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Abstract

Inclusive education requires more than placing students with disabilities in general education
classrooms; it requires accessible communication, effective instruction, trained educators,
collaboration, and meaningful participation. This white paper presents Advancing Inclusive
Educational Systems Through Teacher Capacity-Building, Sign Language Integration, and
Special Education Leadership, a scalable framework designed to strengthen inclusive
educational practices.

The framework integrates teacher professional development, instructional coaching,
collaboration between general and special educators, sign-language and communication
accessibility, family and community partnerships, and continuous program evaluation. It also
emphasizes effective implementation of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and improved
educational access for Deaf, hard-of-hearing, and other students with disabilities.

Drawing on Allan C. Labad's more than two decades of experience in special education,
inclusive classroom development, teacher training, sign-language interpretation, individualized
education planning, and instructional leadership, the framework demonstrates how educator
capacity-building can extend impact beyond individual classrooms. By strengthening teachers
and educational systems, the initiative seeks to improve instructional quality, disability access,
student participation, transition readiness, and educational equity.
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Executive Summary

The United States has made substantial progress in expanding educational opportunities for
students with disabilities, yet access to an educational setting does not by itself guarantee
meaningful inclusion. Effective inclusion requires trained educators, coordinated instructional
systems, accessible communication, evidence-based teaching practices, strong collaboration
between general and special educators, and sustained leadership capable of translating statutory
protections into classroom practice.

Approximately seven million children received special education services during the 2023-2024
school year.! Recent federal analysis further demonstrates that the number of students with
disabilities spending substantial portions of their school day in general education classrooms has
increased significantly. From the 2012-2013 school year through 2023-2024, the number of
students with disabilities educated in general education settings for at least 40 percent of the
school day increased by approximately 25 percent nationally.2 These trends represent important
progress toward inclusion, but they also increase the instructional demands placed on general
education teachers, special educators, instructional leaders, paraprofessionals, administrators,
and related-service personnel.

The challenge is therefore evolving. The central policy question is no longer simply whether
students with disabilities have access to schools and classrooms. The more pressing question is
whether schools possess human capacity, instructional expertise, collaborative structures, and
communication systems necessary to make inclusion successful.

Recent findings from the U.S. Government Accountability Office reinforce the urgency of this
issue. GAO found that personnel shortages constitute a major obstacle to educating students with
disabilities and reported concerns about insufficient professional development time, inadequate
collaboration between general and special educators, difficulty communicating with families, and
uneven availability of specialized personnel.® Similar concerns appear in federal reviews of
Department of Defense schools, where special education staff reported shortages, heavy
workloads, inconsistent guidance, and insufficient training.*

These conditions establish the need for scalable approaches that increase the capacity of existing
educators rather than relying exclusively on recruiting additional specialists.
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This white paper proposes a comprehensive framework for Advancing Inclusive Educational
Systems Through Teacher Capacity-Building, Sign Language Integration, and Special
Education Leadership. The framework emphasizes five mutually reinforcing components:

systematic professional development for general and special educators;
collaborative instructional leadership and coaching;

accessible communication and sign-language integration;

structured inclusive-education implementation and individualized support; and
sustainable school-community partnerships and continuous program evaluation.

ko E

The model is aligned with the occupational functions associated with SOC 25-9031,
Instructional Coordinators. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics describes instructional
coordinators as professionals who oversee curriculum and teaching standards, develop and
implement instructional materials, assess instructional effectiveness, and may train and coach
teachers.® The proposed framework similarly concentrates on improving systems of instruction
rather than merely delivering instruction to an individual classroom.

The framework is formed by the professional experience of Allan C. Labad, a licensed educator
with approximately twenty-one years of teaching experience spanning general and special
education. His professional record includes service as a Special Education Department Head,
creation of multiple inclusion classrooms, leadership in individualized education planning,
teacher training at regional and divisional levels, sign language interpretation, university teacher
supervision, school-based management, and disability advocacy. His experience provides a
practitioner-based foundation for a scalable model of inclusive instructional leadership.

The central proposition of this paper is straightforward: inclusive education becomes
sustainable when schools develop educators’ capacity to deliver it. Teacher capacity-building,
therefore, functions not as an auxiliary intervention but as essential infrastructure for educational
equity, disability access, academic participation, and successful transition to adulthood.

I. The National Imperative for Stronger Inclusive Educational
Systems

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act established a federal commitment to providing
eligible children with disabilities access to a free appropriate public education designed around
their individual needs. Inclusion is closely related to IDEA's requirement that students with
disabilities be educated with nondisabled students to the maximum extent appropriate.
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Over several decades, educational systems have progressively moved students with disabilities
from segregated settings toward more integrated educational environments. The most recent
federal evidence illustrates the scale of this development.

GAO reported in July 2026 that approximately 7 million children received special education
services during the 2023-2024 school year. It further found that the number of students with
disabilities spending at least 40 percent of their day in general education classrooms increased by
approximately 25 percent between 2012-2013 and 2023-2024.2 The share increased in 42 states
and the District of Columbia for which comparable data were available.?

The U.S. Department of Education has similarly emphasized the importance of inclusive
educational practice. Federal guidance released in 2025 observed that nearly 70 percent of
children with disabilities spend more than 80 percent of their school day in general education
classrooms and stressed the importance of meaningful collaboration and shared responsibility
among general and special educators.®

These developments have profound implications.

