience. [At] that time they had these little Apple 2Es with the big five-inch floppy diskettes.
And there wasn’t really an established program or an established curriculum. So, there came
creativity too. I could establish a curriculum. Which was great.

Carolyn had neither formal teacher training nor teaching experience but, at that time, she recalled
nobody needed credentials to teach computers to both general and special education K through 5
students in Overly Unified District.

When asked how she ended up teaching at a Catholic school, Carolyn stated that after

working for Overly Unified District schools for five years, she left the state and when she
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returned, the job market in the private sector “was rough.” She was looking for a change and for
stability. Carolyn recounted:

I saw this job for a computer teacher at St. Joseph’s school here in Redondo Beach. I'm
Catholic, so I thought it would be a good fit. So I went over and interviewed, and had a great
interview, loved the principal, and um, that was it. She said you’re a teacher.

Mr. Brown fell into teaching in a similar way. He said a principal he knew said, “give
me your resume, and then we went to another meeting and she gave it to another principal and I
got hired the following week.” He said:

I wanted to be able to support a family and still be in Catholic education, which you

know, the pay isn’t that much more anyway but it was enough. So, then that’s how I kind

of came into administration. So it’s the same environment that I’ve always known, grew
up and comfortable with.
When asked whether or not her Catholic upbringing had anything to do with her choice to teach
in a Catholic school, Rosemary answered, “not really.” Notably, she mentioned that she ended up
at St. Mary’s because she did not have her California Teaching Credential when she started
teaching, and because she had heard many negative things about public schools in California.

I had heard horror stories, seen movies [about] public schools in L.A. [Public schools]

had behavior issues, discipline problems, [and] too much parental involvement or, you

know, the lack of it? I didn’t want to be dealing with that so that’s why I chose to stay in
the Catholic school.”

Maria said she was very conscious of making a choice to work in Catholic rather than a

public school because it was “what she knew.” She said:
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If you [sic] grown up in a certain way, as a Catholic, especially a Mexican Catholic, and

with the nuns, you learn to have Christ centered in your life...that’s what I love about

teaching in a Catholic school. We teach the kids they need to love one another.”

When asked why she decided to become a teacher, she said

My grandmother was a teacher, and my grandmother wrote instructor language books in

the 1930s...I never thought about being anything else but a teacher. [I] didn’t want to be

a secretary, and there wasn’t much choice for women really.

Aside from her personal experience as a mother of a son with ADD, Maria does not have
a background in special education and does not have a teaching credential. Still, Maria talked
about how important she felt it was to have either special education training, or someone on staff
that had experienced teaching children with special needs.

When asked whether or not she felt she had the tools she needed to teach children with a
range of challenges, she paused and asked for clarification of the word “range.” When I
explained that a “range of challenges” meant children who were in the mild to moderate category
of special needs who required accommodations for either academic and/or behavioral challenges,
she paused for several seconds and looked nervous. She finally said:

I think the experience of all these years of teaching has helped me tremendously...[but]

behavior problems are harder in the classroom. But if I can’t figure out something to do

[for a student] I ask the principal, or Drew [public school consultant]. I feel I'm there

to help them. That’s the first thing that comes to my mind. Let’s see how much we can

get out of them, in a good way, you know, that they can learn at their best. At their best,

with accommodations. Basically, more than really learning Spanish, if they can feel good
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about themselves. Trust themselves. They’ll be successful. They will if I can give them

confidence.

Noticeable during Maria’s interview was that many of her answers regarding teacher
training and teaching strategies were technically vague. Throughout the interview, Maria was
more comfortable talking about the importance of St. Mary’s Christ-centered learning
environment or her feeling that “God has a reason for everything” instead of detailed accounts of
how she handled challenges in the classroom.

Rosemary attributes her choice to become a Catholic teacher as, “all of the really good
schools where I grew up were Catholic [and] everyone I knew was Catholic.”

Inclusive Techniques and Teacher Frustration When Intervention Does Not Work

All but one participant had formal special education training, and in their discussions
about inclusion and children with disabilities, teachers were honest about their lack of training
and needing support when it came to delivering instruction to inclusion students.

Teachers reported that they did many things to service and facilitate the success of
inclusion students and listed the following as ways they helped meet children’s needs and
delivering inclusive instruction; extra time on tests, reduced questions on tests and homework,
take-home tests instead of in-class tests, encouraging them to try harder, communicating with
parents to monitor homework and set-up a homework schedule, having a student tutored
afterschool or delivering extra instruction to them after school, and having classroom volunteers
such as parents or graduate students retest or re-teach curriculum to students.

Many teachers talked about being frustrated when inclusion students struggled even with

accommodations and extra help. Nathalie said many times when she would run out of ideas she
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would “make things up when things didn’t work” in order to help struggling learners. “My real
questions with inclusion, I saved them for Dr. Drew [public school special education consultant],
I waited until he would come to see [my] students.” When teachers had complex questions or
needs regarding their inclusion students, they expressed that they would consult the public school
consultant rather than rely on peers or administrative school support for help.

Elizabeth said something similar about the way she handles learning situations when she
does not know what to do:

Yeah, I just have to read on my own...I go and get books and I read about it and I try to

find techniques of what to do to help them. We do have the program. But still, we have

to tell the parents what to do and we have to help them.

Elizabeth went on to say that when she has, “a real, a serious challenge with a student and
nothing works, I [Elizabeth] call Dr. Drew, our public school specialist for inclusion kids.”
Therefore, when some teachers feel they need expert advice, they seek it from outside public
school sources.

When Blanca shared her feelings and experiences of inclusion at St. Mary’s, she spoke
more about how she used peer tutoring, after school tutoring, and extended time for assignments
to help her junior high students meet their academic goals. Blanca described how she felt some
inclusion students work better relearning specific skills and material from their peers because
they have a “special in with them.” Blanca explained:

The way they have the tutoring set up, it helps them. It does. Because, at least in my

class they all go to the same [eighth grade peer tutor], you know because they all feel
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comfortable together. And, I mean, I told the one eighth grader, you’re a gift. This kid’s

never responded to teachers.

For Blanca, the idea of inclusion and extra time spent teaching were closely associated with one
another. Blanca explained that, “what 90% of inclusion kids need is extra time...time to learn,
time to digest new material.” Twice, when her colleagues were speaking about giving inclusion
students extra time to complete tests and assignments, Blanca nodded vigorously and attempted
to join in the conversation.

Similarly, Millie felt that peer tutoring was an effective way to reach students with
special needs who were in the upper grades. She shared that she believed peer tutoring worked
because:

The pressure’s kind of off...it’s not a typical classroom setting. They’re on the floor,

they’re little groups, and it’s whatever works for them and some of them are really

patient...[peers] explain things in a different way [to inclusion students] than [teachers]
would.

Millie also spoke about her feeling that she did not always have the training she needed to
best serve inclusion students in her classroom, “I know this [inclusion] is something I need to
do...I want to be able to do it...I just was never taught zow to do it [and] some of these kids just
need so much...sometimes I think this is not the right place for them.”

Fiona too expressed how her lack of education made her feel inadequate, “sometimes I
feel like I have tried everything and I still can’t get [the student] to learn in my class...I wonder
if it is me or if it is their [student’s] fault...or maybe they are just lazy...I wish [ knew.” Michael

remembered that a few of his students, “have made him feel stupid, like he was the one with the
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problem.” When it came to talking about why certain students were non-responsive to teachers’

methods, the teachers without training tended, after many attempted efforts to help struggling

students, to assign blame or find fault with the student and not with themselves.

