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With the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children’s Act (P.L. 94-142) in 1975, and its subsequent reauthorization in 1997 as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), U.S. colleges and universities have launched and refined pre-service teacher education programs leading to certification in special education.  Likewise, textbook companies have engaged reputable authors to develop comprehensive texts that cover the full range of disabilities, appropriate pedagogical strategies, assessments, and other related topics.  The majority of these texts present individual chapters that cover the disability categories identified under IDEA (e.g. learning disabilities, emotional disturbance, autism, etc.). 
Peterson & Hittie’s (2003) text, however, takes a purposefully different approach that is both refreshing and courageous.  The central theme of the text is that the inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education classroom must be framed, not around the deficit characteristics and etiology of the disability, but around the following question,

“How can we teach so that children with dramatically different academic, social-emotional, and sensory-physical abilities learn well together?” (p.xix)

Part One, Inclusive Schools and Communities, begins with a cogent discussion of labeling and its purposes, detailing the origins of this practice and the disability movement away from incarceration and segregation, to self-advocacy and empowerment.  The development of a community of diverse learners is described through referencing research on effective inclusive practices that maximize opportunities for children to learn with and from each other.  Highlighting this section are voices of teachers engaged in inclusive teaching, and descriptions of different grade level schools as they wrestle with this newest reform movement.  The authors emphasize the need for collaboration with families and the community.  It is refreshing to see this early in the text, and not relegated to the more traditional last or second to last chapter.  Strategies for building partnerships, finding appropriate resources for linking the home, the classroom, and the community are all presented.  
A significant section in Chapter 4 informs the reader of “MAPS – Student Centered Planning Process”, noting that this is “simultaneously simple, complex, and powerful.” (p. 115).  For pre-service and in-service teachers, the explanation of how to do MAPS, and the accompanying questions and examples, enable them to understand this statement and begin the approach to planning.  The chapter also includes a description of 504 plans and the IFSP (Individualized Family Support Plan) process.  Throughout this section, there is an emphasis on the importance of respecting and appreciating students who present different learning approaches.  There is no hint of the old paradigm of “deficit” or “needs-based” learning.  There is the acknowledgement that diverse students learn in diverse ways.  Recognizing this, teachers who are thoughtful and creative will design differentiated learning opportunities that build on individual student strengths.  The text offers many suggestions of how to accomplish this.

Part One closes with an excellent and practical discussion of collaborative teaching strategies.  There is a thorough review of approaches such as co –teaching, station teaching, alternate teaching and other methods.  Based on their own experiences and observations, the authors caution teachers about the obvious mistakes that can be made when attempting to collaborate.  They also present models for collaborative planning and scheduling.  The section concludes with a new way of thinking about professional development which engages the practitioner in on-going dialogue and learning.
Part Two, titled Inclusive Teaching, opens with a chapter describing four building blocks of inclusive teaching for reaching every student.  Foundations, academic instruction, instructional practices, and adaptations are the focus of each of four chapters in Part Two.  Within these chapters, readers learn about a variety of best practices, scaffolding techniques, brain-based learning, and multiple intelligences.  Research from the National Curriculum Reports highlights recommendations about how to maximize opportunities for students to learn in meaningful ways.  The examples illustrating these recommendations are creative, simple, and very practical.  They make learning fun and productive.  The authors frame these in terms of the contextual elements of the child’s learning style (p. 183), and provide narrative descriptions to assist the teacher in thinking about how he/she can take these varied learning styles into consideration.  

