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Preparing Teachers For
Mainstreatning

By Betty W".Atterbury
University of Southern Maine

In the 18 years since the passage of
the federal law entitled The Education
of All Handicapped Children Act, mu-

sic teachers have faced increasing challenges
in meeting the needs of the exceptional chil-
dren who are entering their classrooms. In-
deed, some music educators face overwhelm-
ing problems as children who were once seg-
regated from their peers are "mainstrearned"
into regular classrooms. Inevitably, some ex-
ceptional children are poorly placed (or, as
teachers who are struggling with the situation
might say, "dumped") into music classes, and
the music teacher can be faced with a real
professional crisis.

While mainstreaming is a matter of law-
and I believe that it is inherently right-
teachers who have not been prepared for the
reality of mainstreaming, as well as the ex-
ceptional children in their classes, need more
than understanding and compassion. They
need real help in devising actual classroom
change based on overriding general prin-
ciples such as adaptation, intensification, and
social success. Younger teachers in particular
have not received adequate preparation for
the daily challenge of mainstreaming. Some-
thing was missing in their preparation.

As a profession, the field of music educa-
tion must seriously consider the preparation
of undergraduates in terms of the actual prac-
tices subsumed under the label of main-
streaming. In any elementary school today,
at least five percent (and often closer to ten

Betty W Atterbury is Associate Professor of
Music at the University of Southern Maine.
Her research interests include the impact of
mainstreaming, development of the child's
singing voice, and music teacher preparation.

percent) of students receive special educa-
tion services. These students are enrolled in
general music classes. Future music educa-
tion teachers need and deserve preparation
that will enable them to educate these chil-
dren along with the others.

Why
Many music educators can glibly cite the

title or number of the law which set the goal
of mainstreaming for exceptional students:
The Education of All Handicapped Children
Act, PL 94-142, passed in 1975. But why was
this law needed? Why did the American edu-
cation establishment, the purveyor of democ-
racy, have to be forced via federal legislation
to provide equal educational opportunity to
all the children in our country?

One answer is that the educational needs
of handicapped children were often beyond
the financial means of individual school dis-
tricts and indeed of the individual states. In
addition, the advocates for education of ex-
ceptional students learned from the political
campaigns of others-particularly the Civil
Rights Movement-that the federal level was
where real change could be made.

Unfortunately these advocates were not
well organized when the first significant fed-
eral education legislation in over a century
became law. The Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 was a result of
President Lyndon B. Johnson's determination
to improve educational services and facilities
for poor children. But advocates for the
handicapped quickly marshalled their collec-
tive forces to began what Diane Ravitch in
Tbe Troubled Crusade (1983) describes as a
"brilliant political campaign for federal pro-
tection" for the handicapped.

From the Civil Rights Movement, these ad-

20 The Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning
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vocates had learned that a federal mandate
was needed in order to move toward federal
legislation. The mandate was achieved
through successful court rulings on behalf of
education for the handicapped in Pennsylva-
nia in 1971 and the District of Columbia in
1972. The wording of the later ruling is
particularly significant. Ravitch notes, "The
federal court held that under the due-process
clause of the Fifth Amendment to the Constitu-
tion, every school-age child
in the district must be pro-
vided with 'a free and suit-
able publicly supported edu-
cation regardless of the de-
gree of a child's mental, physi-
cal, or emotional disability or
impairment'."] Those famil-
iar with PL 94-142 will recog-
nize similarities of language
between this court ruling and
that of the law.

The other stepping stone
between the ESEA of 1965
and PL 94-142 of 1975 was
the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.
This law included a section
numbered 504, described by
Ravitch (1983) as the handi-
capped person's equivalent
of Title VI of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964. Title VI included
language that empowered fed-
eral officialsto withdraw funds
from any program violating
antidiscrimination laws and
regulations. Section 504 contains a similar finan-
cial motivator for compliance:

No otherwise qualified handicapped indi-
vidual in the United States shall, solely by
reason of his handicap, be excluded from
participation in, be denied the benefits of, or
be subjected to discrimination under any pro-
gram or activity receiving Federal financial
assistance.

