
espite the legal, moral, and
empirical arguments in sup-
port of preschool inclusion
(Bailey, McWilliam, Buysse,
& Wesley, 1998), there is con-

siderable debate in both the literature and in
practice as to whether or not inclusion hinders or
enhances children’s language, social, emotional,
and cognitive development (Odom & Diamond,
1998). Inclusion refers to the process of placing
children with disabilities in the same classes or
programs as their typically developing peers and
providing them with the necessary services and

supports (Winter, 1999). Reverse inclusion is
used to describe classes whereby a relatively small
group of children who are typically developing
(25% - 40%) is added to a specialized program
for children with disabilities (Guralnick, 2001).
Although early childhood special educators gen-
erally staff reverse inclusion classes, there are sub-
stantial variations across programs in terms of
structure, curriculum, and educational philoso-
phy (Guralnick, 2001).

The goal of inclusion is to provide all chil-
dren with equitable opportunities for a successful
education (Janko, Schwartz, Sandall, Anderson,
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& Cottam, 1997; Odom et al., 1996; Peck,
Odom, & Bricker, 1993). Definitive conclusions
regarding its effectiveness, however, are hampered
by the absence of a comprehensive research base
that describes its social and academic impact on
children with and without disabilities (Bricker,
1995; Odom, 2000). A number of studies have
focused on mainstreaming or integration and, al-
though not synonymous with inclusion, provide
insight into the benefits and risks involved. Main-
streaming, for example, refers to the practice of
removing children from their special education
classes for part of the day and placing them in
general education classes (McLean & Hanline,
1990). Children are given access to general educa-
tion classes only when they are able to function
on the same level, without instructional modifica-
tions or support services. Integration is a broader
term and refers to the process of actively mixing
children with and without disabilities (Odom &
McEvoy, 1990). 

Jenkins, Speltz, and Odom (1985) con-
ducted the first major study with a comparison
group to examine the effects of integration on
child development and social interaction among
preschoolers with disabilities. There were no
posttest differences in cognitive, preacademic,
language, or fine motor development between
children in integrated and segregated classes.
Children in the integrated classes scored higher
on social interaction than children in the segre-
gated classes when they were observed interacting
with a typically developing peer in a playroom,
but not during a free play period in class. Jenkins,
Odom, and Speltz (1989) also found that place-
ment type had no impact on the outcomes as-
sessed (preacademic, language, motor, social
development). A planned intervention, designed
to promote social interaction, had a significant
impact on language development, but not on the
other outcomes. An interaction was found be-
tween placement type and a planned intervention
for social competence; children in integrated

classes with the planned intervention scored
higher than their peers on social competence at
posttest. A third study conducted by Hundert,
Mahoney, Mundy, and Vernon (1998) included
only children with severe disabilities. Children in
integrated settings made greater gains using mea-
sures of communication and social or self-help
skills, as well as on an overall measure of develop-
mental ability, but not on preacademic or motor
development. Gains made in adaptive behaviors,
using both teacher and parent reports, were com-
parable across settings.

A second series of studies not only com-
pared developmental outcomes among children in
integrated and segregated classes, but also exam-
ined whether or not degree of disability moder-
ated the impact of placement type on child
development. In the first such study, Cole, Mills,
Dale, and Jenkins (1991) found no difference be-
tween preschoolers in integrated and segregated
settings on the developmental outcomes assessed
(preacademic or cognitive development, language
knowledge, language development, early reading
ability). There was, however, some evidence indi-
cating that degree of disability might moderate
the impact of placement type on development.
Children with greater cognitive and language abil-
ity at pretest benefited more from integrated
classes in terms of their language development,
with 3 of 16 interaction terms showing statistical
significance. The overall effect size, however, was
relatively small, accounting for 4%–5% of the
variance in test performance. Pretest scores, in
contrast, accounted for 16%–27% of the variance
in the posttest scores. In a subsequent study,
Mills, Cole, Jenkins, and Dale (1998) also found
comparable gains in cognitive and language devel-
opment among preschoolers in segregated and in-
tegrated classes. Similar to the earlier study, 4 of
the 12 interactions examined were statistically sig-
nificant, indicating that for some measures of
quantitative and verbal skills, children who were
higher functioning benefited more from inte-
grated classes, whereas children who were lower
functioning benefited more from segregated
classes. The interaction between ability and place-
ment type, however, accounted for a relatively
small proportion (<11%) of the variance on cog-
nitive and language measures. Holohan and Con-
stenbader (2000) also found comparable gains in
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developmental abilities (general knowledge or
comprehension, self-help, social or emotional,
overall) across integrated and segregated settings.
There was one statistically significant interaction,
providing minimal support for the moderating
impact of degree of disability on developmental
outcomes. Children with a higher level of social
and emotional development progressed at a faster
rate in integrated than in segregated classes. The
gains made for children with a lower level of
functioning were comparable for children in both
settings.