Carolyn recounted what I felt was a very self-assured attitude in terms of her ability to deal with

inclusion students in her class. She describes her experience and knowledge:
Computers is [sic] a little easier because kids are interested in computers, it’s fun, and it
can be a carrot for them, if you know what I mean. I adjusted according to my students.
If one was ADHD, I brought him to sit close to me. And I’d give him a time out, we
would go out in the hall together and I’d say, take a run down the hall and come back.
Take another run down the hall. And here, here’s our signal [she raises her index finger
in the air and points to the door]. When you have to get up and run, give me the signal.
And he would. So you know, we did those things, I moved them closer, I would shorten
the assignment, I would send like, one of my students, we had a deal worked out with the
teacher, send him on an errand. And it breaks up that study time. Breaks it up. And
those are the things [I] did, the kinds of things.

Above all, Carolyn said that when it came to inclusion, it was most important to keep “their

focus” in class, and to be “understanding, sensitive, helpful, and patient” whenever one could.
Maria presented a different perspective when she switched out of her role as a teacher

and spoke of her experience as a parent of a child with Attention Deficit Disorder who received

no accommodations in his Catholic high school. As to why this happened, Maria said:
They’re [Catholic teachers] not well prepared. Maybe they’re missing more subjects on

how to accommodate these students with all these problems? And you don’t have to get
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deep into it. Your experience helps you. But what you can learn as you’re becoming a
teacher...these subjects are extremely important. And I don’t know in the past how many
of these teachers had all these subjects that spoke about inclusion.
Maria points to the lack of technical training as a reason why her son struggled in Catholic
school.
Support and Acceptance of Inclusion
Structure and Program Support but Few Resources
Dr. Johnson, the former school principal, stated that there were a series of events leading
up to the creation and structuring of the inclusion program at St. Mary’s. She said:
In part, I got the idea to start the inclusion program after I finished my dissertation about
the guidance program I started at the school...I wanted to do it for a while. Then we had
a current student who was diagnosed with a terminal illness...I had two teachers with
Special Ed experience, so the time was right. Also, there had been mention over the
years that schools needed to be inclusive, you know how things go in cycles, but as
enrollment [in Catholic schools] started declining...that’s when talk, about 2001, really
started. [It was] about other ways we could attract new families. And it fit perfectly with
the mission of Catholic schools.
When asked whether the idea of increasing enrollment factored into the creation of St.
Mary’s new mission, Dr. Johnson said “of course it’s a factor, it is with every Catholic school
principal...but for us [St. Mary’s] the impetus was not that. It was mostly born out of our own

need to serve the children we already had at the school.”
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When I asked Dr. Johnson what she thought was the biggest challenge in creating the
inclusion program at St. Mary’s School, she said that it was the fact that she had several teachers
who had been at the school for a long time, and for them, the inclusion program meant there
would be a lot of changes. She said:

It wasn’t as if all of a sudden we had a number of students that we were accepting with

learning disabilities...[we’ve] had academically challenged students at [St. Mary’s] for as

long as there have been students. Teachers do not like change...I experienced their
resistance to changes when I started the guidance program here. I think this was the same
situation with the introduction of inclusion...[we] were asking teachers to do more than
just help students in any way they felt was needed...[we] asked them in a very specific,
documented way to recognize a child’s challenge and to specifically design an academic
plan for them with help from trained individuals.
During Dr. Johnson’s interview, the theme of change and people not liking change came up
several times. After several decades working in Catholic schools, Dr. Johnson felt certain that
since the idea of change was so daunting to teachers because, given their chosen profession,
teachers like working within a specific structure and routine of predictability. Therefore, in order
for the idea of inclusion and a “new way of thinking about students’ needs” would have to be
coaxed from teachers’ faith: the fact that Catholic teachers are centered and inspired by their
Catholic faith would be the most powerful way to “help them adjust to a new way of thinking
and teaching.”
Dr. Johnson spoke passionately about her role in leading and inspiring the faculty to

“teach as Jesus did” and help foster the acceptance of the inclusion program. She said:
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Considering the fact that the teachers had experienced working with and knowing Jane
[terminally ill kindergarten student] who needed a lot of different instruction in order to
access [the curriculum], it was easy to link the idea of inclusion to the community’s
experience with Jane [and] I felt this was a powerful way to make everyone understand
why inclusion was the direction the school needed to move in. [Inclusion] was what
being a Christ-centered education was meant to be, in my opinion.

Dr. Johnson’s belief in the Catholic mission to teach all children and her Catholic faith
was evident and palpable when speaking about the need she felt there was not only in starting an
inclusion program at St. Mary’s but taking time to develop and cultivate teachers’ support of it.
Dr. Johnson stated:

Of course, as the boss, a principal can order teachers to do almost anything, but it is a
leader’s job to nurture understanding, and empower those around you to want to work in certain
ways...I wanted the teachers to want inclusion and feel that it was the right thing to do. [I] just
open the door for them. That’s my job as a servant leader...[to] inspire others to want change,
not change things for them.

Mr. Brown changed the procedures for inclusive education at St. Mary’s when he first
became principal. At that time, the Archdiocesan Support Team Education Plan/Minor
Adjustment Plan (STEP/MAP) procedure for including children with disabilities in Los Angeles
Catholic schools was not being used however inclusive education strategies were already at work
in the classroom. Mr. Brown says he “worked hard to formalize the presence of the STEP/MAP
procedure”. He said he felt it “was the best way” to service inclusion students, even though there

is a lot of “paperwork.” He explained:
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Basically, if you have a problem with a student you go to that teacher and then they’ll

give you, ok try this first, here’s the format, here’s the paperwork, start documenting and

I’ll make the file in the STEP box. And then, they kind of walk through that process

together...I would go in and give other strategies to the curriculum instructor...[the goal

is teachers] don’t have necessarily to do two strategies, one for this child and one for the
rest of the class...but one that encompasses everybody. The idea of inclusion [is] to not
have to pull anyone out, and lose curricular time.

Throughout my interview with Mr. Brown, it was evident that he believed the
STEP/MAP process was the “best fit for everyone...students and teachers” when it came to
successful Catholic school inclusion. Although he recalled spending a great deal of time initially
integrating the STEP/MAP program with the existing inclusion procedures on the teacher level at
St. Mary’s School, he felt it was worth all of the effort. He said, “STEP/MAP creates a list of
things for teachers to do...it gives them a roadmap.” Mr. Brown, who was emphatic about a
principal’s role in providing teachers with various classroom support, feels like inclusive
education is “natural and right” for Catholic schools.

Rosemary recalled that it was the former principal who connected Catholic Social
Teaching and the United States Council of Catholic Bishops’ inclusive education message to
inclusive practices at St. Mary’s. Nevertheless, after several years of teaching for inclusion,
Rosemary does not feel that there is much in place to support Catholic teachers in their efforts to
include children with special needs in the classroom. Aside from a will to do “what is right,”
Rosemary feels teachers are left with little support on site. “Yeah...I just have to read on my

own, you know, I have to go...I go and get books and I read about it and I try to find techniques
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of what to do to help them. Ultimately, when a student has a challenge, Rosemary said it is up to
individual teachers to seek help and research more effective classroom strategies.

Carolyn described her teaching experience at St. Mary’s as “hands-oft” especially as it
related to inclusion students and their academic accommodations. When asked to clarify this
statement, Carolyn said, “My classroom at that school, was very hands off in terms of the
teachers and the administrators went. A lot of times I didn’t know what was going on [with
inclusion students], unfortunately.” This statement was particularly interesting to me since it was
so frank, and because it was different that what I had heard from the other teachers I had
interviewed.

Participant educators also expressed that in order for inclusion to be possible, open
communication and transparency of the system facilitating inclusion would have to exist. Dr.
Johnson expanded on this point:

Teachers need structure to do their job...it is not enough to create a program or tell

people that things need to change. An effective leader inspires people to see what needs

to change and then provides the opportunity for change to happen in a predictable,
manageable way...it was like that for the inclusion [program]. We could talk about it as
much as we wanted but it wouldn’t happen until we decided how we would put inclusive
education in place...[we] had to formalize the system so we were all on the same page
about [how] to solve problems in the classroom.
Mr. Brown was candid and said that based on his experience as a teacher of inclusion students,
there “has to be something solid in place that teachers understand ...[because] the detailed work

is basically the teachers’ brainstorming and figuring out what is going to work [for students with
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special needs]. And that’s the hard part.”

