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Abstract

Students with disabilities have historically faced systemic exclusion from public
education despite the multitude of federal efforts aimed at providing equitable access. Historical
policies such as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act of 1975, and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act all
expanded the protection and mandating of individualized education programs (IEPs). However,
such policies do not address the disparities that students with disabilities still experience, in
addition to the denial of adequate service, research demonstrates that inequities persist through
inconsistent implementation of IEPs, limited general education teacher preparation, and the
structural barriers in general education and self-contained classrooms. The continuous gap
amongst general educators being prepared to teach an inclusive education classroom contributes
to the lack in discipline, placement, and academic achievement. These issues remain prevalent in
states such as Maryland and in school districts like Baltimore City Public School System
(BCPSS).

The capstone project examines the historical, organizational, and policy related factors
that continue to shape inclusive education practices while highlighting the prominent challenges
that exist at the macro, mezzo, and micro levels. As a response to these challenges, the project
proposes the creation of a comprehensive professional training toolkit designed to strengthen
educators’ knowledge and competency in inclusive instructional practices. In equipping
educators with the practical and evidence-based research, the project aims to enhance inclusive
learning environments that also promotes equitable educational outcomes for students with

disabilities.



Inclusion in Crisis: How Limited Training, Fragmented IEP Practices, and Policy Shifts

Undermine Equitable Special Education Services

In the 1970s, many state laws allowed school districts to deny enrollment to students who
were deemed “uneducable” a term defined solely by school administrators (Martin, Martin, &
Terman, 1996). Although federal legislation, including the Education of the Handicapped Act of
1970, an act that provided funding to states that developed plans to educate children with
disabilities), inequities across the United States persisted (Rothstein & Johnson, 2025). When the
Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) was enacted in 1975, it expanded these
protections by requiring states to offer individualized education programs at no cost to families,
ensure placement in the least restrictive environment (LRE), and implement safeguards to protect
students’ rights (Rothstein & Johnson, 2025). Despite these mandates, approximately three
million students with disabilities still lacked equal access to educational programming in public
schools, and an additional one million were completely excluded from public education at the
time (Rothstein & Johnson, 2025).

A contemporary reform such as co-teaching models, addresses some of the historical
inequities. Co-teaching provides students who receive special education services with access to
the general education curriculum while maintaining specialized instruction aligned with their
individualized education programs (IEPs) (Cook et al., 2021). Students with specific learning
disabilities (SLD), now spend approximately 80% or more of their instructional day in general
education settings, where teachers are required to implement IEP goals and differentiate
instruction to meet students’ academic and social-emotional needs (U.S. Department of

Education, 2022).



Problem Statement

A barrier to effective inclusion in classrooms is the limited training of general education
teachers, which hinders their ability to support students with disabilities. General education
teachers that are new to the profession may need additional assistance in understanding a
student’s IEP and how it corresponds to the practices that should be used in the classroom to
support the student’s individualized accommodation or modifications in addition to the type of
data that needs to be collected and how to collect it as well. (Peterson-Ahmad, Luther, and Hill,
2025). A toolkit will be built that consists of several different modules centered around
professional development resources. The toolkit is intended to provide educators with the
appropriate tools to support students who have IEPs and 504s in education. The topics for each
module are as followed, fundamentals of inclusive education, differentiated instruction, effective
collaboration and co-teaching, implementation of accommodations and modifications, fostering

inclusion and belonging, and lastly, transition planning.

Historical Examination of Special Education Legislation

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 marked a significant
federal commitment to educational equity and channeling the financial support to states by
prioritizing students who come from low-income families (Yell, 2011). Despite this progress,
students with disabilities continued to face systemic exclusion from public education. Nearly a
decade later, the EAHCA of 1975 was enacted to address these inequities, following
longstanding practices in which many students with disabilities were denied access to public
schools altogether (Yell & Crockett, 2017).

In the early 1970s, Congress estimated that only one in five children with disabilities

were receiving an education through public school systems in the United States (U.S.



Department of Education, 2007). In response to such disparities, Congress passed Public Law
89-313, which ensured that children enrolled in state-operated or state-supported schools
designated “for the handicapped” could be included in federal funding calculations. This policy
shift allowed these students to be counted for in Title I allocations, thereby expanding financial
support for a population historically underserved in public schools (Martin, Martin, & Terman,
1996).

Racial inequities centered around students with disabilities continues to be prevalent
through research that has shown students with disabilities who come from racial minoritized
backgrounds are disproportionally identified under specific disability categories and a result,
receive more restrictive placements (Losen & Orfield, 2002). Allbright (2025) argues that the
U.S. Department of Education’s plan to halt collecting data on “significant disproportionalities”
would remove a key mechanism that helps track and enforce civil rights. States would not have
to report how they are assessing the racial disparities that exist in education which reduces
transparency, accountability, and the overall ability of monitoring the inequities that are present
for the government to monitor at the public or federal level (Allbright, 2025).