In summary, the six studies that compared
the developmental progress of preschoolers with
disabilities in integrated and segregated settings
found that integration was either comparable or
more beneficial than segregation for children.
One study suggested that social interaction was
greater in integrated settings, and that social com-
petence was further enhanced for children in inte-
grated settings when structured interactions are in
place (Jenkins et al., 1989). These studies also in-
dicated that developmental gains in integrated
and segregated settings might vary depending on
the child’s initial level of development or degree
of disability. Three studies suggested that for some
developmental outcomes, children who were
higher functioning in integrated settings pro-
gressed at a faster rate than their peers in segre-
gated classes (Cole et al., 1991; Holohan &
Constenbader, 2000; Mills et al., 1998). The
findings for children with severe disabilities were
less consistent. One study (Hundert et al., 1998)
found that for some developmental outcomes
children in integrated settings progressed at a
faster rate than their peers in segregated settings,
and three studies found that the settings were ei-
ther comparable or that greater progress was made
by children in segregated classes (Cole et al.;
Holohan & Constenbader; Mills et al.). In each
case, however, the effect size was relatively small,
with pretest scores accounting for substantially
greater variance in posttest scores than type of
placement.

Despite the strength of this empirical sup-
port for inclusion, definitive conclusions are diffi-
cult to make (Buysee & Bailey, 1993; Lamorey &
Bricker, 1993; Odom & McEvoy, 1988). First,
most of the studies focused on mainstreaming or
integration and not inclusion. Second, most of

the research was conducted in university-based
preschool programs that limit generalization to
community-based programs. Third, comparisons
are difficult to make across studies because of the
use of different measures, even if they assessed
similar developmental domains. Finally, studies
have generally focused on children with mild or
moderate disabilities and rarely included children
with severe disabilities. In addition, terms such as
“mild” and “severe” were not consistently defined.

P U R P O S E  O F  S T U D Y

This study examined the developmental progress
of preschoolers with disabilities in inclusive and
segregated classes focusing on language ability
(auditory comprehension and expressive lan-
guage) and social competence (social skills and
problem behaviors). It was guided by an ecologi-
cal systems conceptual framework that hypothe-
sizes that human development is influenced by a
variety of factors that exist at multiple system lev-
els (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). They include the in-
dividual characteristics of the child and
characteristics of the family and home environ-
ment. Two research questions were addressed:

1. Which specific attributes of the child,
parent, and family show positive relationships
with children’s developmental abilities at (a)
pretest and (b) at posttest, controlling for pretest
abilities?

2. Does placement type (inclusion vs. segre-
gated) interact with degree of disability (not se-
vere vs. severe) in predicting developmental
progress from pretest to posttest, controlling for
pretest ability? Specifically, do children with less
severe disabilities make greater progress in inclu-
sion classes, and do children with more severe dis-
abilities make greater progress in segregated
classes?

