Issue: Individuals with Disabilities Education Act /Special Needs Children
There are numerous issues that surround the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the federal law relating to special needs children. When candidates for public office talk with Kentucky educators they will most certainly hear concerns about 1) class size, 2) age range, 3) mainstreaming, and 4) placement, to name but a few. These issues engender a great deal of discussion, sometimes heated, among both teachers and parents of both special needs children and “regular” education children. 

Teacher Position:

Both “regular” education and special education teachers have strong opinions on the issues as outlined above. Candidates for public office will not find unanimity among educators on the issues. 

Educators will overwhelmingly agree that class sizes for all groupings of special needs children should be reduced and most certainly not increased. Educators will also agree that age range(s) should be reduced. Age range means the range of student ages that can be in any given class grouping. Educators feel strongly that wide age ranges is a vast disservice to the education of special needs children. Educators also believe that more needs to be done to limit the number of different exceptionalities placed into a unit.

Mainstreaming is the placing of a child that has been identified as special needs under IDEA, in a regular classroom for a given subject or subjects. The notion is that some special needs children can function in certain “regular” classrooms and therefore should be mainstreamed for that part of their day. There certainly is lively discussion among educators about mainstreaming. Many educators believe that school administrators over use and misuse mainstreaming due to the shortage of special education teachers.  Teachers have concerns that administrators write students’ Individual Education Plans (IEPs) so that they can avoid committing resources. 

Candidates for public office will also find that parents have varying opinions on the subject mainstreaming. Parents of special needs children more often than not believe their child should be mainstreamed and more likely than not believe their child should be mainstreamed more than they are. Conversely, there seems to be a growing number of “regular” education student parents who are concerned about the impact mainstreaming has on their child’s education. Their concern seems to focus on two areas. Issue one is the concern that the mainstreamed child takes additional teacher time and therefore diminishes instructional time for the remaining students. In other words, the “regular” education parents don’t in fact believe that the mainstreamed child can function in the “regular” classroom. The second issue that is raised is one of classroom discipline. Again there seems to be growing concern among “regular” education parents that some and maybe many of the mainstreamed children are disruptive of the educational environment by causing discipline problems. Both special education teachers and regular education teachers worry about these issues and the quality of education that is being provided to both the special needs child as well as the “regular” student. 

Another issue is that of placement. The testing of children who have been identified for possible special needs placement is extremely slow, and in cases where parents refuse to allow their child to be tested, districts are reluctant to take steps to override the parents’ decision.  Once a child is properly identified for special needs placement the actual placement is often also time consuming. Teachers believe that the testing and placement of identified students should at minimum meet the standards of the law. Parent (student advocate groups) will agree for the most part on the problems of testing and placement.   

There is another issue in placement that generates a considerable amount of controversy. That issue often pits school administrators and parents vs. teachers. On the one hand you have school administrators and sometimes parents who argue that the classroom teacher has poor teaching/discipline skills and therefore attempts to have “problem children” tested and placed when in fact they are not special needs children. The teacher retorts that the child does have disabilities that warrant the services as outlined in IDEAS. The teacher maintains that the school administrators are under pressure from the central office to not test and place because they don’t have the needed special education teachers.    

Opposing Viewpoints: As indicated above almost any IDEA issue can generate heated debate from a variety of groups. Any candidate for public office will need to tread carefully on each issue. It would/will be possible on a given IDEA issue to find child advocate groups on one side and public school personnel on another side. On many IDEA issues money will become a controlling ingredient. When money becomes an issue we then insert new players in the debate – who gets the tax dollars becomes the prevailing question.