Both administrators expressed how important they felt it was to support teachers and to
give them a solid framework in which to work. Curiously, while both administrators could name
the specifics of how inclusion worked at the school, few teachers could.

Specifically, teachers had different understandings of how to go about getting help for a
child once he/she was indentified: Some thought there was an inclusion coordinator, some
thought Mr. Brown was in charge of all inclusion matters, and others admitted to going “straight
to our public school guy for the answers.”

In two cases, teachers only vaguely remembered their inclusion in-service training at St.
Mary’s, and could not tell me the details of how to refer a child to the STEP/MAP program if
he/she thought a child needed help. I was surprised also when Carolyn told me that they never
really have any meetings about inclusion students, or that it was hard to know which kids had
STEP/MAP plans. Carolyn said that she felt all of the preliminary discussions about
STEP/MAP, “were loose discussions, brought up during faculty meetings. But I’m trying to
think about how I got that [STEP] paperwork, if those were given...I think those were given out
to us at some point. And we had those [STEP files for students] available to us.”

Although it was evident throughout her interview that Maria believed in inclusive
education at St. Mary’s, she said little about how inclusion actually works in the school. A great
deal of work, conscious thought, strong leadership and preparation, and expertise was put into
implementing and sustaining inclusive education at St. Mary’s. Nevertheless, the issue of
limited resources or the inability to admit all children with disabilities is, as Paul states, “not

because we don’t want to have certain kids here or we are prejudiced, or we hate change...the
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problem with Catholic education is that there are significant limitations.”

Mr. Brown too mentioned the limitations suffered by Catholic schools, which he outlined
specifically as, “lack of funding, which obviously affects St. Mary’s ability to hire support staff
and faculty with specialized training, is one of the key causes of this. Dr. Johnson expanded this
point when she stated, “until [Catholic] schools have access to a surplus of tuition funds or
government funding [for special education] it is hard to see where the money to support
accepting all children with need at [St. Mary’s].

Despite the fact that participants spoke often about inclusion being “the Catholic thing to
do,” only one teacher and one administrator named or linked Catholic teachings and directives to
that thought. Similarly, absent from these interviews were any mention of Catholic Social
Teachings, Bishops’ directives to be more inclusive, or knowledge of archdiocesan support for
schools to be more inclusive.

Although four of the participants mentioned they believed it could be very beneficial for
them and the inclusive mission of Catholic school on the whole to have more archdiocesan
support for teachers and schools, Mr. Brown expressed that support is lacking. He said:

I’11 be honest with you. [Archdiocesan support for inclusion] is basically one person out

there giving me support. And principal [sic] meetings, there’s no talk about it. There’s

nothing out there on the radar from the Archdiocese. But that’s fine. Because if I need
support I know the one person I can go to.
Still, almost all of the participants agreed that without, “proper support from the top
[Archdiocese] and here [St. Mary’s],” inclusion would not develop into what it could potentially

be for a diverse group of students.
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Parental Support for Inclusion
Both administrators and teachers voiced their opinion that parent involvement impacted
how successful inclusion was for a student. When asked questions relating to fostering
acceptance of inclusion, teachers and administrators spoke about parents being an important part
of a teachers’ support system in relation to making the day-to-day “work so much better.”
Elizabeth explained that teachers can be expertly trained in inclusion, and yet, if the
parental support is not there, “everything you’ve worked on all day with a child is undone at
home...and the next day you feel like you have to start all over again to get them on the right
learning track again.” Paul said:
Sometimes I get frustrated at students where the parents will not sit down and work with
the children at all. So the parents expect that, you do as much as you can, but it has to be
a two-way street. It really has to be the parents working with their children, the same
way with the teachers, you know, constantly meetings with the teachers so that we’re all
on the same page. But sometimes we have students here where the parents are not
actually involved. And it’s very difficult to work that way because we do our part but the
other part is not working, so...I’m sure the children would be even more successful if
they had the help at home.
From this statement, it is clear that teachers believe that parental support of the
teacher/school/inclusion relationship is vital.
More than halfway through the focus group interview when I followed Caitlin’s lead
and asked a question about parents’ role in inclusion, the group collectively engaged more in the

conversation. The discussion began revolving around how strongly teachers felt about “the
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parent piece” or parent involvement the inclusion program. Teachers spoke about believing how

positive parental support of their inclusive plans played a large part in a child’s classroom

success in the classroom. Henry said he thought:
The most important thing [for successful inclusion] has been parents. If parents are on
board you see success. If they’re not, if they’re dragging their feet, you can guarantee the
kid’s not going to succeed [and] for the most part I think we’ve had really good parents...
when mom and dad were on board, there’s really neat success when I see that. I've
started to see it with Jane this year. I was talking to Dr. Drew about three weeks ago, we
had about a two-minute talk in the hall and I go, she finally got a B minus on a test! I
mean, you know, never in her wildest dreams did...I don’t think anyone thought that she
could [do well].

Michael, Jennifer, and Felicity added that without parental support at home to follow-through

with homework assignments, inclusion students, “do not fully benefit from all [St. Mary’s] has to

offer.” Michael had one of the strongest point to make about parental involvement and support of

the inclusion program:
I think too in general, the parental support is the biggest variable in the school, the thing
that we have the least control over and everything else during the school day, as a teacher
you have a significant amount of control. So that is I think your biggest variable and
actually here [at St. Mary’s] it’s quite, you know, easy to have that parental input and
support. So we’ve been very lucky I think.

The teachers’ concern and need, both personally and professionally, to help St. Mary’s inclusion

students was heartfelt and palpable at times as I witnessed how they bounced ideas and
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experiences off of one another. All of this discussion had strong purpose; together, the teachers
where trying to decode “what works to make students change.” In this slight shift, the focus was
on the power that parents have as the primary educators of their children, something the Catholic
Church definitely promotes. Henry spoke again about parents’ role in successful inclusion:

Dr. Drew talked to me, this year, saying how [an inclusion student’s] mom was different.

And somehow over the summer, I don’t know what happened to her but she had an

epiphany, evidently, and she was, instead of demanding so much for her daughter, now

she was making accommodations. She was trying to help the daughter. So I think she

was like us in some ways, you know, we’re used to a certain way, and then someone tries

to change your technique or your style and she was a little bit more resistant. But that

was kind of a big break for me. I noticed a whole different attitude from the girl.

Expectation of Findings

When I first began my research, I truly believed I had little to no predetermined
assumptions. It was not until I conducted the first two interviews that I realized why I felt like I
was asking the wrong questions: I was not getting the answers from teachers that I had expected.
After completing the literature review, I assumed that what I would find would be related
strongly to ableism and a deficit-model Catholic school.

Contrarily, I found that while ableistic tendencies existed at the school, it was not at the
core of the resistance I experienced from teachers when I was at St. Mary’s. Teaching training
specific to special education as well as an inconsistency in delivering information and/or support

to teachers was more to blame. Significant also were teachers’ lack of teaching strategies and
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knowing what to do when interventions did not work. All of these points contributed to
teachers’ feelings that inclusion was “too difficult” to achieve at St. Mary’s.

Culminating Summary and Introduction of Remaining Key Discussion Points

During the course of this research, four main themes revealed themselves to be the most
pronounced and distinct: Inclusion is “Catholic Thing to Do”’; Inclusion as “Other” Education;
Support and Acceptance of Inclusion; Quality Technical Teacher Training.

I recontextualized this study by describing certain key aspects of St. Mary’s and its
inclusive setting, explaining how access to the research site was secured, and detailing my
relationship with the school and with its new principal. To learn about teachers’ beliefs,
perceptions, and experiences of disability and inclusive education in one Catholic Elementary
School in California, I told the inclusion stories of five teachers and two administrators, as well
as recounted the collective opinions and experiences of eleven focus group members. In an
effort to increase the validity of my research, I included my own relationship with and feelings
about participants when telling their stories, as well as described how their initial response to
participate in the study affected moving forward with my research.