This short paragraph has enabled children
in wheel chairs to more easily attend sym-
phony concerts because ramps have been
built, or to use public bathrooms or transpor-
tation. In a relatively short time, the Ameri-
can public has become accustomed to pro-
viding and paying for these enabling physical
facilities for the handicapped.

PL 94-142 has been described by Pittinger
and Kuriloff2 as the most prescriptive educa-
tion statute ever passed by Congress. The
basic purpose of the Education for All Handi-
capped Children Act is to insure that all ex-
ceptionallearners receive an education ap-
propriate to their individual needs. The law
includes language requiring an annual Indi-
vidualized Education Program (lEP) for every
exceptional student in the country and estab-

lishes due-process safe-
guards for parents. Under
the heading "Least Restric-
tive Environment" the law
includes the following
words: "... to the maxi-
mum extent appropriate
... handicapped children ...
are educated with children
who are not handicapped."
These words have resulted
in the practice of main-
streaming. They are fol-
lowed by another section
which states that "special
classes, separate schooling
or other removal of handi-
capped children from the
regular educational envi-
ronment occurs only when
the nature and severity of
the handicap is such that
education in regular classes
with the use of supplemen-
tary aids and services can-
not be achieved satisfacto-

rily."3 The statement sounds fairly innocuous
and appropriate for our democratic society.

Why, then, do some general music teach-
ers have such overwhelming problems with
mainstreaming? One answer is that while the
legislation seems acceptable, it is also quite
vague, resulting in innumerable interpreta-
tions in individual school districts. Unpre-
pared music teachers who do not understand
the wording of the law may accept without
question such statements as "The law says
that all children must be mainstreamed in
music and art" or "The entire special-needs
class must be mainstreamed into your 10:00
a.m. fifth grade class, because that is the
law." Misreadings and misinterpretation of

"Teachers 'wl'io
have not been

prepared for the
reality of

rnainstrearning,
as -w-ellas the ex-
ceptional children
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the words "least restrictive environment" in
hierarchical and often patriarchal school sys-
tems that discourage teachers from being in-
dependent thinkers is part of the reason that
music teachers feel so much frustration.

A key to understanding the intent of the
legislation is the phrase "to the maximum ex-
tent appropriate." These words certainly im-
ply that not all exceptional learners should
be mainstreamed. Indeed, the federal regula-
tions drafted in 1977 state: "Removal
occurs ...when the nature of the handicap is
such that education in a regular class, with
the use of supplementary aids and services,
cannot be achieved." Seldom are general
music teachers able to request and receive
supplementary aids and services for
mainstreamed students; in fact, few practic-
ing teachers-or other educators, for that
matter- know about these words in the law.
Even fewer general music teachers have
been able to successfully request removal of
an exceptional child from the classroom be-
cause that child was unable to receive a mu-
sical education in the class.

Study of the sections of PL 94-142 should
be an important part of every future music
teacher's preparation, along with the exami-
nation of related state regulations and analy-
sis of whether they mirror or differ from fed-
eral law. Teachers need to be able to re-
quest correct mainstreaming decisions and
placements; therefore, developing our under-
graduate music education students' under-
standing of the language, meaning, and im-
plications of applicable law is a necessary
and important first step in their becoming
informed advocates for appropriate musical
education for all exceptional learners.

A current concern about this landmark law
has the potential to influence all public school
teachers. A major reason this law was passed
was the cooperation of a number of organiza-
tions, each advocating for one particular cat-
egory of exceptional child. Following passage
of the law, members of these organizations
served on the committees that drafted the
regulations defining each exceptionality.