M E T H O D

PA R T I C I P A N T S

The children consisted of 96 preschoolers with
disabilities attending a community-based
preschool program in New York State. Overall,
71% were male and 87% were Caucasian. Their
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ages ranged from 33 to 57 months (M = 47.9,
SD = 6.0). Their ages when they began to receive
services ranged from 2 to 55 months (M = 30.5,
SD = 11.6). Most (65%) had received early inter-
vention services prior to entering the preschool
program (M = 14.9, SD = 9.5). The majority
(71%) was in inclusion classes (n = 68). There
was no statistically significant difference on de-
mographic characteristics between children in in-
clusion and segregated classes (Table 1).

Almost all of the children’s parents were bi-
ological (94%), and 80% were currently married.
Parents’ ages ranged from 22 to 58, with a mean
of 33.6 years (SD = 5.7) for mothers and a mean
of 35.5 years (SD = 5.7) for fathers. Almost half
of the parents had education beyond the high
school level (48% of mothers; 40% of fathers),
and 45% of mothers and 92% of fathers were em-
ployed outside the home. The total number of
children in each family ranged from 1 to 7 (M =
2.4, SD = 1.2); and the total number of children
currently living at home  ranged from 1 to 6 (M =
2.3, SD = 1.1).

TH E PR E S C H O O L SE T T I N G

The preschool was a private, agency-run, commu-
nity-based program that provided services for
young children from birth to 5 years of age. Chil-

dren with disabilities, who received services under
the Public Preschool Program (Part B, Section
619) of the Individuals with Disabilities Educa-
tion Act (IDEA), were included with typically de-
veloping children, who received services through
day care and the Universal Prekindergarten pro-
gram. Each classroom’s curriculum was designed
to meet the developmental levels of all children
within the group and focused attention on the in-
dividual learning differences of each child. The
curriculum was developmentally organized and
included the areas of receptive and expressive lan-
guage, cognition (preacademic arithmetic and
reading), socialization (play and peer interaction,
affect and self-concept), adult interactions, class-
room behavior, motor development, and self-help
skills. Children participated in many play and
language activities, which were child-directed and
teacher-supported, and had the opportunity to
work and play in small groups, large groups, and
individually.

The inclusion classes contained 12 to 18
children, 1 special education teacher, and 1 early
childhood teacher. The proportion of children
with disabilities in the inclusion classes ranged
from 53% to 75% (M = 64.4, SD = 6.3). The
segregated classes contained 6 children with dis-
abilities, 1 special education teacher, and 1 aide.
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Some children had individual paraprofessionals to
assist them. Most of the special education teachers
(82%) had obtained a master’s degree. Their years
of teaching experience ranged from 1 to 25 years
(M = 9.6, SD = 6.4). Most of the early childhood
teachers had an associate’s degree (78%) and 2 to 13
years of teaching experience (M = 5.5, SD = 3.1).

ME A S U R E S

Language Development. The Preschool Lan-
guage Scale-3 (PLS-3; Zimmerman, Steiner, &
Pond, 1992) was used to assess receptive and ex-
pressive language skills. The PLS-3 is a standard-
ized, norm-referenced instrument with two
subscales that yield the Total Score. The Auditory
Comprehension subscale evaluates receptive lan-
guage skills in the areas of attention, semantics
(vocabulary and concepts), structure (morphology
and syntax), and integrative thinking skills. The
Expressive Language subscale evaluates expressive
language skills in the areas of vocal development,
social communication, semantics, structure, and
integrative thinking skills. The internal consis-
tency reliability coefficients for the Total Scores
range from .74 to .94 and the test–retest stability
coefficients range from .91 to .94. In terms of
content validity, it offers a thorough and balanced
sample of language skills. With regard to con-
struct validity, it consistently differentiates chil-
dren who are language disordered from children
who are not. In addition, scores are highly corre-
lated with scores obtained from other valid mea-
sures of language ability.

Social Competence. The Social Skills Rating
System (SSRS)–Teacher Version (Gresham & El-
liott, 1990) is a standardized, norm-referenced in-
strument designed to provide a broad assessment
of social behaviors that can affect teacher–student
relations, peer acceptance, and academic perfor-
mance. It consists of two standardized subscales:
Social Skills and Problem Behaviors. The internal
consistency reliability coefficients are acceptable
for both Social Skills (.83 to .94) and Problem
Behaviors (.73 to .88). The test–retest stability co-
efficients are .85 for Social Skills and .84 for
Problem Behaviors. Content validity was demon-
strated by indicating that the SSRS items were de-
veloped based on extensive empirical research. In

support of its construct validity, scores are highly
correlated with other similar measures.