Heterogeneous classroom groups, a threatening nightmare to some teachers and administrators, are deconstructed by Peterson and Hittie into the recognition that we must start with the child as a person, a learner, a student.  The disability must be a consideration, but it should not be the driving force in planning and implementing curricula.  Again, they offer multiple examples of how to design the curricula to engage all learners by embedding scaffolding techniques for teaching literacy, social studies, and math.  They recognize, also, that there will be students at the gifted/talented end of the range, second language learners, and individual students with complicated learning disabilities.  With each, there are narrative explanations of these differences, charts outlining characteristics that might be present, and how these might translate into academic work in math, reading, writing.  
In Chapter 7 (Students with Differing Academic Abilities), Peterson and Hittie provide a sensitive example of how the label of  ‘mental retardation’ has historically been framed as a disability characterized by lesser abilities, lowered expectations, and few challenging opportunities.  While not attempting to gloss over these, the authors describe ways in which different types of support can be provided so that the student with a cognitive disability can develop their skills and abilities.  
In the chapters included in Part Two, the reader learns about Mental Retardation, Traumatic Brain Injury, and other disabilities, but these discussions are framed in the context of how best to enable students with these disabilities to learn about science, math, and literacy.  The chapters describe different types of instructional strategies that teach meaning, skills, conventions and comprehension.  It is especially pleasant to read the section on page 225 titled “students as experts”.  This is a challenging notion for many teachers, but one that needs to be more vigorously explored.  The premise of this section is that students want to help each other and, with encouragement, they can and will.  

There is another section in this chapter that describes how to plan and engage learners in “thematic, interdisciplinary instruction” (p. 225) that results from teachers organizing lessons around themes.  With this as a starting point, Peterson and Hittie provide an excellent graphic on curriculum webbing, accompanied by a narrative example of how this might look.  Reading, math, writing, and inquiry workshops are discussed within the concept of the classroom as a larger workshop where everyone is working to learn.  

In the professional literature, there is a growing emphasis on authentic learning where students are engaged in developing understanding of meaningful things by connecting learning to their own lives.  A relevant example for today’s students involves learning about a country that is in the midst of a war by writing to someone’s grandparents who live in that country.  “Authentic learning, then is not about preparing for life.  Rather, authentic learning is about living life.”  (p. 233).  Traditionally, paper/pencil objective tests/assessments have been used to measure learning.  With authentic learning, Peterson and Hittie describe a variety of assessment strategies that not only measure content, but also depth and breadth of understanding.  What is so refreshing about this approach is that the assessments are engaging and reveal to the students what they have learned.  

Grading, the summative evaluation of what progress a student has made can, at first blush, appear soft and without basis in the heterogeneous classroom.  In despair of how to evaluate students who are learning in different ways, at different rates, and with different products that demonstrate their knowledge, assessments and grading can be a nightmare.  Peterson and Hittie offer a variety of assessment methods including keeping anecdotal records, using rubrics, and performance assessments.  However, they also describe the value of using more traditional approaches. The “special” areas of Art, Music, Physical Education, are included in this area, which is a rarity in most texts.

There is a gold mine of information in Chapter 9 on adapting the instruction to meet the unique needs of each student.  The chapter begins with a philosophical position that is grounded in the belief that, because students are diverse and learn in different ways, it is the teacher who must adapt – not the student.  They describe an ecological approach for determining adaptations and expectations.  One quote expresses this position with clarity; “Although initially we may be instituting change in our class to meet the needs of a specific student – adapting – we will eventually incorporate these new ideas into how we run our class – designing for diversity. (p. 259).  They go on to describe how the teacher must learn about the student, profile their learning style, and the classroom environment.  
Principles for effective adaptations (p. 264) poses some thoughtful questions that will enable the teacher to plan instruction, present respectful adaptations and engage the student in learning that does not frustrate, bore, or overwhelm.  A chart presented on page 266 is a superb example of how this would look for one student.  In fact, the charts that appear on subsequent pages are recipes for success.  
A school superintendent once said to me, “Show me how to include students with emotional/behavioral problems, and I will believe that inclusion can work for all students.”  It was a heady challenge.  Chapter 10 is this answer.  Beginning with a historical and accurate investigation of the challenges, including the use of medications, the authors draw on state of the art research to inform the reader of multiple ways of supporting students with these challenges in regular classrooms.  Rather than viewing the student as aberrant or purposefully disruptive, the chapter focuses on how to build trust, promote safety, provide support, and engage the student in developing academic, emotional and social skills.  There are sections on collaboration with mental health professionals, support for families, and equally important, how teachers can support each other.  

Included in this chapter is a section on teaching students with Autism.  Since the prevalence of this disorder is growing at such a rapid rate, and since their inclusion in regular classrooms is growing, this section is particularly informative.  