The problem now being examined involves
both the funding and reporting requirements
of PL 94-142. In regard to reporting, each
state agency must send to Washington annual

statistical reports on the numbers of children
served, using the categorical labels found in
the regulations. The Department of Education
amasses the information for an annual report
to Congress. This reporting process results in
an emphasis on the use of labeling categories
derived from the wording of the law, and the
way funding is reported.

The annual reports of the past decade indi-
cate that special education services have ex-
panded far beyond the boundaries envi-
sioned by the framers of PL 94-142. For ex-
ample, between 1976 and 1986 the learning-
disability population rose by 141 percent, an
astonishing increase. This brings us to the
funding problem that is creating such con-
cern: State education agencies are required to
provide the monies for implementing the law.
The minuscule amount of federal funding that
has accompanied this federal mandate has
placed an incredible financial burden on states
and on local school districts.

This was not the original intent of the law.
When passed, the law stated that appropria-
tions would gradually be increased so that the
federal government would assume 40 percent
of the cost of special education. In fact, fed-
eral funding has never risen beyond a high of
12 percent and is currently about 5 percent.
Administrators, boards of education, and busi-
ness managers view the expansion of the costs
of special education with deep concern.

Some leaders in special education also be-
lieve that "education in the least restrictive
environment" has not really occurred for
most handicapped children. Rather, they
point to a growing emphasis on identifying
and labeling children and a parallel prolifera-
tion of special teachers and special services
for the exceptional population. They com-
plain that children with special needs are
once again being isolated and given fewer
educational opportunities than their peers.

In answer to this concern, some schools
are seeking more effective ways to provide
the "least restrictive environment" by holding
the classroom teacher responsible for educat-
ing all children placed in his or her class-
room. Instead of referring a student for spe-
cial services, which necessitates testing,
meeting, and labeling, such districts are initi-
ating pre-intervention programs for students.

22 The Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning
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"[A] glibness 'with special education language can too easily

replace an emphasis on careful consideration of the individual
exceptional child."

In these programs, strategies for helping stu-
dents with learning or behavior problems are
suggested and tried prior to the student's
placement into the regular classroom.

In this way, it is hoped, far fewer children
will be referred for initial testing, evaluation,
and special placement. Presently, referral for
exceptional students results in 73 percent of
the children being placed, so there are strong
financial reasons to support this trend. And
for those who are adamantly opposed to cat-
egorization and labeling, this approach seems
to offer a genuine way for all learners to be
taught in the least restrictive environment.

This new direction is called "teacher assis-
tance," "school support," or "school ap-
praisal," and it provides assistance to class-
room teachers. If indeed this new direction
becomes widely accepted in schools, then
future music teachers must to be prepared to
use this help for students who exhibit learn-
ing or behavior problems.

Why do we have mainstreaming? A federal
law mandates this practice. Prior to 1975, ex-
ceptional children were not receiving an edu-
cation equal to that of their peers. We must
prepare our future music teachers for this as-
pect of their teaching career because the
vague wording of the law encourages different
interpretations that often result in mainstream-
ing situations that are not in the students' best
interest. Ineffective and poor mainstreaming
practices can result in burnout for some music
education teachers, and for many others it may
produce a stressful and unsatisfying teaching
experience. It is incumbent upon all those
involved in undergraduate music teacher edu-
cation to foresee the problems that our stu-
dents will face, and if at all possible, to give
them the tools which will enable them to be-
come satisfied, competent, and happy music
educators for years to come.

How
How do we prepare our undergraduate

students for this teaching and scheduling re-
ality? In the best of all possible worlds, the

Volume IV; Number 1

curriculum would include a separate course
title: "Music for Exceptional Learners," or
something similar. At the University of
Southern Maine, a one-credit course with this
title is required during the student-teaching
semester, so students have the opportunity for
direct observation and case study. This is not
the ideal situation-a three-hour course would
be better-but it is better than no course at all.