Cognitive Ability. The Wechsler Preschool
and Primary Scale of Intelligence-Revised
(WPPSI-R; Wechsler, 1989) is a standardized
measure of global intelligence. The six Verbal
Scale subtests consist of language-based items and
yield a Verbal IQ score. The Performance Scale
subtests include visual-motor items and yield the
Performance IQ score. The average of these two
scores is the Full Scale IQ score. It is one of the
more commonly used preschool intelligence
scales; previously reported scores have demon-
strated acceptable reliability and validity (Wech-
sler).

Background Characteristics. Data on a vari-
ety of background characteristics were obtained
from the children’s files. They included (a) child
characteristics (gender, race or ethnicity, age,
placement in family); (b) earlier measures of dis-
ability, including the Bayley Mental Development
Index (MDI; Bayley, 1993) and the Vineland
Daily Living Skills (Sparrow, Balla, & Cicchetti,
1984), age when services began, and Early Inter-
vention placement; (c) parent characteristics (rela-
tionship to child, marital status, and mother’s and
father’s age, education, and occupation); and (d)
family characteristics (total number of children,
number of children in the home).

PR O C E D U R E S

Child, parent, and family demographic informa-
tion was garnered from the children’s files. The
PLS-3 and the SSRS were administered as pre-
and posttests in October and May. Speech thera-
pists at the preschool conducted the language as-
sessments. Teachers completed the SSRS. School
psychologists administered the WPPSI-R. Degree
of disability was calculated using the WPPSI-R.
Children were categorized as being “Severely Dis-
abled” if they scored at or below two standard de-
viations from the mean on either Verbal or
Performance IQ or if WPPSI-R scores were not
available because the severity of their disability
prevented formal cognitive assessment. Children
who did not meet these classification criteria were
categorized as having “not severe” disabilities.
Overall, 49% (n = 47) were categorized as having
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severe disabilities and 51% (n = 49) were catego-
rized as having not severe disabilities.

R E S U L T S

DE V E L O P M E N TAL AB I L I T I E S O F CH I L D R E N

IN I I N C L U S I O N A N D SE G R E G A T E D

SE T T I N G S

As shown in Table 2, children in inclusion classes
had greater developmental abilities at pretest than
did their peers in segregated classes, producing
large effect sizes for auditory comprehension (d =
.97), expressive language (d = .91), and social
skills (d = 1.18), but not for problem behaviors (d
= .03). Large effect sizes were also found for ear-
lier measures of disability including the Bayley
MDI (d = 1.40) and Vineland Daily Living Skills
(d = .84). These findings indicate that children
who were higher functioning were more likely to
be placed in inclusion classes, and children who
were lower functioning were more likely to be
placed in segregated classes.

C H I L D ,  PA R E N T,  A N D FA M I LY FA C T O R S :
RE L A T I O N S H I P S TO CH I L D DE V E L O P M E N T

The first research question focused on factors as-
sociated with language ability (auditory compre-
hension and expressive language) and social
competence (social skills and problem behaviors).
Pearson correlation coefficients were computed to
determine if specific attributes of the children or
their families were associated with (a) develop-
mental abilities at pretest (the beginning of the
school year), or (b) the change in development
from pretest to posttest (i.e., posttest scores, con-
trolling for pretest scores, also referred to as devel-
opmental gains or change scores). 

Child, parent, and family characteristics
were not associated with pretest developmental
outcomes or with the change in development
from pretest to posttest. Other measures of dis-
ability were associated with language ability and
social skills at pretest, but not with problem be-
haviors. They were also associated with develop-
mental gains in language development, but not
with progress in either social skills or problem be-
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haviors. Most associations, however, were rela-
tively weak (r = .50). Pearson correlation coeffi-
cients that reached the .30 level, or higher, are
presented in Table 3.