Placing a learner with disabilities in a general education classroom does not automatically create
inclusion. Physical placement is only one element. Meaningful participation depends on whether
instructional materials are accessible, whether teachers understand disability-related needs,
whether appropriate accommodations are implemented, whether communication barriers are
addressed, whether behavioral and social supports are available, and whether educators
collaborate effectively.

Consequently, as inclusive placement expands, instructional capacity must expand with it.
Federal findings show that this capacity is unevenly distributed.

GAO's 2024 national work on special education reported that all 32 entities it consulted,
including school districts, state educational agencies, and special education organizations,
identified personnel shortages as a significant obstacle to educating students with disabilities.
Officials also identified limited time for professional development, insufficient collaboration
between general and special education personnel, and communication difficulties with families.3

Such problems can have cumulative consequences. When schools lack specialists, general
educators may receive students whose needs exceed their training. When professional
development is limited, educators may possess insufficient knowledge regarding
accommodations, differentiated instruction, assistive communication, behavior supports, or
individualized planning. When collaboration is weak, responsibility for the student may become
fragmented.
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A sustainable response therefore requires more than hiring.America needs capacity-building
systems that strengthen the knowledge and capability of the educators already working in
schools.

I1. From Placement to Participation: Redefining Inclusive
Education

Inclusive education should be understood as a system in which students with disabilities are not
merely present alongside peers but are provided with meaningful opportunities to learn,
communicate, participate, build relationships, develop independence, and prepare for adulthood.

The U.S. Department of Education's 2025 guidance on inclusive educational practices
emphasizes environments where students can fully engage and feel a sense of belonging.” This
concept recognizes that educational success involves both academic achievement and
participation within the broader life of the school.

Inclusive education therefore requires a culture of shared instructional responsibility.
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ATTRIBUTES OF A STRONG INCLUSIVE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM

Inclusion means more than being in the same classroom. It means meaningful participation,
access to learning, and preparation for a successful future.

3 e 4 e 0 —@
HIGH EXPECTATIONS DIFFERENTIATED

SHARED RESPONSIBILITY ACCESSIBLE INDIVIDUALIZED PLANNING FAMILIES AS INCLUSION BEYOND
FOR ALL INSTRUCTION BETWEEN EDUCATORS

~

COMMUNICATION GUIDES INSTRUCTION EDUCATIONAL PARTNERS ACADEMICS

BELIEVE ceNERAL |
ACHIEVE SIONN
SUCCEED

Educators hold high Instruction is adapted to General and special Communication is Individualized Education Families bring essential Inclusion extends to

expectations for students meet individual needs education personnel accessible for all through Plans (IEPs) inform daily knowledge and are extracurricular activities,
with disabilities and provide without i and share clear visual i ion and decisi partners in life skills, employment

the support they need to separating students responsibility for student supports, assistive not just compliance. planning, decision-making, preparation, and

reach their full potential. from their peers. learning and success. technology, and sign and support. community engagement.

language integration.
These attributes work together to create a learning environment where every student belongs, participates, and thrives.

O

ESPECIALLY RELEVANT FOR STUDENTS WITH:

52 ¢

EDUCATIONAL ACCESS DEPENDS ON:

600

Deaf or Intellectual or Teachers' ability Diffe iati Cy ing
hard of hearing | ial life-skills to communicate instruction to meet services and disability-specific
disabilities support effectively individual needs supports learning needs

' When these elements are in place, students with disabilities gain the access, skills, and opportunities they need to learn,

connect, contribute, and succeed in school and in life.

The special educator cannot be expected to carry the entire responsibility for inclusion. General
educators, instructional coordinators, administrators, paraprofessionals, counselors, related-
service providers, parents, and community partners must operate as a coordinated system.

The instructional coordinator occupies an especially important position in this structure because

curriculum, professional development, coaching, instructional materials, assessment, and
program evaluation intersect at that level.

I11. Teacher Capacity as Educational Infrastructure

Teacher quality remains one of the most consequential school-based influences on student
learning. For students with disabilities, however, effective teaching frequently requires additional
competencies.

Educators may need to understand:
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individualized educational programming;
differentiated instruction;

Universal Design for Learning principles;
behavior and classroom support;
communication accommodations;
accessible educational technology;
collaboration with related-service personnel;
progress monitoring;

disability-specific instructional strategies;
transition planning;

family engagement; and

culturally responsive disability practices.

Traditional one-time workshops are rarely sufficient to develop these competencies.

Research supported by the Institute of Education Sciences has examined professional
development models that combine workshops, coaching, observation, feedback, program
evaluation, and ongoing support.® Such approaches illustrate an important principle: professional
development should be treated as an ongoing instructional-improvement process rather than a
single training event.