Subsequent chapters discuss in depth the need for creating supportive communities where learning is ongoing and valued, especially for students with social/emotional and/or behavioral challenges.  Behavior management, resilience, and building a culture of collaboration and caring are discussed, while more traditional notions of control and subservience are challenged.  Integrity is the linchpin in these discussions, with honesty serving as the foundation for building a stronger more cohesive community.  There are descriptions of multiple ways how students with behavioral challenges can be responded to with proactive, positive, and respectful approaches.  Students are not punished, they are given what they need and crave so that they can achieve success (perhaps for the first time). Their sense of self-esteem especially among their peers is restored  .
In a section about challenging behaviors where the authors invite a “call for understanding” there is a excellent presentation on the general causes of disruptive behaviors, and a thoughtful discussion of “what do problem behaviors mean?” (P. 360).  In this era of ABA (Applied Behavioral Analysis), this discussion is particularly relevant.  Power, control, respect and struggle are the themes explored, and the narrative offers thoughtful strategies that involve peer mediation, support, restorative justice, and nonviolent crisis intervention.  A chart on page 374 delineates the “stages of crisis development, counterproductive responses and helpful responses” as part of the crisis cycle.  This is a succinct chart that plainly makes sense to practitioners, especially if they are not into control and punishment.
The latter sections of Part Two investigate the education of students with communication, physical and/or sensory complications, including other health impairments.  There is a sincere respect for the individuals who must live with these, while at the same time, there are abundant recommendations of how they can be supported in inclusive classrooms.  Using the “Universal Design for Learning” approach, the authors diagram and discuss the principles that make this so effective.  When one explores these approaches to learning and to environmental design, they seem simple and common-sensical, but Peterson and Hittie describe them in a way that engages the teacher in critiquing their own classroom and pedagogy, and provokes them to recognize where change is needed.  
Accommodations and assistive technology are described in Chapter 15.  It is quickly obvious that these can be provided, in many cases, without enormous expense.  A theme of student control while using technology and accommodations also serves to promote the self-worth of the user, and can only enhance their role in the classroom as a competent learner.  

Part Two and the book close with a thoughtful discussion of the role of the teacher in fomenting change.  A version of Maslow’s hierarchy of need is shown, called the “pyramid of inclusive teaching” that fosters teacher leadership.  Often when asked why he/she chose teaching as a career, the new teacher will invariably answer that “I want to make a difference…”  Peterson and Hittie acknowledge that this change can happen, but it will be better and stronger when done collaboratively.  In promoting and supporting the development of inclusive schooling, they remark, “We really can make a difference, together.”  (p. 481).
This is an exceptional text (no pun intended) for teaching pre-service and in-service teachers how to accomplish inclusion.  It is well organized, thoughtful, grounded in the professional literature, and respectful of the individual students, teachers, and families who are engaged in this struggle.  They included real life, un-staged, photos from classrooms.  Lovely uncaptioned pencil drawings by Martha Perske bear silent witness to how confusing, yet personal, it is to understand the people who wear these disabilities.  Interspersed throughout the text are cartoons by Michael Giangreco which serve to illustrate, prod our thinking, and poke fun at what we have been doing to our children for far too long.  These cartoons are a very welcome addition to this text.  There are sections in each chapter that pose reflective questions (Traveling Notes) that frame the content; voices of teachers parents, and students engaged in inclusive schooling, descriptions of schools and their practices, and questions to engage the reader in thinking about how to bring about needed change.  The “Tools for the Trek” sections in each chapter are chock full of ideas, tips, and strategies that teachers will want to try because they make sense.  Each chapter ends with suggestions for action and engaging in experiential learning.  The companion website offers abundant resources to supplement the text.
Perhaps one of the truly unique features of this book is its universality.  I have used it in an introductory sophomore level class for special education majors who are preparing to enter the classroom from the “other side of the desk” – at least in their thinking, and I am planning to use it in a graduate level course preparing practicing teachers for inclusive education (MS Ed. Teaching Students with Disabilities).  The language, tone, and grounding of the book reach all learners.   It may seem an odd comment, but it is a fun text to teach from because it inspires while at the same time provides very practical strategies that are do-able.  Both as a parent of an adult son with Autism, and as a university professor engaged in disability studies, this text is simply outstanding.
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