IMPACT O F PL A C E M E N T T Y P E A N D DE G R E E

O F D I S A B I L I T Y O N DE V E L O P M E N TAL GA I N S

The second research question focused on the in-
teraction between placement type (inclusion vs.
segregated) and severity of disability (severe vs.
not severe) in predicting developmental abilities

at posttest, with pretest scores as covariates. Two
specific questions were asked: (a) Do children
with less severe disabilities make greater progress
in integrated settings than in segregated settings?
and (b) Do children with more severe disabilities
make greater progress in segregated settings than
in integrated settings?

On the first step of these analyses, the pro-
portion of children in inclusion and segregated
classes at each level of disability (severe vs. not se-
vere) were compared. Consistent with the earlier
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findings indicating that children in inclusion
classes had greater developmental abilities at
pretest than their peers in segregated classes,
children with not severe disabilities were more
likely to be placed in inclusion classes than in
segregated classes (86% vs. 14%), and children
with severe disabilities were more equally distrib-
uted between inclusion (55%) and segregated
(45%) classes (X2 = 10.71, df = 1, p = .001, V =
.33). Therefore, of the 68 children in inclusion
classes, 26 (38%) were categorized as having se-
vere disabilities and 42 (62%) were categorized
as having not severe disabilities. Of the 28 chil-
dren in segregated classes, 21 (75%) were cate-
gorized as having severe disabilities and 7 (25%)
were categorized as having not severe disabilities.

The impact of program type and degree of
disability on developmental outcomes was as-
sessed using hierarchical multiple regression pro-
cedures. For each developmental outcome,
pretest scores were entered into the model on
the first step. On the second and third steps,

program type (inclusion vs. segregated) and de-
gree of disability (severe vs. not severe) were en-
tered into the model.  At each step, the
proportion of variance accounted for, as well as
the change in R2, was assessed. To determine
whether or not program type had a differential
effect on developmental outcomes based on de-
gree of disability, the interaction term (program
type X degree of disability) was entered into the
regression on the fourth step (after main effects).

For both language development (Table 4)
and social competence (Table 5), the interaction
between program type and degree of disability
was not statistically significant and did not ex-
plain additional variance in the children’s scores
at posttest, with pretest scores as covariates. As
expected, pretest scores accounted for a substan-
tial and statistically significant proportion of the
variance in posttest ability, including auditory
comprehension (71%), expressive language
(72%), social skills (69%), and problem behav-
iors (43%). 
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Small effects were found for placement type
and problem behaviors. Declines in problem be-
havior among children in segregated classes were
slightly greater than among their peers in inclu-
sion classes (R2 change = .03). Small effects were
also found for degree of disability and expressive
language. Children with not severe disabilities
made slightly greater gains in expressive language
than their peers with severe disabilities (R2

change = .02). 
The final series of analyses focused on devel-

opmental abilities at posttest and compared the
magnitude of the effect sizes for (a) children with
not severe disabilities in inclusion classes versus
their peers in segregated classes, and (b) children
with severe disabilities in inclusion classes versus
their peers in segregated classes. As shown in Table
6, posttest language development and social com-
petence scores were comparable in both settings
for children with not severe disabilities. In con-
trast, children with severe disabilities in inclusion
classes showed substantially greater developmental
abilities at posttest than their peers in segregated
classes. This finding was consistent for auditory
comprehension (d = .81), expressive language (d =
.84), and social skills (d = .94). In contrast, chil-
dren with severe disabilities in segregated classes
showed fewer problem behaviors at posttest than
their peers in inclusion classes (d = .48).