An effective capacity-building model can therefore be organized into four levels.
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FOUR-LEVEL CAPACITY-BUILDING MODEL
FOR INCLUSIVE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEMS

LEVEL ONE LEVEL TWO LEVEL THREE LEVEL FOUR
FOUNDATIONAL APPLIED INSTRUCTIONAL COACHING AND PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
KNOWLEDGE TRAINING DEMONSTRATION COMMUNITIES

o .e &
= P &3 P sas

All participating educators Educators learn how to: Knowledge becomes practice Schools create ongoing
receive foundational through: communities of practice in
preparation on: eAdaptiensons which educators:
e Structure classroom ® Observation
e Inclusive education environments e Modeling ® Analyze challenges
e Disability awareness e Use visual and e Coaching e Share student-support
e Individualized instruction communication supports e Collaborative lesson strategies
e Legal and ethical e Integrate accommodations planning ° Examine data
responsibilities o Differentiate assessments e Feedback e Collaboratively refine
o Accessible communication Experienced educators demonstrate instruction

e Monitor student progress s ;
strategies within authentic

classroom contexts.
- - > \ e

o Collaborative practice

* This layered structure reduces dependence upon isolated experts
’a‘ because expertise becomes distributed throughout the organization.

IVV. The Special Education Workforce Challenge

Teacher capacity-building is increasingly important in light of persistent special education
staffing challenges across the United States. The U.S. Department of Education has documented
significant shortages of qualified special education personnel, including survey evidence
indicating that 82 percent of participating special educators reported insufficient personnel to
adequately serve students with disabilities.” The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO)
has similarly identified special education as an area frequently affected by teacher shortages.?
The consequences extend beyond vacant positions and may include larger caseloads, reduced
consultation and collaboration time, difficulties delivering required IEP services, educator
burnout, and delays in student support. In its 2025 review of Department of Defense Education
Activity schools, GAO identified special education staffing shortages at every school visited,
along with heavy workloads, challenges in delivering required services, limited onboarding and
training for paraeducators, and insufficient procedural guidance.* These findings demonstrate
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that workforce development must address both personnel quantity and professional capacity.
Although recruiting additional special educators remains essential, schools cannot postpone
instructional improvement until every vacancy is filled. Existing general educators, special
educators, paraprofessionals, and school leaders can be systematically trained to work more
effectively within inclusive environments. A teacher-capacity model therefore functions as a
workforce multiplier: an instructional leader who trains a group of educators can indirectly
improve instruction for hundreds of students, while trained educators can subsequently mentor
colleagues and distribute knowledge throughout their schools. This multiplier effect allows
instructional expertise to extend beyond individual classrooms and supports the development of
sustainable, school-wide capacity for inclusive education.

V. Sign Language Integration and Communication Access

Communication is fundamental to meaningful educational participation, particularly for Deaf
and hard-of-hearing students whose access to instruction, classroom discussion, peer
relationships, and school services may depend on effective communication supports. A
comprehensive inclusive education model should therefore integrate communication accessibility
into instructional design rather than treating it as a separate or isolated service. Depending on
individual student needs and communication preferences, schools can strengthen accessibility
through basic sign-language awareness among educators and staff, effective collaboration with
qualified interpreters, visual instructional strategies, captioning and other communication
supports, and greater understanding of the educational experiences of Deaf and hard-of-hearing
learners. This approach does not require every educator to become a professional interpreter;
instead, teachers should understand how to work effectively with interpreters, maintain visual
access, recognize communication barriers, and structure instruction for students who receive
information visually. Appropriate practices may include pacing classroom discussions carefully,
ensuring instructional materials remain visible during interpreted communication, providing
materials in advance, minimizing competing visual demands, and allowing adequate processing
time. Teacher preparation is therefore essential because interpreters facilitate communication
while educators retain responsibility for designing and delivering accessible instruction. The
broader objective extends beyond sign-language instruction itself to the development of
communication-accessible educational environments in which Deaf and hard-of-hearing students
can participate meaningfully and equitably in the full educational experience.

V1. General and Special Education Collaboration

Modern inclusive education requires general and special education to function as a coordinated
instructional system rather than as separate programs. The U.S. Department of Education’s 2025
guidance on inclusive educational practices emphasizes collaboration and shared responsibility
between general and special educators and recognizes professional development as an important
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component of effective implementation.® Meaningful collaboration may include co-planning
lessons, reviewing accommodations, analyzing student progress, co-teaching, coordinating
behavioral supports, adapting instructional materials, participating jointly in IEP development,
communicating with families, evaluating interventions, and establishing shared expectations for
inclusion. Effective collaboration, however, does not occur simply because educators work
within the same school; it requires dedicated time, clearly defined procedures, instructional
leadership, appropriate resources, and accountability. Schools can strengthen these structures
through collaboration protocols, professional learning communities, instructional resources,
coaching cycles, and regular evaluation of teaching practices and student outcomes. When
educators receive structured opportunities to plan, communicate, solve problems, and share
responsibility for students with disabilities, inclusive education becomes a coordinated school-
wide practice rather than an isolated responsibility of special education personnel.

VII. Individualized Education Programs as Instructional Tools

The Individualized Education Program is one of the principal mechanisms through which IDEA
translates student needs into educational services.Yet the effectiveness of an IEP ultimately
depends upon implementation.

A well-written document cannot benefit a student if classroom educators do not understand the
goals, accommodations, services, communication needs, behavioral supports, and instructional
modifications it contains.Teacher capacity-building should therefore connect individualized
planning directly to daily instructional practice.

An instructional coordinator or special education leader can help educators answer five
questions:

What does the student need to learn?