In situations where the addition of a sepa-
rate course is impossible, the elementary
methods course is a good place to include this
type of information, for we know from a num-
ber of surveys in music education that very
few performance teachers teach exceptional
students. To incorporate information about
exceptional students into the methods class,
one might use as a rule of thumb the statistic
that five to ten percent of students in public
school settings receive special education ser-
vices, and allocate that amount of course time
to the topic. Quick arithmetic in terms of my
own methods course, which meets twice a
week for a semester, indicates that five percent
of the course time amounts to one and one-
half course meetings--hardly enough time to
adequately prepare undergraduates for the
stress, challenge, and reality of mainstreaming.

A third option would be to incorporate in-
formation about special learners and ways of
accommodating their individual differences in
all aspects of a methods course. For instance,
demonstrations of individual activities or com-
plete lessons could include ways of accommo-
dating exceptional learners and explanations
of these accommodations to students. Stu-
dents' written lesson objectives, plans, and
teaching experiences could incorporate a rec-
ognition of mainstreamed students.

Class time is not the only problem educa-
tors must face when considering how to pre-
pare our music education students for
mainstreaming. How can we provide music
education students with an adequate back-
ground of positive interactions with excep-
tional students before they begin their teach-
ing careers? Unprepared teachers can find

23
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themselves at a complete loss when faced
with teaching exceptional students. In one
situation, the students ranging in age from 4
to 21 who attended the county special edu-
cation center had never had music instruc-
tion because the local music teacher was
afraid of them. And if you walked into the
center you might understand why! One stu-
dent rocked all day and cried out at any
strange sounds, including musical ones. Sev-
eral were in wheelchairs, and some could
not talk. Almost all of the students looked
very different from "normal" children. Yet
these students could benefit from music
teaching and had a right to the inclusion of
music in their education. But the teacher
was unprepared and therefore unable to
meet their needs.

Future music teachers must learn to be com-
fortable with all types of exceptional learners.
Acceptance, empathy, and understanding of
these students is almost impossible to develop
in a lecture setting. Students need field experi-
ences in some of the following settings:

• in music classrooms where students are
mainstreamed and/or in self-contained special
classes;
• in special centers for single or multiply
handicapped students;
• in local or state Special Olympics or Very
Special Arts Festivals, if other options are un-
available.

Some media can be used to help in arous-
ing students' awareness of the characteristics
and needs of exceptional students. Some
films and videos are better than others, but
all are better than nothing. It is sometimes
difficult to find media about exceptional chil-
dren because of the necessary confidentiality.
Parents are not keen to have their children
labeled to begin with, and it is difficult to
persuade them to agree to videotaping.

I became interested in exceptional learners
because in my public school teaching career
I was assigned a class of learning-disabled
boys who were 12 years old and non-read-
ers. I experienced great frustration and a ter-
rible loss of confidence in my music teaching
ability with that class. But I was fortunate
because during the following summer I be-
gan graduate study and stumbled onto a
class titled "Introduction to Learning Disabili-
ties." My experience with the learning-dis-

24

abled students motivated me to learn as
much as I could about that particular excep-
tionality. I've noticed, however, that many
music teachers who have had discouraging
teaching experiences with exceptional chil-
dren do not accept the experience as a chal-
lenge. In preparing our undergraduate music
education majors, we cannot ignore the pres-
ence of exceptional learners who are an ac-
cepted part of the fabric of present-day
schooling. Doing so would be a major dis-
service to our students.