D I S C U S S I O N  A N D  C O N C L U S I O N

This study represents ongoing efforts to under-
stand the effects of inclusion on the develop-
ment of preschoolers with disabilities. One
major finding is that children’s degree of disabil-
ity did not moderate the impact of placement
type on either language development or social
competence, once pretest scores had been taken
into consideration. In other words, preschoolers
with less severe disabilities did not make greater
gains in inclusion settings, and children with
more severe disabilities did not make greater
gains in segregated settings. As noted earlier, em-
pirical support for this interaction hypothesis is
somewhat inconsistent in prior studies, with
only 3 of 8 interactions reaching statistically sig-
nificant in one study (Cole et al., 1991), 4 of 12

in another (Mills et al., 1998), and 1 of 4 in a
third (Holohan & Constenbader, 2000).

An analysis of effect sizes, however, indi-
cated that for children with not severe disabilities,
inclusion and segregated classes did not have a
differential impact in terms of either language
ability or social competence. This finding is con-
sistent with other studies (Cole et al., 1991;
Jenkins et al., 1985; Jenkins et al., 1989; Mills et
al., 1998). For those with severe disabilities, how-
ever, children in inclusion classes had greater lan-
guage development and social skills at posttest, as
well as more problem behaviors, than their peers
in segregated classes. This finding is somewhat
consistent with other studies. As noted earlier,
Hundert and colleagues (1998) also found that
children with severe disabilities in integrated
classes made significantly greater gains than their
peers in segregated classes on 3 of 16 develop-
mental outcomes. In contrast, other studies found
that the settings were either comparable or that
greater gains were made by children with severe
disabilities in segregated classes than their peers in
integrated classes (Cole et al., 1991; Mills et al.,
1998). The inconsistent findings with regard to
the differential impact of inclusion on the two
components of social competence are more diffi-
cult to interpret. Prior studies that compared so-
cial competence among preschoolers in integrated
versus segregated settings did not differentiate be-
tween social skills and problems behaviors (Holo-
han & Constenbader, 2000; Hundert et al., 1998;
Jenkins et al., 1985; Jenkins et al., 1989). In addi-
tion, no other research on this topic has used the
same measure of social competence that was used
in this study.

The finding that the preintervention level
of development or degree of delay at pretest
emerged as the strongest and most consistent pre-
dictor of gains in developmental outcome vari-
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ables is consistent with other studies of early in-
tervention and preschool program outcomes
(Berlin, O’Neal, & Brooks-Gunn, 1998; Cole et
al., 1991; Mafro et al., 1992; Mills et al., 1998;
Schafer, Spalding, & Bell, 1987). As noted previ-
ously, pretest scores predicted a substantial and
statistically significant proportion of the variance
in posttest ability. The strength of these relation-
ships, however, is partially influenced by the fact
that only 7 or 8 months passed between pretest
and posttest assessment. This short period of
time, as well as the relatively small amount of
variance unaccounted for by pretest scores, may
also explain the minimal importance of child,
parent, and family characteristics found in this
study.

This study contributes to the literature by
providing additional information about the im-
pact of inclusion on preschoolers with disabilities.
It addresses the major limitations of research in
this area by studying inclusion rather than main-
streaming or integration, by using preschoolers in
a community-based reverse inclusion program
rather than a university-based model preschool
program, by using a large sample of children, by
including the full range of disabilities from mild
to severe, and by providing a definition of degree
of disability. It also compares children’s progress
in inclusion and segregated classes, while statisti-
cally controlling for children’s initial level of de-
velopmental ability. As with other research on this
topic (e.g., Buysse, Bailey, Smith, & Simeonsson,

1994; Holohan & Constenbader, 2000), this
study also found that child characteristics, partic-
ularly degree of disability, influenced placement
decisions: Children with higher levels of function-
ing were more likely to be placed in inclusive
classes and children with lower levels of function-
ing were more likely to be placed in segregated
classes.