What barriers may prevent participation?

What instructional adaptations are required?

How will progress be measured?

How will the educational team respond when progress is insufficient?

This transforms the IEP from a procedural artifact into an instructional roadmap.
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GAO's 2025 investigation into Department of Defense special education illustrates the practical
importance of implementation. School personnel reported that staffing constraints could affect
the ability to provide service minutes specified in students' IEPs.*

An inclusive systems framework should therefore include IEP implementation review, progress-
monitoring procedures, cross-disciplinary consultation, and mechanisms for identifying service-
delivery problems early.

VI1II1. A Proposed Inclusive Education Capacity-Building
Framework

This paper proposes a scalable framework consisting of six interconnected pillars.

A SIX-PILLAR FRAMEWORK FOR STRENGTHENING INCLUSIVE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEMS

A comprehensive, collaborative approach to improve access, instruction, participation, and outcomes for all students.

@ PILLAR 1: SCHOOL NEEDS ASSESSMENT @ PILLAR 3: INSTRUCTIONAL COACHING

PILLAR 2: INCLUSIVE EDUCATION
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Implementation should begin with systematic assessment.

Schools should examine:

oo Numbers and disability profiles
of students receiving services

w Collaboration structures

3 Educator confidence and
training needs

IEP implementation
procedures

@ Current inclusive-placement
“ practices

@ Communication-access needs

‘ e  Availability of interpreters and
related-service personnel

°
h Family-engagement practices
= Transition programming

(@’) Measurable student outcomes

o Needs assessment allows professional development
to respond to actual school conditions instead of
relying upon generic programming.

' PILLAR 5: FAMILY AND PILLAR 6: EVALUATION AND
@ ARG R LI ol COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

Schools should evaluate whether students can effectively access

peer
programs, digital resources, emergency information, and
family communication.

For Deaf and hard-of-hearing students, strategies may include:

e @ [J & B

Training modules can address:

1. Foundations of inclusive education
2. Understanding disability and learner variability
3. Individualized educational planning
4. Differentiated instruction

5. Inclusive classroom management

6. Communication accessibility
7. Sign-language awareness

8. Collaboration between general and
special educators

9. Family engagement
10. Transition and life-skills education
11. Progress monitoring and program evaluation

Training should include demonstration, case analysis,
" applied exercises, and follow-up coaching.

Families are essential partners in student success.

iﬁlﬂﬁ‘%’

Qualified  Visual
interpreters  supports

Basic sign-language training for educators and staff can improve
daily i
for professional interpreting services.

Captioning ~ Assistive Teacher  C i
technology  training  access planning

*

decision-making, and
problem-solving.

employers, vocational  expand opportunities—
rehabilitation, and nonprofts.  especially in transition
toadulthood.

024  Strong partnerships create a network of support that
m improves learning and life outcomes.

* Peer

Teacher coaching bridges theory and practice.
Coaching can use a cyclical model:

Q-B-f-®
X

ASSESS DEMONSTRATE OBSERVE
X
-0 -0
REASSESS PROVIDE

FEEDBACK

and addressing real classroom challenges.

o punishment.
It should be professional growth.

o sustain improvement over time.

Collect outcome measures before and after implementation.
Possible indicators include:

@ Educator knowledge and confidence @ Family satisfaction

@ Transition goal attainment
@ Teacher retention

@ Student self-determination

@ Frequency of gen.-spec. education
collaboration

@ IEP goal progress.

© Attendance

@ Disciplinary indicators

@ Inclusive classroom participation

al

@ Communication accessibility

@ Postsecondary or employment
outcomes (as applicable)

Results should inform continuous refinement.
The goal is to improve instructional practice
and student access—not just deliver training.

When these six pillars work together, schools build the capacity to create inclusive environments
where every student belongs, participates, and achieves a successful future.

Pillar 1: School Needs Assessment
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Implementation should begin with a systematic school needs assessment that identifies the
number and disability profiles of students receiving services, educator confidence and training
needs, existing inclusive-placement practices, communication-access requirements, availability
of interpreters and related-service personnel, collaboration structures, IEP implementation
procedures, family-engagement practices, transition programming, and measurable student
outcomes. Establishing this baseline allows schools to identify specific instructional and
organizational gaps and ensures that subsequent professional development responds to actual
school conditions and student needs rather than relying on generalized programming.

Pillar 2: Inclusive Education Professional Development

Inclusive education professional development should provide educators with practical and
sustained preparation in the foundations of inclusive education, disability and learner variability,
individualized educational planning, differentiated instruction, inclusive classroom management,
communication accessibility, sign-language awareness, collaboration between general and
special educators, family engagement, transition and life-skills education, progress monitoring,
and program evaluation. Training should extend beyond lectures by incorporating
demonstrations, case analyses, applied exercises, collaborative problem-solving, and follow-up
coaching, enabling educators to translate newly acquired knowledge into effective classroom
practices.

Pillar 3: Instructional Coaching

Instructional coaching should bridge the gap between professional learning and classroom
implementation through a continuous cycle of assessment, planning, demonstration,
observation, feedback, and reassessment. Educators should receive individualized assistance
in adapting actual lessons, responding to diverse learning needs, and addressing challenges
encountered in inclusive classrooms. Coaching should emphasize professional growth and
instructional improvement rather than punitive evaluation. Over time, experienced participating
educators can be developed into peer mentors and instructional leaders who support colleagues,
share expertise throughout the school, and help sustain effective practices after external training
or coaching concludes.