What
Whether in a separate course or in a meth-

ods course, future music educators need to
become familiar with several important ideas
regarding exceptional students. Two of these
have already been discussed: an awareness
and understanding of the language of PL 94-
142 and state regulations, and knowledge of
and empathy with a variety of exceptional stu-
dents. Other topics to be addressed include
categories of exceptionality, adapting instruc-
tion and materials for different learners, and
knowledge of the IEP process.
Categories

Despite the present movement toward di-
minishing the importance of categorization of
exceptional learners, it remains unclear
whether or not this trend will elicit the coop-
eration and support of classroom teachers, the
most important participants in this new direc-
tion. For now, it seems that our future music
educators must gain understanding of the dif-
ferent types of exceptionalities, for this is a
necessary and very important part of the
mainstreaming process. Understanding the
differences in how students learn is critical, for
those who have been labeled retarded, learn-
ing disabled, behavior disordered (or whatever
language is used to describe emotionally dis-
turbed students), and gifted are likely to be
present in the future classrooms of our stu-
dents. The contrasts in the impact of physical
handicaps-whether hearing, sight, cerebral
palsy, or other disease or injury-should also
be a part of future music teacher preparation.

This background information about differ-
ent categories, however, does not enable
anyone to make assumptions about music
teaching or learning. Rather, such informa-
tion provides music teachers with important

The Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning
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signals that alert one to a range of possible
learning behaviors, for any label is only a
generalization. The various designations pro-
vide a background with which to better un-
derstand individual children, and they also
provide a foundation for more effective plan-
ning of competent instructional strategies and
adequate adaptation of materials for main-
streamed students. About the individual
child, however, such categories tell little.

One must be very careful when teaching
about labels, because a glibness with special
education language can too easily replace an
emphasis on careful consideration of the indi-
vidual exceptional child. As early as 1904,
Alfred Binet, who devised the first intelligence
test, noted that "it would never be to one's
credit to have attended a special school" (in
Bryan & Bryan, 1978, p. 81). Sixty-four years
later, in an influential article proposing that
exceptional students be educated in the main-
stream, Lloyd Dunn wrote the following: "We
must examine the effects of these disability
labels on the students ... certainly none of
these labels are badges of distinction.v'

It does not seem educationally sound to
abruptly stop using these labels, for they do
offer educators a conceptual framework within
which to consider individual learners' differ-
ences. Yet music teachers should not attempt
to diagnose each exceptional child in each
class, for such an approach places an unrea-
sonable demand upon teachers who may be
trying to musically educate hundreds of chil-
dren. Rather, music education students must
be prepared to act as professional teachers-
those who have certain basic knowledge and
understandings with which to intelligently read
student files and consult with other classroom
and special education teachers.
Adaptation

One way to think about planning is to re-
member the strategies used by beginning
teachers. As a young teacher, each week I
planned what I would teach in each grade-
although I was teaching 28 or 30 classes a
week, I wrote only six lesson plans. I soon
learned that this type of planning was really
inadequate, for classes at the same grade level
were quite different. So my planning became
more complex and more responsive to student
needs. For our students to experience success

Volume IV, Number 1

as teachers of classes with main streamed
learners, they must be similarly prepared to go
beyond the general one-plan-for-all approach.

The first important facet of adequate plan-
ning is an awareness of the individual
student's learning strengths and deficits.
With this knowledge, teachers can plan the
changes needed for one or more exceptional
learners within a single class. Students who
have deficits in reading (whether learning
disability or retardation) will need special
consideration, for example, in intermediate
classes where reading or written evaluation is
used. I strongly advocate the construction of
materials that do not require students to read
lengthy directions or write answers, but
rather to circle the correct picture or word. It
may be necessary for teachers to prepare
several different versions of a single
worksheet depending upon the particular
needs of mainstrearned learners.

A term that comes from the learning disabil-
ity field covers many of the ways that instruc-
tion can be improved for mainstreamed stu-
dents: intensification. Music teachers can in-
tensify instructional materials by such strate-
gies as increasing the size of printed pages or
worksheets, adding color to help students find
the beginning of successive lines, or slowing
the rate of teaching a movement sequence.

Many music educators are familiar with the
term multi-sensory, which describes another
important way of thinking about the prin-
ciple of intensification. General music teach-
ers particularly need to be aware of the im-
portance of visual illustration and reinforce-
ment of all students. For some mainstreamed
learners, the combination of simultaneous
aural, visual, and kinesthetic experiences is
essential for their success in music class.