Historical Demographics of Racial Segregation in Maryland.

In the early nineteenth century, Maryland held one of the largest Black/African American
populations in the United States, with Black/African Americans holding approximately 40% of
the state’s total population (Arnold-Garza, 2017). Towards the late nineteenth century, Baltimore
experienced an extreme expansion in demographics where the population doubled between the
1880s to 1920s, roughly 550,000 residents, 88,000 estimated to be Black/African Americans

(Arnold-Garza, 2017). In 1910, Baltimore enacted a residential segregation ordinance that legally



restricted African Americans to designated blocks in their neighborhood, marking this time as

one of the early examples of government sanctioned segregation (Rothstein, 2015).

Baltimore today is characterized as a majority Black city but the distribution of resources,
amenities, and the privileges that exist in specific neighborhoods remains uneven with
everything disproportionately concentrated in historically white areas (Brown, 2016). Over the
past five decades, extreme redevelopment and investment from private developers has caused a
significant increase of gentrification. Approximately 24% of Baltimore City residents live below
the federal poverty line that are facing rent increases and housing instability (Arnold-Garza,
2017). African Americans in Baltimore City count for roughly 60% of this population which
underscores the racialized nature of poverty and displacement within the city (Arnold-Garza,

2017).

Literature Review

Students that identify as having and living with disabilities in the United States have
rights. However, students’ rights are still considered to be new in the nation (Zirkel, 2013). As a
results, various laws at the federal, state, and local levels and education systems at the primary,
intermediate, secondary, and postsecondary levels have enacted various methods in ensuring
equitable treatment and access for students with disabilities. The literature review will explore
Individual Educational Planning and 504 Planning. It will then reflect on self-contained
classrooms, and special education in Maryland. Finally, the review will discuss special education
in Baltimore City. This literature review attempts to explore the educational system at the macro,

mezzo, and micro levels as it relates to supports that students with disabilities have.



Individualized Education Plan

The EAHCA that was passed in 1975 provided federal funds to all states that provided
development plans centered around ensuring an education for all children with a disability that
were of school age (Rothstein & Johnson, 2025). In 1990, this act was renamed to the
Individuals with Disability Education Act (IDEA) in which different requirements through law
were developed without significantly changing the overall principles of it (Rothstein & Johnson,
2025). IDEA is a federal law that establishes a process for evaluating children who identify with
a disability and provides special programs and services to help them succeed in school (Siegel,
2020).

An Individualized Education Plan (IEP) is a meeting, document, and description of a
child’s entire educational program (Siegel, 2020). IDEA asserts that when completing an IEP
that the team of educators is to review the student’s strengths, concerns of the parent/guardian,
and a recent evaluation that provides an overview of the students’ academic, developmental and
functional needs (Bateman, 2011). IEPs are documents that must be completed annually and at
the beginning of each academic year (Letter to Watson, 2007). This document can undergo a
review to determine if a student’s annual goals are being met or if a revision to the IEP is needed
based on a lack of progression or a reevaluation of data (Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act Regulations, 34 C.F.R. § 300.324(b) (2006).

A disadvantage that is shown with IEP implementation is the effectiveness of them.
Dudley-Marling, (1985) conducted a study where 150 teachers were surveyed regarding students
who have intellectual or developmental disabilities. Dudley discovered that majority of the
educators felt that IEPs that their students had did not help with the day-to-day instruction

(Dudley-Marling, 1985). Errors that are discovered in IEPs can be a result of insufficient



knowledge of IDEA, case law, or state law and the accuracy of what it entails (Bateman &

Linden, 2006).

504 Plan

The Section 504 Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a civil rights law that prohibits
discrimination against those with a disability in primary, secondary, and postsecondary education
programs that receive any form of federal funding (Lewis & Muiiiz, 2023). In determining if a
student’s meet the requirements, schools are not required to evaluate the student, even if a parent
demands (Pacer Center, 2020). 504 students accounted for approximately 1% of students
enrolled nationally in public schools (Holler & Zirkel, 2008).

There are differences in IDEA and in Section 504, which is that IDEA serves a free and
appropriate education (FAPE) for a child with a disability who falls under one of the specific
categories in comparison to Section 504, where students are entitled to receive individualized
services that are included in their 504 Plan (Spiel, Evans, & Langberg, 2014). In 2009 - 2010 the
public education school system that serves students through Section 504 saw that the number of
students receiving services doubled due to an expansion in criteria (Zirkel, 2019).