Pillar 4: Accessible Communication

Accessible communication should be integrated throughout the educational environment so that
students can meaningfully engage with classroom instruction, peer interactions, school
announcements, extracurricular activities, digital resources, emergency information, and family-
school communication. For Deaf and hard-of-hearing students, appropriate strategies may
include qualified interpreters, visual supports, captioning, assistive technology, educator
preparation, and individualized communication-access planning. Where appropriate, basic sign-
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language training can also strengthen educators' and school personnel's ability to communicate
and promote everyday inclusion; however, such training should complement, rather than replace,
qualified professional interpreting services when those services are required.

Pillar 5: Family and Community Partnership

Families should be recognized as essential educational partners because they possess valuable
knowledge about their children's abilities, needs, communication preferences, goals, and
experiences. Schools should establish accessible and respectful opportunities for parents and
caregivers to participate meaningfully in educational planning, decision-making, transition
preparation, and ongoing evaluation of student progress. Partnerships with disability advocacy
organizations, universities, employers, vocational rehabilitation agencies, nonprofit
organizations, and other community stakeholders can further expand the available expertise and
opportunities. These collaborations become particularly important as students approach
adulthood and require coordinated support for postsecondary education, employment,
independent living, and community participation.

Pillar 6: Evaluation and Continuous Improvement

Evaluation and continuous improvement should determine whether the framework produces
measurable changes in instructional practice and student access. Participating schools should
establish baseline measures and periodically evaluate indicators such as educator knowledge and
confidence, collaboration between general and special educators, IEP goal progress, attendance,
disciplinary outcomes, inclusive classroom participation, family satisfaction, transition goal
attainment, teacher retention, student self-determination, communication accessibility, and,
where applicable, postsecondary education or employment outcomes. Results should be used to
identify successful practices, address implementation gaps, refine professional development, and
guide future interventions. The ultimate objective is not simply to document that training
occurred, but to demonstrate that capacity-building produces meaningful and sustainable
improvements for educators and students.Results should inform continuous refinement.The goal
is not merely to conduct training but to demonstrate whether training improves instructional
practice and student access.

IX. Life Skills, Transition, and the Connection to Adult
Independence

Inclusive education should prepare students with disabilities not only for academic success but
also for meaningful participation in adult life. This is particularly important for students with
intellectual, developmental, communication, or significant support needs who may require
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structured preparation for greater independence. In January 2025, the U.S. Department of
Education emphasized the importance of coordinating transition services to improve access to
postsecondary education and competitive integrated employment.'® Effective transition education
should therefore begin well before graduation and intentionally develop competencies in self-
advocacy, communication, daily living, transportation, financial literacy, workplace behavior,
vocational skills, decision-making, community navigation, interpersonal relationships, and
postsecondary planning. Preparing students for adulthood requires a coordinated approach
involving academic and special education teachers, counselors, vocational educators, families,
employers, and community organizations rather than relying exclusively on a single transition
specialist. Mr. Labad's current work as a high-school Life Skills special educator provides direct
practitioner experience with this educational continuum, while his prior involvement in skills
training, inclusive programming, disability advocacy, and educational partnerships further
informs this approach. Accordingly, the proposed framework treats transition and life-skills
development as integral components of inclusive education, connecting classroom learning with
long-term goals of independence, continued education, employment, and meaningful community
participation.
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XII. Implementation Strategy

—— IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY

International Research Journal of Education and Technology (IRJEdT)

A Phased Approach to Building Scalable, Sustainable Inclusive Education Systems

}:‘ A national initiative should begin incrementally, build capacity, and expand through collaboration and evidence.

PHASE |
@ FRAMEWORK

DEVELOPMENT

Develop standardized resources
that can be adapted for different
districts and student populations.

® Educator needs-assessment
instruments

@ Inclusive education training
modules

® Communication-access protocols

PHASE Il
PILOT
IMPLEMENTATION

O,

Pilot the framework with selected
schools or organizations.

® Educators complete baseline
assessments.

® Targeted professional
development is provided.

® Instructional coaching supports

PHASE llI
TRAIN-THE-TRAINER
DEVELOPMENT

Q)
7Y
COM

Identify teacher leaders in
successful pilot schools to
become internal trainers.

® Advanced training in coaching,
facilitation, and program
implementation

® Accessible communication

PHASE IV
REGIONAL
EXPANSION

®

3

» = '%,@‘

-

Expand through strategic partnerships
across regions and sectors.

@ School districts and educational
service agencies

@ Universities and colleges

@ Nonprofit and disability
organizations

o

©

PHASE V
CONTINUOUS RESEARCH
AND EVALUATION

I

Keep the framework responsive
to evidence and practitioner
experience.

® Track implementation metrics
and outcomes.

@ Contribute anonymized data
to identify effective practices.

® Use findings to inform

strategies

® Professional associations improvement.

and networks

® Teacher coaching templates implementation.