Using participants’ words, I presented each theme sequentially along with its relative
sub-theme, giving equal emphasis to each: all themes together speak to answer the research
questions. The final section includes a description of what my bias was before conducting my
research and how the data collection process brought forth unexpected results.

Chapter Five will provide a synthesis of the findings and will answer the research

questions of this study.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS OF FINDINGS
Summary of the Study
Whoever receives one child such as this in my name receives me.
Matthew 18:5

Catholic schools in the United States have a history of being socially-just institutions that
powerfully educate those students who suffer from a variety of social injustices, such as poverty,
segregation, and racism (Bryk et al., 1993). In his 2008 address to Catholic educators at the
Catholic University of America, Pope Benedict X VI said that, “no child should be denied his or
her right to an education in faith, which in turn nurtures the soul of a nation.” That, together with
inclusive directives from the United States Council of Catholic Bishops for Catholic schools to
follow Catholic Social Teaching, as well as attention drawn to students with disabilities by
federal public school initiatives such as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB), and the
reauthorization of Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), led the Archdiocese of
Los Angeles to refocus its schools’ mission to “Teach as Jesus Would” and be socially-just
institutions that teach for inclusion. Inherent in this mission to teach for inclusion is a call to
Catholic educators to design curriculum specifically for children with varying ranges of ability
that would like to receive a Catholic education in a Christ-centered environment.

The purpose of this case study was to ascertain and understand teachers’ beliefs,
perceptions, and experiences of disability and inclusive education in one Catholic Elementary
School in California that has an inclusive mission, and to uncover what these educators feel are

the best ways to foster acceptance of inclusion in the school. This chapter analyzes the case
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study research findings as they relate to the research questions proposed at the very beginning of
this dissertation.

After restating the research questions, I discuss the significance of my findings and
organize my analysis around the four themes that were introduced in chapter four. Next, I report
the implications of my findings and conclude this chapter with recommendations for practice and
future research.

Restatement of Research Questions

The research questions that guided this case study were based on a review of the related
and relevant literature on disability studies and ableism in schools and teachers’ perceptions and
resistance to teaching disabled students in general education classrooms. In addition, the
research questions were informed by my own professional experience as a teacher, inclusion
director, and administrator of Catholic schools in Los Angeles.

St. Mary’s School is one of the few elementary schools in the Archdiocese of Los
Angeles that both promotes their inclusive mission and has had a growing inclusion program
since 2006. The research questions guiding this study were:

1. What are St. Mary’s teachers’ beliefs, experiences, and perceptions about

disability and inclusive education?

2. What do St. Mary’s teachers and administrators think are the best ways to foster
acceptance of inclusive education in the school?

Significance of Findings
Although numerous studies have been conducted about inclusive education in public

schools, little is known about Catholic teachers’ views, beliefs, and experiences of inclusion in
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Catholic schools, or what Catholic teachers and administrators believe helps foster the inclusion
of students with disabilities in these private school settings. In an attempt to explore what
Catholic teachers and administrators are experiencing with inclusion, this case study used the
voices of eighteen teachers and two administrators, and school documents to collect data related
to views, beliefs, and experiences of teaching inclusion in one Catholic Elementary School.

After all of the data was analyzed, one fact became clear: Although inclusive education in
Catholic schools is challenging because of its limited scope, the gap between the Catholic
Church’s policies about inclusion and how Catholic inclusion is operationalized in its schools is
more the core of the issue.

During the course of this research, four main themes emerged after data was collected,
and after key relationships, patterns, trends, and expected and unexpected results were analyzed
and explored. The four themes that emerged from the data were as follows: 1) Inclusion and
Catholic Faith; 2) Inclusion as “Other” Education; 3) Quality Technical Teacher Training; and 4)
Support and Acceptance of Inclusion.

Teachers revealed that despite being enthusiastic and embracing inclusion, there were
real challenges about having enough time or “hands in the classroom” to work with inclusion
students under the current structure of the school. Teachers and administrators did feel that
being Catholic held them to a higher standard when it came to accepting and wanting to teach
students with learning challenges. However, even though teachers expressed that they felt tied to
the Catholic mission of “Teaching as Jesus Would,” they spoke about how the realities of how
St. Mary’s is structured and staffed on a day-to-day basis are a challenge, especially if an

inclusion student has more than a mild or minor disability.
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Teachers often mentioned that while inclusion students belonged at St. Mary’s, it was
“more work” or “created more work” for teachers because of the extra or individualized
instruction or behavior modification they needed in order to meet grade-level expectation. In
this regard, teachers’ resistance to inclusion was overt but it was seen in relation to teachers
having little quality special education training.

Teachers self-identified that they were practicing and devoted Catholics and believed
they were really helping students with special needs, but, as seen in the many ways they helped
inclusion students and talked about what was needed to make them successful in the classroom,
they were unaware of what really can be done to help students with special needs.

On the subject of support to make inclusion a successful part of St. Mary’s mission,
teachers spoke of needing extra support from students, other teachers, administrators, the
Archdiocese, and parents. Additionally, teachers spoke of needing more institutional guidelines
that set out what to do when they suspect a student needs more support.

Research Question One: What are St. Mary’s School Teachers’ Beliefs, Experiences, and
Perceptions about Disability and Inclusive Education?

While there was no doubt that teachers believed strongly that inclusion fit well with the
Catholic mission of the school and Catholic teachings, generally they believed that the full
inclusion of some students was challenging and in some cases not possible.

Inclusion and Catholic Faith

Interview and focus group participants reported they felt their faith and being Catholic

held them to a higher standard when it came to accepting and wanting to teach students with

learning disabilities. Participants and documents both revealed that being inclusive is part of
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what it means to be Catholic. Although participants defined inclusion differently as it pertained
to learners in the classroom, there was a clear understanding and feeling from participants that all
children should be included “whenever possible.”

Participants spoke openly about feeling that teaching inclusion students was a part of
what being Catholic meant for them as educators. Participants believed in Catholic inclusion for
several reasons, but the most outstanding reason stemmed from teachers’ belief that they were
called to teach as Jesus taught, and that their Catholic faith grounded them in the face of feelings
of failure when teaching inclusion students.

Participants also believed that including as many different types of learners in their
general education classrooms was a part of their Catholic faith, and a natural extension of that
belief is that all children wanting a Catholic education should be able to have one. These
Catholic teachers expressed that they wanted to help children succeed and tried various methods
to get them to achieve their goals, even though it was challenging and frustrating at times.

Few participants had knowledge of Papal, Catholic Social Teaching, and the United
States Catholic Council of Bishops (USCCB) pronouncements to include all learners in their
classrooms. Despite this fact, it was evident that the message of inclusion had been funneling
down to them through their years of experience attending Catholic schools as students and going
to mass. Many participants clearly expressed social justice awareness regarding children with
disabilities, and felt that as Catholic teachers, it was their calling to, as Maria said, “reach out to
everybody...to all of God’s children who have a right to the life they want.”

Documents related to Pope Benedict X VI speeches, Catholic Church teachings, and the

USCCB revealed that there is a direct line drawn from what the Church teaches and what
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Catholic schools should be teaching. Among these teachings there is an overt, ongoing message
to Catholic schools to teach as Jesus would teach, inclusively, to all that are willing to learn and
follow His way and to be “an expression of the mission entrusted by Jesus to the Church he
founded” (NCCB, 1973, p. 3). Catholic schools are called to be liberating systems in which
community is equalized, human dignity is restored, and “mutual respect and acceptance” is
nurtured and promoted (Second Vatican Council, 1965, p. 1).

