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Special education environments

Where students with autism spend their school time

To receive federal funding, states
must first meet the standards set
by the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act
(IDEA). IDEA mandates that
students with disabilities must be
placed in the least restrictive
environment (LRE) to the greatest

extent appropriate. This rule
attempts to eliminate the
discrimination that might arise from
placing special education students
in separate classrooms or schools.
Every school must make an effort

to integrate students with

disabilities into the regular

What does Least Restrictive Environment mean?

IDEA does not describe what the
least restrictive environment must
look like, so states individually in-
terpret what LRE means. Some
think that the general education
setting should always be tried first,
whereas others believe that LREs
should be more customizable.

To avoid placing a child in an envi-

ronment that is unduly restrictive, it
is important to move from the least
to most restrictive option. If a child
does not benefit from a regular ed-
ucation setting, then they may need
to be moved to a more restrictive
environment. The more time a spe-
cial education student spends in a
typical classroom, the less restric-
tive that environment is considered

Less than half of children in special
education with autism spend 80% or more of

their time in a regular classroom. 100%
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curriculum and provide the tools
and services that are necessary for
their success. Only when these
efforts fail is it appropriate to place
a child in a different classroom. All
of the eligibility requirements in
IDEA can be found here: hitp://
idea.ed.gov/explore/home

to be. The national average per-
centage of students with autism
who spent 80% or more of their
school day in a regular classroom
is 46%, but that number varies
greatly by state. This finding sug-
gests that different states have dif-
ferent interpretations of the LRE
rule.
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Rhode Island 50% 1005

Idaho 47% 1061

Michigan 46% 7041

Wyoming 45% 342

Kansas 45% 1443

Tennessee 44% 3158

Texas 44% 17492

Pennsylvania 44% 10592

Oklahoma 44% 1819
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Alaska 33% 330
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The application of the least restrictive environment
Why isn’t every student in a regular education classroom?

There are many potential barriers to
participation in a general education
classroom. Symptoms and severity
of the disability are considered when
picking an educational environment,
as is the ability of the environment to
meet the educational, health and
personal needs of the student. If the
needs of the child place too great a
demand on a teacher’s time or re-
sources over the rest of the students,
a general education classroom may
not be an appropriate environment,
at least not without additional staff or
resources. The requirement of direct
and intense supports for learning

may also limit the ability of the stu-
dent to participate in a general edu-
cation classroom environment and
learn effectively.

School and environmental factors
also impact inclusion in general edu-
cation classrooms. Teachers’ atti-
tudes toward inclusion are a great
determinant of inclusion. Physical
classroom and school barriers can
effect inclusion, as can lack of fund-
ing for individual supports, workload
of staff and lack of staff training, and
programmatic and educational activi-
ties appropriate for students with dis-
abilities.

Other educational environments

Where else can a student be placed?

Other environments reported on un-
der IDEA include correctional facili-
ties, homebound students or students
in a hospital, students who have been
parentally placed in private schools,
students in residential facilities, and
students who have been placed in
separate schools for students with
disabilities. The percent of students
placed in a separate school varies by
state, with some states reporting few-
er than 1% of students in a separate
school (including New Mexico, Louisi-
ana, Oklahoma, West Virginia, Ha-
waii, Wyoming, and lowa) and one
reporting as many as 25% (New Jer-
sey). The average is 6% across all
states, and 41 states report fewer

than 10% of students in separate
schools.

On average, fewer than 1% of stu-
dents are placed in a private school
by their parents. The other categories
are even less common.

Inclusion in a regular classroom is
beneficial to both students with and
students without disabilities. Students
with disabilities are held to a higher
standard of learning in a regular edu-
cation classroom, and they learn so-
cial and communication skills from
the classroom.? Students without dis-
abilities learn about diversity, pa-
tience, self-esteem, and morality.3




State profiles: the highs and lows

lowa, Nebraska, and Alabama had the most students in regular education classrooms
more than 80% of the time. New Jersey, New York, and the District of Columbia had the
fewest students in regular education classrooms more than 80% of the time..
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