® Program evaluation and data
use

® Generate practitioner reports,
PD resources, conference
presentations, and future

@ Collaboration guides
® |EP implementation checklists

® Pilot results are evaluated

using educator and student ® Hybrid training expands access

® Ongoing mentoring and for rural and underserved

® School inclusion assessment tools indicators. )
UG leadership development communities. research partnerships.
® Program evaluation instruments
Materials should be flexible, /f Data-informed evaluation @ _  Empowers schools to sustain Collaboration broadens reach N/ Evidence drives continuous
evidence-based, and aligned i ensures the framework %. and scale implementation and strengthens system b, ~ improvement and stronger
- with best practices. BEE  heets real needs. L 7] from within. capacity nationwide. = outcomes for students.

(%]

7 =

This phased strategy promotes educator capacity, strengthens inclusive practices,
and improves learning outcomes and life opportunities for all students.

\ i

Phase | — Framework Development: The first phase will establish standardized yet
adaptable resources, including educator needs assessments, inclusive education training modules,
communication-access protocols, coaching templates, collaboration guides, IEP implementation
checkilists, school inclusion assessments, and program evaluation tools. These resources will be
designed for adaptation across different school districts and student populations.

Phase Il — Pilot Implementation: The framework will initially be introduced in selected
schools or educational organizations. Participating educators will complete baseline assessments,
receive targeted professional development, and participate in instructional coaching. Educator
and student indicators will then be evaluated to determine effectiveness and identify areas for
improvement.

Phase Il — Train-the-Trainer Development: Schools demonstrating successful
implementation will identify experienced educators and teacher leaders who can serve as internal
trainers and mentors. These individuals will receive advanced preparation in instructional
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coaching, facilitation, accessible communication, and program evaluation, creating internal
capacity to sustain and expand the framework.

Phase IV — Regional Expansion: Following successful pilot implementation, the
framework can expand through partnerships with school districts, educational agencies,
universities, nonprofit and disability organizations, and professional associations. Hybrid and
virtual training options can extend participation to rural, underserved, and resource-limited
school communities.

Phase V — Continuous Research and Evaluation: The final phase will establish
continuous evaluation to measure implementation, identify effective practices, and guide
program refinement. Participating organizations can track outcomes and contribute anonymized
data, while findings may support practitioner reports, professional-development resources,
conference presentations, and future research collaborations.

X. Potential National Outcomes

A teacher-capacity model can generate interconnected benefits for students, educators, schools,
districts, and communities. Students may experience greater participation, improved
communication access, more consistent accommodations, stronger instructional support, a
greater sense of belonging, and better preparation for adulthood. Educators can develop greater
confidence, practical instructional strategies, stronger collaboration skills, and increased
competence in serving students with diverse learning needs, while schools can improve
instructional consistency, IEP implementation, family engagement, and internal professional-
development capacity. At the district level, the model provides a scalable approach for
strengthening inclusive practices across multiple schools while reducing dependence on external
support. These improvements can extend into communities by supporting students with
disabilities in developing independence, pursuing post-secondary education, preparing for
employment, and participating more fully in community life. Inclusive education therefore
extends beyond special education alone; it contributes more broadly to educational equity,
workforce preparation, family and community engagement, and meaningful participation in
society.
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POTENTIAL NATIONAL OUTCOMES

A Teacher-Capacity Model Builds Inclusive Systems That Benefit Everyone

O A teacher-capacity model creates positive, lasting impact at every level of our education system and beyond.

FOR DISTRICTS @ FOR COMMUNITIES
2 “ ~ @ £ j
of 22 ; m N & ». % y
ol e
< | | 58]
B‘?ﬂ&ﬂ 7 [ |
@ Greater participation @ Develop confidence @ Strengthen compliance @ Obtain scalable methods @ Greater independence
for improving inclusive practice

88

@ Improved communication access @ Gain practical instructional @ Improve instructional consistency @ Increased employment
© strongeri i i i @ Enhance |EP implementation ° ::zzg';e:‘:‘;:ss'z::;z participation
@ More consistent accommodations @ Improve collaboration skills QI fami SR © Improved postsecondary access
ncrease family engagement @ Reduce reliance on outside
3 P i ity involve
@ Greater belonging o Ir:cr:as: co.r‘r;‘p:.tence in szrvmg © Build internal professional- eesiitan @ Stronger community involvement
i students with diverse needs i More inclusive and connected
@ Stronger preparation development capacity @ Maximize use of internal talent °

communities
for adulthood and resources

/.’ Students are better prepared Confident, skilled teachers / Stronger systems lead to 000 Districts build sustainable e Communities thrive when
l to learn, grow, and succeed create stronger learning I better instruction, better '.‘ capacity and long-term \ d everyone has the opportunity
a I in school and in life. experiences for all students. L} support, and better resuits. system-wide improvement. to contribute and belong.

. THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS ARE SIGNIFICANT.
4 \  When stud with disabilities receive effecti: ion and ition support,

they are better positioned to develop skills, pursue further education, participate in
Workforce Educational Civil Family Community

] /  emplo nt, and exercise greater independence.
y/ it g o Development Equity Participation Stability Inclusion

Inclusive education is not simply a special education concern.

It is a national investment in people, potential, and a stronger future for all.