While authoritative Catholic Church documents instruct all educators to include all
diverse learners, regardless of their race, ethnicity, gender, and ability (Second Vatican Council,
1965) and that Catholic schools are institutions of the Church that are called to faithfully respond
to the Church’s mission (Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993), documents at a local level were less
broad in their definition of inclusion and special education in Catholic schools. Documents from
the Archdiocese of Los Angeles and St. Mary’s School related to inclusive education revealed
that while they are called to instruct students inclusively, there is a distinct line drawn defining
who can be reasonably accommodated to receive a Catholic education. At the local school level,
documents outline that schools strive whenever possible to educate children with varying ability,
accepting children who need “minor adjustments” (Archdiocese of Los Angeles, pp. xiv-3) only,
or until they can no longer meet a child developmentally where they need to be met. An analysis
of historical and authoritative documents from the Catholic Church, the Archdiocese of Los
Angeles, and St. Mary’s Schools’ documents on inclusion revealed that inclusion is only meant
for some, and that there were definite types of students with special needs who could not be
served by Catholic schools.

The definition of inclusion for Catholic students accepted in Catholic elementary
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schools—special education students needing only minor adjustments—reveals the extent to
which the Archdiocese of Los Angeles and St. Mary’s School is operating with a quasi-deficit
model in place, often defining students with special needs in relation to typical learners who have
standardized, core objectives and benchmarks they need to meet in similar ways in order to
graduate (Hehir, 2002). Although this does not negate the socially just intention of the
Archdiocese of Los Angeles to move toward more consciously including all learners, it does
water it down considerably.

Instead of being a system of schools that routinely, openly, and effectively embraces all
learners with special needs, who by right of human dignity are entitled to be educated in Catholic
school (Second Vatican Council, 1965), archdiocesan policies limit the type of children with
disabilities that they are willing to accept because they decide to admit only those children with
minor disabilities who can reasonably be accommodated. While this is definitely a progressive
effort to become more inclusive, it does not fully realize the intent of Catholic Social Teaching,
and does not go all the way in declaring that Catholic schools will include all learners.

Time, Fairness, and Equality

Participants felt strongly that inclusive education was a matter of social justice because it
was their mission to teach for diversity, and that children learn more in diverse settings where
children are treated fairly and equally.

Some participants reported that they believed it would not be fair to turn students away
from the school just because of their disability, but that it was hard sometimes to find the balance
between what was fair and what was equal. Participants responded and recognized that equality

in the classroom was an important part of living and demonstrating social justice to the students,
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yet they referred to the time it took to instruct inclusion students as being unfair to students who
needed less of their attention, or as Mr. Brown expressed, “[St. Mary’s] doesn’t have the
resources [to teach all children] and it wouldn’t be fair for any of the kids, or the rest of the
kids.”

Associating inclusion students with extra work, or different work, or as needing more
time to instruct them rather than seeing differentiated teaching as a benefit to all students, also
reveals that there is a binary educational environment active at St. Mary’s School (Hehir, 2002).

Participants expressed they perceived some inclusion students as taking too much time
away from their general education students. They stated that this perception was influenced
negatively by the increased amount of time it took to instruct, test, and prepare special
documents for inclusion students, so that they could have full access to the program. Participants
also discussed that lack of resources in the form of extra help and expertise in their classrooms
further complicated their ability to successful include all learners in the classroom, and took
away time from other students.

The issue of inclusion students taking time away from general education students many
times coincided with a discussion about fairness and equality. Teachers said they felt it was
unfair to general education students and/or created imbalance when teachers had to re-teach
concepts or slow down instruction for inclusion students. Again, teachers said they believed
unequal instructional time or the repeated redirection of inclusion students contributed to their
feelings that inclusion negatively impacted the general education learners in their classrooms.

Michalko (2008) states that mainstream inclusion often presents itself in the classroom as

“trouble,” because teachers experience inclusion as taking away from other students, even
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though they are committed to trying to teach everyone equally. Stating that inclusion takes too
much time and is unfair to general education learners is a way for teachers to justify their ableist
beliefs because it does not take into account the fact that students with disabilities require special
teaching strategies and should not be taught in comparison to their classmates, but rather
alongside with them.

Generally, St. Mary’s teachers’ positive attitudes, understanding, and willingness to
accommodate students were stronger if a student had an academic and/or cognitive challenge
rather than a behavioral one. Yanito et al. (1987) posit that teachers’ positive perceptions of
inclusion not only vary depending on the amount of time teachers need to spend with them, but
also, teachers’ positive feelings towards inclusion depended strongly on whether or not or the
frequency by which a student’s challenge in the classroom interrupted or increased the amount of
instruction.

Hehir (2005) notes that the problem with mainstream inclusion is that despite teachers
feeling empathy for their students with challenges, disability in the classroom is still experienced
by teachers as needing students to be the “same” rather than as accepting “different” or “diverse”
as the norm.

Participants felt that if they could somehow decode a student’s learning challenge they
could be more successful with inclusion at St. Mary’s School. Teachers influenced by ableistic
beliefs often say including disabled students in the classroom disrupts the “normal” pattern for
other students, making them feel that if they just “find the right technologies... the problem

[disability] w[ould] be solved” (Michalko, 2008, p. 402).
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Arnesen, Allen and Simonsen (2009) note that, “inclusion may be understood not just as
adding on to existing structures, but as a process of transforming societies, communities and
institutions such as schools to become diversity-sensitive” (p. 46). This is the challenge that St.
Mary’s School faces if the inclusion program will live up to its name.

Inclusion as “Other”: Catholic School is Only for Some Students

When I first began asking teachers and administrators questions about inclusion at St.
Mary’s School, I expected to find ample, overt evidence in their stories that ableism existed. I
expected this because over the years of working at St. Mary’s and with children with disabilities,
I have experienced teachers talking negatively about their inclusion students as well as resisting
to learn more about inclusion while continuing to fail students on tests and assignments instead
of giving them accommodations. Although on the surface teachers were speaking openly and
genuinely in expressing how “inclusion should work™ at St. Mary’s, many were frustrated about
not knowing how to help some students.

A close reading of how participants expressed their frustration when referring to their
students revealed that when teachers identified inclusion students by their labels, or as “those
students” or “other”, they saw them as different, and were unconsciously comparing them to
their general education students. When many participants spoke about challenging or frustrating
experiences in their classrooms with inclusion students, they referred to them using their
disability label rather than by name, such as “the ADD kid”.

Black-Hawkins, Florian and Rouse (2007) argue that, at the school level, labeling or

categorization of students in terms of their disability tends to happen when the difficulties of the
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students exceed the capacity of the school to respond. Such labeling, which sees a child’s
difficulties as a medical problems, reduces the school’s sense of responsibility.

Disability studies (DS) also challenges the idea of normal and able, and Reid & Knight
(2006) warn against labeling or “othering” students with challenges since it frames them
automatically as outside of the ideal, or not belonging to a group. The Disability Studies’
perspective recognizes disability not as difference but as “another interesting way to be alive”
(Smith et al., 2009) and sees individual support as the norm for all learners in classrooms rather
than as a special accommodation to help inclusion students be more like the majority of students
in a class. At St. Mary’s School, academic support on an individual basis was not the norm and
academic inclusion plans and/or accommodations made for inclusion students strictly followed
the general education plans of “normal” students in the class. Rather than constructing unique
questions or methods for instructing inclusion students that better suited their ability to access the
curriculum, teachers simply reduced the number of questions inclusion students needed to
answer for homework, or reduced the number of questions for tests, or gave inclusion students
extended time for homework and tests.
Quality Technical Teacher Training

Teachers stated that at times they felt frustrated when their students consistently fell
behind academically since they knew they lack specialized training/knowledge of how to help
individual students. Participants often discussed their passion to help inclusion students at the
school succeed despite their lack of special education training. The essence of participants’
feelings in regard to Catholic teacher training and Catholic inclusion is that with inclusion brings

an increased need for high quality teachers equipped to meet the needs of all learners. This fact,
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as Dr. Johnson stated, “becomes evident when you want to provide not only equal opportunities
for all, but also Catholic education that promotes an inclusive society.”