This study also identified several factors as-
sociated with preschool inclusion that need to be
explored further. The issue of the differential im-
pact of inclusion on children with severe versus
not severe disabilities needs further clarification,
particularly with regard to each developmental
domain. Future research might also explore devel-
opmental outcomes over a greater time period.
There is also a need to study how children’s expo-
sure to inclusion programs in preschool impact
on subsequent placements at the elementary
school level. A recent study conducted by Hanson
et al. (2001) found that parents were often forced
to choose between integrated classes, without sup-
port services to address their children’s disabilities,
or getting specialized services and supports in a
segregated setting. Future studies could explore
how children adapt as they enter school-age inclu-
sion programs and are required to transition to
more structured classrooms and a more demand-
ing curriculum. Finally, whereas benefits of inclu-
sion typically focus on developmental gains, there
are additional outcomes that are often over-
looked. They include class participation, relation-
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ships with peers and adults, activities outside of
the classroom, and greater preparation for life in
the community (McWilliam, Wolery, & Odom,
2001). 

While instructive, this study has its limita-
tions. First, the children were drawn from one
preschool, which is basically homogeneous in
both ethnic composition (i.e., primarily Cau-
casian) and socioeconomic status (i.e., low-middle
income). Thus, it would be difficult to generalize
the findings to other areas, particularly those in
urban or rural settings and those with a more cul-
turally diverse population. Second, the two
groups consisted of nonequivalent intact groups
whereby the children in segregated classes tended
to consist of children with more severe disabilities
than their peers in inclusion classes. Another limi-
tation was the operational definition used to mea-
sure degree of disability. As previously mentioned,
children were categorized as having severe disabil-
ities if they scored at or below two standard devia-
tions from the mean on either Verbal or
Performance IQ or had no scores available be-
cause the severity of their disability prevented
them from being formally cognitively assessed.
This rather narrow operational definition of de-
gree of disability may have impacted on some of
the outcomes of the study. Young children with
disabilities are a very heterogeneous group who
often may have developmental delays of unknown
etiology with a wide range and degree of disabili-
ties. Defining subgroups of children for purposes
of elucidating the differential effectiveness of a
program is a central question for evaluators. 

I M P L I C A T I O N S  F O R  P R A C T I C E

Because schools are increasingly moving toward
integrating children with disabilities, it is impor-
tant for educators, parents, and policymakers to
recognize the complexity of this issue. We need to
continue to more systematically delineate the me-
diating influences of individual child, family, and
program variables, as well as their interaction, in
order to identify for whom and under what cir-
cumstances particular services and interventions
are most effective. Programs must be provided
with reliable and valid information about the im-
pact of inclusion on preschoolers with and with-
out disabilities. Special attention must be paid to

identifying the perceived benefits and risks associ-
ated with inclusion for young children. Placement
decisions should be governed by individual needs
and reevaluated over time. Some students may
not function adequately in an integrated setting
as their emotional and learning characteristics
may require self-contained classes with fewer stu-
dents. The least restrictive environment (LRE) is
not a place; it is a continuum of services that bal-
ances at the point closest to a normative environ-
ment that is appropriate for each individual
student. Thus, a full continuum of services and
placement options should be available and deter-
minations made according to each child’s needs.
As noted by Bricker (1995), the individual needs
of children must be in the forefront when making
placement decisions. Finally, the impact on class-
room peers must also be considered. Related re-
search suggests that parents of preschoolers with
and without disabilities were more likely to sup-
port inclusion for children with mild-to-moderate
disabilities than for those with more severe dis-
abilities, as well as for those with behavioral or
emotional problems (Rafferty, Boettcher, & Grif-
fin, 2001).

No program, however, can be successful
unless adequate resources are in place. While re-
lated research indicates that inclusive preschool
programs have received equal or higher quality
ratings when compared with segregated preschool
programs or early childhood programs (Buysse,
Wesley, Bryant, & Gardner, 1999; LaParo, Sex-
ton, & Snyder, 1998), the overall quality of child-
care environments needs improvement (National
Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment [NICHD], 1998; Odom, 2000). Thus, one
ongoing challenge to inclusion is to provide qual-
ity educational services in a way that maximizes
the growth of children with and without disabili-
ties (Bricker, 1995). A full system of supports
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would benefit every child either directly or indi-
rectly by strengthening the classroom and should
have the highest priority. Simply stated, for inclu-
sion to be successful, program quality must be
high and appropriate support services must be
provided. A lack of needed supports and services
would deprive not only the student with special
needs but also the rest of the class.
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