XI. Reaching Underserved and High-Need Schools

Achieving meaningful national impact requires addressing geographic and resource disparities
among U.S. schools. While larger school systems may have access to specialized personnel,
instructional coaches, professional-development departments, behavioral support teams, and
assistive-technology resources, rural, economically disadvantaged, and understaffed districts
often operate with significantly fewer resources. Federal findings have highlighted disparities in
access to personnel supporting students with disabilities.® Accordingly, the proposed framework
should be designed specifically for scalability in resource-limited environments through online
professional-development modules, regional training cohorts, train-the-trainer programs, open
educational resources, and partnerships with universities and disability organizations. These
approaches can reduce geographic and financial barriers, develop local educator expertise,
connect high-need schools with specialized knowledge, and incorporate valuable family and
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community perspectives. The objective is to create an inclusive education model that is practical
and sustainable not only for well-resourced school systems but particularly for underserved
communities where instructional capacity and specialized resources are most limited.

XII. Sustainability

Sustainability should be incorporated into the framework from the outset so that progress
continues beyond initial funding cycles, external assistance, or leadership changes. Schools can
achieve this by developing internal teacher leaders who can train and mentor colleagues,
embedding inclusive education into existing professional development, educator induction,
curriculum review, and school-improvement processes, and collecting measurable outcomes that
demonstrate the effectiveness of implemented practices. Long-term sustainability can be further
strengthened through partnerships with universities, nonprofit organizations, disability advocacy
groups, employers, and other community stakeholders that can contribute expertise and
resources. Training materials and instructional strategies should also be continuously updated to
reflect evolving educational technology, research, federal guidance, and student needs. Through
these measures, inclusive education can become an institutionalized and continuously improving
component of school practice rather than a temporary initiative dependent on external support.

XI11. A National Vision for Inclusive Instructional Leadership

The future of inclusive education in the United States depends substantially on the ability of
educational systems to translate legal protections, policy expectations, and available resources
into effective everyday practices for students with disabilities. While federal law establishes
educational rights and policies provide direction, teachers and instructional leaders ultimately
transform these principles into meaningful learning experiences. Educators therefore require
appropriate knowledge, practical instructional tools, accessible communication strategies,
sustained collaboration, professional coaching, and effective leadership capable of integrating
these elements into a coherent educational system. The continued growth of inclusive placements
makes this capacity increasingly important, particularly as shortages of special education
personnel and unequal access to specialized resources make it impractical to rely solely on
specialists to meet the diverse needs of students with disabilities.?2 3 The proposed framework
addresses these challenges by integrating teacher professional development, instructional
coaching, special education expertise, sign-language and communication accessibility,
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individualized educational planning, family engagement, and continuous program evaluation. By
developing expertise within schools and empowering educators to train, mentor, and support one
another, the framework seeks to create lasting institutional capacity that strengthens inclusive
practices beyond temporary programs or external interventions.

Conclusion

Inclusive education represents a vital national commitment to educational equity, ensuring that
disability does not prevent students from participating meaningfully in education, developing
relationships, acquiring essential skills, preparing for employment, or contributing to their
communities. Although the United States has made measurable progress in expanding access to
general education environments for students with disabilities, the next stage of advancement
requires greater attention to the quality, accessibility, and effectiveness of instruction. The
national challenge is therefore no longer simply inclusion by location, but inclusion through
capacity, participation, access, instruction, and measurable outcomes.

The proposed initiative, Advancing Inclusive Educational Systems Through Teacher
Capacity-Building, Sign Language Integration, and Special Education Leadership, provides
a structured approach to this challenge by placing educator development at the center of
sustainable inclusive practice. The framework recognizes that meaningful inclusion depends on
well-prepared teachers, accessible communication, collaboration between general and special
education personnel, effective implementation of individualized educational plans, and
coordinated preparation for adulthood, employment, postsecondary opportunities, independence,
and community participation. It further emphasizes the importance of instructional leadership in
developing resources, training and coaching educators, coordinating instructional practices,
evaluating implementation, and extending successful approaches across multiple schools.

By equipping educators to understand diverse learning needs, differentiate instruction,
collaborate effectively, communicate accessibly, implement individualized supports, and
strengthen transition preparation, the framework can multiply educational capacity throughout
participating schools. Rather than concentrating on expertise within isolated specialists or
individual classrooms, it promotes sustainable networks of trained educators and instructional
leaders who can share knowledge, mentor colleagues, and strengthen institutional practices. One
trained educator can improve the experiences of students within a classroom; trained
instructional leaders can strengthen the practices of many educators; and a scalable network of
prepared educational professionals can influence entire schools, districts, and communities. This
multiplier effect forms the foundation of the initiative's potential to advance inclusive education
and create lasting opportunities for students with disabilities throughout the United States.
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ENDNOTES

1. U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAQ), Special Education: More Students with
Disabilities Were Educated in General Education Settings, but State Trends Varied Widely,
GAO0-26-107814 (July 2, 2026). The report analyzes national trends in educational placement for
students with disabilities and reports that approximately seven million children received special
education services during school year 2023-2024.