Another generalization that covers a multi-
tude of ways of adapting instruction for
mainstreamed learners is that of "levels-of-
involvement." We are all aware that effective
lessons include a variety of activities, such as
singing, listening, and moving. But do we
also teach our music education students to
plan for both easy and more difficult types of
student involvement within each activity? If
not, music education students will not be ad-
equately prepared to succeed in their class-
rooms. For example, when learning a song,

25
7

Atterbury: Preparing Teachers

Published by OpenCommons@UConn, 2021



some children may be able to only listen and
point to a picture, while others can listen and
describe the text, or perhaps even discuss an
abstraction within the text or music. Some
students may be able to play only a one beat
ostinato or perhaps a simple introduction,
while others can play intricate melodic or
rhythmic patterns.

Instruction can also be adapted through the
inclusion of different types of classroom orga-
nization: cooperative learning, peer tutoring,
and so on. These grouping techniques are not
often found in many general music classes but
they should be, especially in classes with
mainstreamed students. At best, such class
restructuring presents opportunities for all stu-
dents and can overcome the critical or hostile
behaviors often found in classes with main-
streamed exceptional learners.

The term adaptation covers many topics,
but most importantly it describes a way of
thinking about teaching that is sometimes not
found in elementary general music. Because
of the intense schedule and the sheer num-
bers of children that music teachers experi-
ence each day and week, it is much easier to
think of groups rather than of individuals.
But effective music teaching of groups with
mainstreamed learners occurs only when ilie
teacher is able to adapt instruction and mate-
rials in ways that enable individuals within
the group to be successful learners.
IEP Participation

Several surveys of practicing music teach-
ers have come to very similar conclusions
regarding the Individual Education Program
ClEP) process.> The common finding is that
not many music teachers participate in this
yearly planning for each exceptional student.
Indeed, many music teachers do not know
what an IEP is.

An IEP is a federally mandated annual writ-
ten document which includes the student's
present level of educational performance,
annual goals, short-term instructional objec-
tives, specific services to be provided, and a
statement of the extent to which the student
will participate in the regular educational
program. The last in this list, inclusion in the
regular program, is often decided by a com-
mittee that contains no specialists. Such
committees are often vulnerable to satisfying

parental demands by assigning the excep-
tional student to mainstreaming in art, music
and physical education. This process often
results in inappropriate placements of excep-
tional children, and music teachers complain
of being "dumped on."

Adequate undergraduate preparation of fu-
ture music educators should certainly contain
information about this important document,
the IEP, and the process by which it is devel-
oped. Our undergraduates must know that
they need to become actively involved in de-
termining which exceptional child is placed in
which music class, and for which good reason.

Conclusion
Every child deserves and should receive a

proper education, and a proper education
includes music. Exceptional learners who
are placed in classes where they can partici-
pate in successful musical creation and recre-
ation and experience aesthetic pleasure are
receiving an education in the least restrictive
environment. When our future teachers ad-
dress the topic of mainstreaming as they pre-
pare for teaching careers, they will be more
likely to provide successful settings and a
genuine music education for all the excep-
tional learners they teach.

Notes
1. Ravitch, D. 1983. The Troubled Crusade.
New York: Basic Books.
2. Pittenger, J. C. and Kuriloff, P. 1982. "Educat-
ing the Handicapped: Reforming a Radical Law."
Public Interest 66, p. 73.
3. Federal Register, voL 42 no. 163. August 23,
1977, 42497.
4. Dunn, L 1968. "Special Education for the
Mildly Retarded: Is Much of It Justifiable?" Excep-
tional Children 32, p. 9.
5. Atterbury, B. W. (1986) A survey of present
mainstreaming practices in the southern United
States. Journal of Music Therapy, 23 (4), 202-207.
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