Ballard (2003) says that inclusive education is concerned with issues of social justice, and
teachers need to know how to create classrooms that foster respect, fairness, and equity. Often,
when a teacher does not have the technical training necessary to tackle the challenge that
inclusion brings to the general education classroom, resistance toward inclusion is created.
Ballard (2003) also states that in order to facilitate inclusion in schools, teachers need to
understand “the historical, socio-cultural and ideological contexts that create discriminatory and
oppressive practices in education” (p. 59).

Sanders and Horn (1998) state that the quality of a teacher’s education and their
experiences contribute more to a child’s achievement in the classroom than any other factor,
including class size, class composition, or background. Even though participants expressed that
they felt tied to the Catholic mission of teaching as Jesus would, they spoke about how the
realities or day-to-day logistics are tough to manage and at times impinge upon their believe that
full inclusion is possible.

Teachers at St. Mary’s School admitted that they felt they had the power and influence
necessary to “change a child’s experience in the classroom” and yet, few to none of the
participants had training specific to either inclusion or special education. Despite feeling the
pressure and the desire to include all learners in their general education classroom, teachers
reported directly and indirectly that when it came to certain students with disabilities, they did

not feel qualified to either judge whether accommodations were working for students, or to
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construct and deliver learning challenge-specific methods to meet children where they need to be
met.

According to Hamre and Oyler (2004) teachers’ resistance toward inclusion and students
with disabilities is created when there is a the lack of exposure to the disabled inside and outside
of schools, and there is a lack of proper special education training for teachers to adequately
understand and serve students’ needs in the classroom. Participants reported that often they felt
frustrated when dealing with inclusion students in the classroom because they either did not
know why their instruction was ineffective or when they felt a student’s needs were beyond their
expertise.

Teachers play a vital role in delivering appropriate and quality education to students since
they are in charge of assessing, guiding, and instructing a child on a daily basis. In fact, the
quality of the teacher does more to contribute a child’s achievement than class size, technology,
and background (Bailleul, P., Bataille, A., Langlois, C., Lanoe, P. and Mazereau, P., 2008;
Sanders & Horn, 1998). McKinsey and Company (2007) say, “the quality of an education
system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers’ education” (p.13) which drives home the notion
that without thorough and specific training, teachers are less effective in moving students toward
their goals.

Feelings of frustration among teachers of special education learners are noted in literature
related to teachers and resistance. Resistance and frustration for a teacher with inclusion
students in the classroom is created when technical teacher training is lacking before a teacher
experiences challenges on the job (Hamre & Oyler, 2004; Jordan et. al., 2009; Villa & Thousand,

2001).
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Underlying the process of inclusion in all schools is the assumption that a general
education classroom teacher has certain teaching techniques, knowledge and understanding
about the needs of different learners, and curriculum strategies. Florian and Rouse (2009) state,
“The task of initial teacher education is to prepare people to enter a profession which accepts
individual and collective responsibility for improving the learning and participation of all
children” (p. 596).

What I first noticed about the teachers at St. Mary’s when reviewing their backgrounds
and educational training was that few had personal experiences with people with disabilities and
even fewer of them had had exposure or training in special education. In addition, the
instructional structure of the school included neither paraeducators in the classroom nor had in
place a co-teaching model that is considered customary practice in inclusive education and/or
mainstreaming school models (Engelbrecht, Oswald, & Forlin, 2006; Idol, 2006; Villa &
Thousand, 2000).

Despite the fact that St. Mary’s teachers and administrators had attained a high level of
training and experience, they do not have the special education or credentialing background
necessary to teach fully inclusive classes.

In general, St. Mary’s teachers were open to having students with learning challenges in
their classrooms. Many of them referenced their Catholic upbringings and Catholic schooling
when answering questions about reasons why they felt inclusion was a “good fit” with St. Mary’s
School. Participants reported they believed that inclusive education connected strongly with St.

Mary’s Catholic mission and philosophy to educate the whole child, although some voiced the
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opinion, as Henry said, “it would be easier sometimes to not be so inclusive” because,
“[teachers] run out of things to think of for [inclusion] students.”

Literature related to teacher preparation, resistance, and Disability Studies notes that
teacher resistance comes in many forms, some overt and some covert. What I found at St.
Mary’s was what I consider covert resistance. Teachers’ resistance to inclusion was soft or veiled
rather than being overt, and it was related to having little technical special education training or
exposure to students with disabilities.

In general, participants had different levels of understandings about how inclusion works
in the classroom and in the school, and what actually was considered an accommodation for
students. Participants reported that they did many things to service inclusion students, and listed
the following ways of helping them succeed and delivering inclusive instruction; extra time on
tests, reduced questions on tests and homework, take-home tests instead of in-class tests,
encouraging them to try harder, communicating with parents to monitor homework and set-up a
homework schedule, having a student tutored afterschool or delivering extra instruction to them
after school, having classroom volunteers such as parents or graduate students retest or re-teach
curriculum to students.

While teachers believed they were really helping students with special needs, they were
unaware of what really can be done to help them, such as differentiated instruction for inclusion,
response to intervention techniques (RTI), or positive behavior plans, and this appeared to be the
root of their soft resistance to inclusion despite their willingness to help inclusion students.
Moreover, several of the participants indicated that when they had real questions about inclusion,

they asked the private school consultant for help, or told the principal they thought a student
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needed to be referred for testing and evaluation at a public school. This also was an indication

that teachers knew that in some instances of inclusion they were not qualified or prepared to deal

with students’ challenges.

Research Question Two: What Do St. Mary’s Teachers and Administrators Think Are the
Best Ways to Foster Acceptance of Inclusive Education in the School?

Teacher participants believed having more technical and teaching resources available in
the classroom would help facilitate and promote successful inclusion. Administrators felt that in
order to foster acceptance of inclusion the school needed additional resources so as to meet each
child where they needed to be met more successfully.

Although only one teacher expressed the need for greater Archdiocesan involvement and
support for inclusion, both administrators commented that greater technical, financial, and
teacher training support from the Archdiocese was needed in order to foster the acceptance of
Catholic school inclusion on the school level.

Dr. Johnson stated, “full inclusion will never happen [in Catholic schools] until the
Archdiocese moves in the direction of including all learners and not just those who have minor
disabilities...because that limits what the school can provide children” (Interview).

Participants also commented that greater support, compliance with academic plans for
inclusion students, and communication with parents was key in fostering acceptance of inclusion
at the school. Participants noted that when parents complied with homework requests, changed
their thinking about how their child needed to work, and positively supported teachers in their
efforts to make accommodations for inclusion students, it contributed to fostering acceptance of

inclusion at the school and improved student success in the general education classroom.
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Support and Acceptance of Inclusion: Few Resources and Guidelines

St. Mary’s participants reported they needed additional positive support and compliance
from students, other teachers, administrators, the Archdiocese, and parents to foster acceptance
of inclusion and to make inclusion work for all students. Teachers also spoke of needing more
communication from administrators and/or institutional (school and the Archdiocese) guidelines
setting out what to do when they suspect a student needs more support, or help with identifying
students with need in the classroom. Participants also reported a greater need for resources,
particularly in the form of additional classroom support (classroom aide or paraeducator), teacher
training, and increased funding to make full inclusion a reality.

Many topics, themes and common experiences emerged during the analysis of the data,
but one of the clearest points was in the area of parental support for inclusion. Participants said
that when parents of inclusion students were made aware of what his/her child’s classroom needs
were, and the inclusion plan a teacher had devised, the more successful a student became.

Participants stated that they noticed that when parents took specific recommendations for
students home and implemented them while their child did homework, students were more
consistently more successful in the classroom, on tests, and improved their grades overall.
Teachers reported that inclusion students also exhibited newly found classroom confidence when
their parents were involved in the inclusion plan and were aware that teachers and parents
reported to one another about a child’s progress on a consistent basis.