2. U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAQ), Special Education: More Students with

Disabilities Were Educated in General Education Settings, but State Trends Varied Widely,
GAO-26-107814 (July 2, 2026). GAO reported that the number of students with disabilities
spending at least 40 percent of the school day in general education classrooms increased by
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approximately 25 percent between school years 2012—-2013 and 2023-2024, demonstrating the
continuing national expansion of inclusive educational placements.

3. U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAQ), Special Education: Education Needs School-
and District-Level Data to Fully Assess Resources Available to Students with Disabilities, GAO-
24-106264 (June 27, 2024). GAO identified shortages of special education personnel as a
significant obstacle to serving students with disabilities and documented concerns involving
professional-development capacity, collaboration between general and special education
personnel, and communication with families.

4. U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO), Special Education: Improved Allocation of
Resources Could Help DOD Education Activity Better Meet Students’ Needs, GAO-25-107053
(Apr. 17, 2025). GAO documented special education staffing shortages, substantial workloads,
limitations in paraeducator preparation, procedural challenges, and difficulties consistently
providing required special education services.

5. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook Handbook: Instructional Coordinators.
BLS describes instructional coordinators as professionals who oversee curricula and teaching
standards, develop and implement instructional materials, evaluate their effectiveness, and train
or coach educators. These functions provide an occupational foundation for systems-oriented
teacher capacity-building and instructional improvement.

6. U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services &
Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, Building and Sustaining Inclusive Educational
Practices (2025). The Department emphasizes shared responsibility and meaningful
collaboration between general and special educators, sustained professional development, and
schoolwide structures that support students with disabilities in inclusive educational
environments.

7. U.S. Department of Education, Dear Colleague Letter on Inclusive Educational Practices
(Jan. 16, 2025). The Department emphasized educational environments in which children with
disabilities can meaningfully engage, participate, succeed, and experience belonging, consistent
with federal obligations governing the education of students with disabilities.

8. Institute of Education Sciences (IES), National Center for Special Education Research, A
Summary of Professional Development Research. Federal research concerning educator
professional development supports approaches incorporating training, classroom application,
observation, coaching, feedback, evaluation, and continuing support rather than reliance
exclusively upon isolated or one-time training activities.
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9. U.S. Department of Education, Fiscal Year 2025 Congressional Justification—Special
Education: National Activities, Personnel Preparation. The Department addressed continuing
shortages of appropriately prepared special education personnel and cited survey evidence
indicating that 82 percent of participating special educators considered personnel levels
insufficient to adequately serve students with disabilities.

10. U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services,
guidance concerning the coordination of transition services and postsecondary access under the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and the Rehabilitation Act (Jan. 2025). The guidance
emphasizes high expectations, coordinated transition planning, postsecondary opportunities, and
preparation for competitive integrated employment for students and youth with disabilities.

11. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics, 25-9031
Instructional Coordinators. The federal occupational definition encompasses developing
instructional materials, coordinating educational content, incorporating technology into
instruction, providing guidance concerning curricula and courses, and training or coaching
educators.

12. Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 20 U.S.C. 88 1400-1482. IDEA
establishes the federal framework governing special education and related services for eligible
children with disabilities, including the right to a free appropriate public education and
individualized educational programming.

13.20 U.S.C. 8 1412(a)(5); 34 C.F.R. 88 300.114-300.117. IDEA's least restrictive environment
requirements provide that, to the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities are
educated with children who are nondisabled and that removal from the regular educational
environment occurs only when education in regular classes with supplementary aids and services
cannot be achieved satisfactorily.

14.20 U.S.C. § 1414(d); 34 C.F.R. 88 300.320-300.324. These provisions establish substantive
requirements governing Individualized Education Programs, including measurable annual goals,
special education and related services, supplementary aids and services, accommodations,
participation in educational environments, and procedures for reviewing and revising the IEP.

15. 34 C.F.R. 8§ 300.323. Federal regulations require educational agencies to ensure that an
eligible child's IEP is accessible to the teachers and service providers responsible for its
implementation and that those personnel are informed of their specific responsibilities and the
accommodations, modifications, and supports that must be provided.
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16. 20 U.S.C. 8 1414(d)(1)(A)()(VIII); 34 C.F.R. § 300.320(b). IDEA requires appropriate
postsecondary transition goals and transition services for eligible students, connecting secondary
education with further education, employment, independent living, and other adult outcomes.

17. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook Handbook: Special Education
Teachers. BLS identifies instructional adaptation, assessment of student performance, IEP
development and implementation, collaboration with families and other educators, and support
for general education teachers as significant functions within special education practice.

18. U.S. Government Accountability Office, K-12 Education reports concerning students with
disabilities and specialized personnel. GAQ's federal oversight work has repeatedly identified
personnel availability, resource disparities, and access to specialized support as significant issues
affecting the capacity of schools to appropriately serve students with disabilities.

19. U.S. Government Accountability Office, K-12 Education: Education Should Assess Its
Efforts to Address Teacher Shortages, GAO-23-105180 (2022). GAO identified special
education among the teaching fields affected by shortages and examined federal efforts
addressing teacher recruitment, preparation, and retention.

20. U.S. Department of Education, 2025 federal guidance concerning inclusive educational
practices. The Department connects effective inclusion with shared responsibility, collaboration,
professional development, individualized educational programming, high expectations, and
improved academic and social participation for students with disabilities.
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