In general, participants described needing support to make inclusion work in terms of
physical classroom support. They also believed that help adapting teaching methods for

inclusion students factors heavily into the success of acceptance of inclusion from teachers and

190



other stakeholders. Dr. Johnson said that acceptance and the success of inclusion could not
happen without both “open communication with teachers about how to best instruct their
students and classroom support...mentor teachers that help teachers in the classroom when it is
needed.”

Overall, participants reported that inclusive education is definitely apart of the mission
and philosophy of St. Mary’s School and is evident throughout the school in all mainstream
classrooms. While participants are clear about their feelings that the school structure and
resources do not support full inclusion and not all children with disabilities can or should be
included in the school population, they do feel that inclusion of children who need only minor
accommodations are successfully included at the school. While participants believe that full
inclusion is what should be possible, in the current school structure there is neither the support
nor the training or expertise to do so. Lastly, participants felt and perceived that it was their job
to do as much as they can in order that their inclusion students access the curriculum, but there
was a definite limit to what they can provide for children with more than minor special needs.

Similarly, participants believed that in order to foster the acceptance of full inclusion at
the school, the entire school community needed to be involved and aware of the systematic
inclusion process. Participants revealed that when teachers, administrators, parents, and special
education experts coordinated their efforts and communicated frequently and succinctly,
inclusion students were more academically and socially successful in the Catholic school
environment.

Reynolds (2009) says that it is the knowledge, beliefs and values of the teacher that foster

the creation of effective learning environment for pupils, making the teacher a critical influence

191



in education for inclusion and the development of the inclusive school. Conversely, participants
felt that parents, the Archdiocese, and school administrators were the strongest and most
influential forces when it came to foster acceptance of inclusive education at St. Mary’s School.
Summary of Discussion

There is no doubt that St. Mary’s participants are compassionate, dedicated educators
committed to educating all children accepted into St. Mary’s School. In many instances,
participants have struggled to make inclusive education work, even when faced with challenges
such as little special education training and few resources. Nevertheless, inclusion at St. Mary’s
School can only be considered inclusion of some students with special needs rather than
inclusive Catholic education for all learners wanting to receive a Catholic education. The
reasons for this reality lie partially in the fact that ableistic beliefs influence St. Mary’s teachers
in the classroom, and also because St. Mary’s teachers, administrators, and the school lack of
special education knowledge and expertise, curricular, and trained personnel required to allow all
diverse learners to access the Catholic school curriculum.

Recommendations for Practice

This case study explored Catholic teachers’ views, beliefs, and experiences of inclusion
in one Catholic elementary school and what Catholic teachers and administrators believe helps
foster the inclusion of students with disabilities in one Catholic Elementary School in California.

This study is limited in scope and time and while it does not purport to represent all
Catholic teachers’ and administrators views on Catholic inclusion, it does present the views of
the Catholic teachers at St. Mary’s School who are trying to make inclusion work in the spirit of

what was intended to be a socially just education for all learners.
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Some aspects of what was discovered about teachers’ beliefs and experiences of inclusion

at St. Mary’s can be used limitedly to inform Catholic school policies and/or as a guide for other

administrators in similar school settings. Because there is little research in the area of teachers’

and administrators’ views of inclusion in Catholic schools, this study established data that may

be used as a basis for other Catholic inclusion initiatives or understanding of similar programs.

Based on the findings of this case study I offer the following recommendations for

practice:

1.

Catholic teachers need to be credentialed, and receive at least one year of specialized
training in special education. Catholic teacher training needs to be standardized and
regulated in order to meet the needs of inclusion and special education students already or
incoming to Catholic schools. This is because teachers need to have a range of
experience and tools before going into inclusive settings in order to promote their
acceptance of inclusion and willingness to continue to teach in Catholic schools.

Catholic schools should promote and train their teachers for social justice, diversity
because it benefits all children and all learners. Catholic schools need to provide their
teachers with exposure to children with disabilities because it will better prepare Catholic
teachers for inclusion in their general education classrooms and also help them gain
experience in understanding why it is important to teach for diversity. To this end,
Catholic schools should foster collaborative and alternative approaches to learning and
teaching, while simultaneously promoting and enhancing the school’s inclusive mission.
Teachers and administrators must be motivated and encouraged to be motivated by the

Archdiocese of Los Angeles for further and continuing education on issues related to
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differentiated instruction for diversity. It needs to be part of the learning agenda for all
teachers and administrators and cannot be a one-time effort when creating a new
program. Inclusion, community discussions about inclusion, and education for inclusion
has to be part of a growing curriculum in a school because it needs to be constantly re-
embraced and integrated into school life by teachers and school administrators. To
achieve this, promotions, salary increases, and other external motivations need to be put
into place.

Catholic school administrators along with the support of the Archdiocese of Los Angeles
should require that teachers use differentiated instruction techniques in the classroom
since it naturally includes more learners in the curriculum and helps more children gain
access to new concepts they need to learn in order to succeed academically. Similarly,
the Archdiocese of Los Angeles should provide Catholic schools with specific examples
of effective co-teaching models for effective inclusion as well as regularly evaluate
inclusion programs to ensure they are effectively educating special education students
with the same rigor as general education students.

Catholic administrators need to create opportunities for teachers to take ownership of the
inclusion programs they develop and work in. To facilitate this, Catholic administrators
need to provide ongoing special education in-services and inclusion training for their
faculty. In order for Catholic teachers to truly invest in inclusion, there must be more in
place than just telling them that inclusion is the mission of Catholic teachings. Teachers
need several and ongoing exposure to experiential in-services in order to embrace

inclusive education in their hearts as well as integrate it into their practice
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6. The Archdiocese of Los Angeles should continue its positive efforts and support in
awakening educators who both want and do not want to know about the moral, Catholic
call for inclusive schools as schools need to be made aware of their purpose for educating
all diverse learners. To do this, the Archdiocese needs to provide ongoing in-services in
special education and centralized, expert support and special education resources for
schools and their administrators.

7. Administrators of Catholic schools must clarify their vision for a school before becoming
all-inclusive. Administrators must understand that full inclusion is a tremendous, full-
system change that needs to be embraced for the right reasons and with the right training,
not just for the sake of increasing enrollment. The vision for inclusion must be clear and
must take into consideration all community members.

8. Catholic schools, in order to meet and comply with the suggestions from the field of
Disability Studies, should understand that teacher training for the inclusion of all students
is vital in all cases when teaching for diversity, that there is a philosophical and practical
component to mainstreaming for purposes social justice.

9. Professors teaching Disability Studies should focus some of their efforts on private and
Catholic educators, spreading awareness that disability is the norm, and that “ability” is a
relative, unattainable concept considering that human beings are unique by nature

Recommendations Future Research
As a result of this study, the following topics are suggested for further research in the

field of inclusive education in Catholic schools:
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1. Since Catholic philosophies figure prominently in all aspects of Catholic school
education, studies of learning centers and/or resource centers and/or inclusion programs
could be conducted in other private school settings to gauge their overall effectiveness.

2. Since private schools are not mandated by law to credential learning specialists, a pioneer
study could be conducted regarding the specific role of inclusive program directors in
private school settings.

3. A study could be conducted regarding parent education about inclusion and its impact on
how parents interact with teachers and the school when their child is struggling or is in
need of inclusive education.

4. A study of ableism in public and private schools could be conducted to assess how it
affects teachers’ acceptance of children with disabilities.

5. A study of the similarities between public and private teachers’ experiences of inclusion
could be conducted, focusing on the common ground teachers encounter when teaching
children with disabilities.

6. A study could be conducted on current training practices and Catholic school teachers,
focusing on how they are training and what training they could receive before teaching,
with an aim to discovering how to construct quality training programs and standards
which would facilitate successful inclusion in Catholic schools.

Conclusion
Catholic schools are guided by the mission of the Catholic Church to be emancipating
institutions that promote and deliver a socially-just education to all children. Because there is a

right for all to life, and people with disabilities too are dignified people, made in the image of
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God, they deserve to receive everything that they need to succeed and thrive in society (Second
Vatican Council, 1965).

In one Catholic school, many attempts have been made to recognize and support diverse
learners and include them in the Catholic school environment. While the gap between what the
Catholic Church believes should be happening in its schools and how Catholic inclusion is
operationalized in its schools is wide, there is no question that teachers and administrators
believe that inclusion is the right and just thing to do.

The teachers and administrators studied demonstrated a deep, faith-based commitment to
accommodating students in any way that promoted equity and fairness in the classroom, with the
intent of providing inclusive education whenever possible. Given participants remarks that their
resources and knowledge about teaching children with disabilities was limited, their work and
positive attitudes about inclusion was notable.

Although the analysis revealed that Catholic teachers and administrators must gain more
expertise and training in special education in order for inclusive education to take hold in more
schools or to move toward accepting students with more challenging special needs, teachers and
administrators felt that parental involvement in the school was among the most positive ways to
foster acceptance of inclusion.

While administrators expressed the need for the Archdiocese to make stronger, more
regulated efforts to provide guidance and expert training and materials to all Catholic schools
who accept children who require specialized academic plans into their schools, overall,
participants felt that with the right tools, aid in the classroom, teacher training for inclusion, and

experience, inclusion was beneficial to all learners in the classroom. This study revealed that
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despite several obstacles, teachers and administrators felt strongly about helping all of their
students succeed at the school and went to special lengths to meet the challenge of inclusion in a

Catholic school.
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LOYOLA MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY

Appendix A: Informed Consent Form

Note: This form is only a template and is invalid without information particular to

a proposed research study. It is the responsibility of the Principle Investigator

(PI) to complete all blanks prior to submission.

Date of Preparation: July 29, 2011

Loyola Marymount University

(Title in Lay Language)

1)

I hereby authorize Michelle Powell Wechsler, Ed. D. Candidate to include me

2)

in the following research study: To Teach as Jesus Would: Inclusive Education in a
Catholic Elementary School in Los Angeles.
I have been asked to participate on a research project which is designed to

3)

study teachers’ experiences and beliefs regarding inclusive education in
Catholic elementary school and which will last for approximately eight
months.

It has been explained to me that the reason for my inclusion in this project is

4)

that I am a male or female teacher of inclusion students at St. Mary’s school
in Los Angeles, and I practice inclusive education in a general education
classroom at that school.

I understand that if I am a subject, I will be interviewed once or twice for this

5)

study and/or participate in a focus group.

The investigator will interview me for approximately one-to-two hours.
These procedures have been explained to me by Michelle Powell Wechsler,
Ed. D. Candidate, Loyola Marymount University.

I understand that I will be audiotaped in the process of these research

6)

procedures. It has been explained to me that these audiotapes will be used
for teaching and/or research purposes only and that my identity will not be
disclosed. I have been assured that the audiotapes will be destroyed after
their use in this research project is completed. I understand that I have the
right to review the audiotapes made as part of the study to determine
whether they should be edited or erased in whole or in part.

I understand that the study described above may involve the following risks

7)

and/or discomforts: embarrassment and nervousness related to revealing my
true feelings connected to my experiences teaching disabled students.
I also understand that the possible benefits of the study are 1) providing

information/data that is beneficial to the school and its administration
regarding what teachers’ need in order to be successful in their inclusion
efforts, 2) providing data that is potentially helpful in aiding the growth and
development of St. Mary’s inclusion initiatives in future years, as well as help
support current and future teachers with inclusion students and best
inclusive practices, and, 3) the data gathered will also potentially provide a

213



8)

more general insight into the teacher training necessary for successful
Catholic school inclusion which will help to serve other teachers, schools, and
administrators in similar educational settings.

I understand that Michelle Powell Wechsler, who can be reached at (310)

9)

980-5433 or email: mwechsle@lion.Imu.edu, will answer any questions I may
have at any time concerning details of the procedures performed as part of

this study.
If the study design or the use of the information is to be changed, I will be so

10)

informed and my consent reobtained.
I understand that I have the right to refuse to participate in, or to withdraw

11)

from this research at any time without prejudice to (e.g., my future medical
care at LMU.)
I understand that circumstances may arise which might cause the

12)

investigator to terminate my participation before the completion of the study.
I understand that no information that identifies me will be released without

13)

my separate consent except as specifically required by law.
I understand that I have the right to refuse to answer any question that I

14)

may not wish to answer.

I understand that in the event of research related injury, compensation and

15)

medical treatment are not provided by Loyola Marymount University.
I understand that if I have any further questions, comments, or concerns

16)

about the study or the informed consent process, I may contact David Hardy,
Ph.D. Chair, Institutional Review Board, 1 LMU Drive, Suite 3000, Loyola
Marymount University, Los Angeles CA 90045-2659 (310) 258-5465,
david.hardy@Iimu.edu.

In signing this consent form, I acknowledge receipt of a copy of the form, and

17)

a copy of the "Subject's Bill of Rights".

Subject's Signature Date

Witness Date
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APPENDIX B

Department of Catholic Schools
Support Team Education Plan (STEP)

and Minor Adjustment Plan (MAP) Flow Chart

Teacher, Parents, and/or Student identifies that Student needs support in the learning environment

Teacher works with Student and Parents (as
appropriate) and keeps a log of classroom

support for student [STEP-FORM 1]
i

Teacher notifies
Administrator of
classroom support

If student shows
progress, continue
support as needed

If student still experiences difficulty in the
learning environment, Teacher submits a request
for STEP team referral [STEP-FORM 2], and

classroom strategies attempted so far
[STEP-FORM 2.1] to the Administrator.

A 4

Administrator sets meeting date with Parent [STEP-FORM 3]and gathers data from
Parent [STEP-FORM 3.1]and Student [STEP-FORM 4.0,4.1, 4.2, or 4.3] prior to meeting

The STEP Team (Parents, Referring Teacher, Administrator and/or Administrative
Designee, other persons as needed, and Student when appropriate) meets to determine
need for additional support for student

[STEP - FORMS 5 & 6]

v v

If gathered data indicates a need for additional student
support,

the Team addresses:
Meeting agenda [STEP-FORM 5]
o Analyze gathered information
o Determine student strengths
o  Prioritize concerns
o Create strategies

If Parent disagrees with STEP outcome, and data
shows that a student has a mental or physical
impairment that substantially limits a major life
activity, Parent may request a Minor Adjustment
Plan (MAP) for Student. Teacher then refers the
Parent to the Principal, who gives Parent Forms A
& A 1to complete and return. [MAP-FORM A & A.1]

o  Finalize action plan
STEP Action plan [STEP — FORM 6]
o  Prioritize support strategies
= Classroom strategies
= School strategies
= Home strategies
= Qutside resources
o Identify responsible persons
o Develop a timeline
o Set date for follow-up meetings

o Complete paperwork
o Schedule future evaluation

FLOW CHART

¥

Team reconvenes to review
student progress and make

adjustments as needed
[STEP-FORM 7]

v

Parent may submit a request for
assessment of student to the

local public school district.
[STEP — FORM 8]

I
|
|
|
Follow-up procedure |
I
I
|
I

L _ _/
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v

Principal will notify the Regional
Supervisor from the Department of
Catholic Schools and then schedule a
MAP meeting with the STEP team and

parents. [MAP-FORM B]
|

v

The STEP Team, Principal, and Parent
will meet to evaluate data [MAP-FORM C]
and, if student is eligible, create a MAP

for student. [MAP-FORM D]

v

If Parent has a complaint, Parent must
submit complaint in writing to Principal
and Archdiocesan Compliance Officer
within 15 days of the event which is the
subject of the complaint.

[MAP -FORME]
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