A downfall to Section 504 is the broad eligibility, lack of funding, and substantial
difference to the professional judgment that educators and evaluators have, therefore favoring
families that are privileged and powerful (Lewis & Muifiiz, 2023). Federal policy under its
context can impact minoritized families that lack the knowledge, resources, and financial means
to pay for private evaluators and are unable to access the multiple accommodations available

(Muhiz, R. & Barragan, S. (2022).
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Self-Contained Classrooms

Self-contained classrooms are spaces that a student stays in one classroom for the entire
day under the instruction of one teacher. Teachers who lead self-contained classrooms are
responsible for teaching all subject-matter-areas — language arts, social studies, math, and science
(Chan and Jarman (2004) & Tillman (1960). The one-teacher-to-a-classroom approach within
self-contained classrooms, was the traditional pattern of organization for schools s in the 1960s
and continues to be the model and norm for current school grades today (American Association
for the Advancement of Science, 2000; Tillman, 1960). Students that receive special educations
service have already received a six-to-eight-week intervention period prior to being placed in a
self-contained classroom (Hubbard, 2025). The intervention assesses if the accommodations
during the timeframe were effective or not and if additional testing is required (Hubbard, 2025).

The disadvantage of self-contained classrooms is that graded work within this space can
impact a student and the teacher developmental relations negatively (Anderson, 1997). If a
teacher and a student were to have a negative interaction, the teacher and student would still have
to remain in the same classroom for the remainder of the year (Schubert, 1986). Another
disadvantage for students that are in these spaces is the social interactions that they could receive
from other students (Lueders-Salmon, 1972). Self-contained classrooms have become less and
less acceptable a as result of organization arrangement at the middle school level and above due
to subject matter specialization and academia that is required (Beane et al., 1986). Self-contained
classroom can be mistakenly identified as the opposite of inclusive and research identifies
integration as the practice of placing students with disabilities in general education setting
without the proper structural, instructional, or cultural adjustments necessary to support their

success (Barron et al., 2024). Haug (2017) elaborates on the lack of integration and where it fails
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to address the underlying conditions that lead to segregation, marginalization, discrimination,
and the devaluing of students with disabilities that are pushed into mainstream classrooms

(Haug, 2017).

Special Education in Maryland

The Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE) created an act known as the
Bridge to Excellence in Public Schools that was passed in 2002 to create a basic foundation that
provided the minimum amount of state funding in addition to allocating a specific amount of
funding based on how students in special education were being classified (Zirkel & Weathers,
2014). Students that are in special education in the State of Maryland, continue to score lower
than their peers by 38% in math (Maryland State Department of Education, 2015). Though these
students can achieve a consistent proficiency level among themselves, students with disabilities
have shown that their proficiency through scores decreases after the fifth grade (Maryland State
Department of Education, 2015).

As the population of students with disabilities continues to increase, a challenge that
exists is the racial segregation within specific school systems; Baltimore City Public Schools
System, (BCPSS) being one of them as there is a large African American population of students
(Maryland State Department of Education, 2015). A second challenge is students with disabilities
in Maryland are 3.5 to 7 times more likely to receive a suspension or be expelled even when
considering their gender and race (Sundius & Farneth, 2008). In BCPSS, students with
disabilities make up 16.9% of the overall population but are accounted for 25.7% of the overall
percentage of students that are suspended (Sundius & Farneth, 2008).

The differences in school quality in addition to the social and environmental factors

would support a piece of the gaps that are in educational achievement and attainment, something
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that was observed between high-and low-income families (Finigan-Carr et al., 2015).
Researchers have also been able to be identify and connect the gaps in academic achievement by
race and income and that these are made present by the time a student enters kindergarten
(Brooks-Gunn et al., 2003; Magnuson et al., 2004; Yeung & Pfeiffer, 2009).

There are a small portion of educators in BCPSS, who have disclosed that they are aware
of new and best used instructional practices that support student success (Hettleman, 2004),
however, the clear challenge is these educators are fearful in utilizing the practices as they do not
want reprisals for going against the district system (Hettleman, 2004). Staff who work in BCPSS,
have disclosed that they feel current IEPs and other paperwork requirements that correspond to
the IEP are repetitive, significantly time consuming and not useful as they desire better
information pertaining to the availability of the services, additional training on IEP documents
and a firm understanding of the reasoning behind additional paperwork (Abell Foundation,
2005).

Students with disabilities for decades have received attention in relation to transition
planning and services that are offered (Polloway, Patton, & Nelson, 2011). Students have stayed
in school when transitioning from middle school to high school and have frequently left without
earning a diploma but receiving a certificate of some type instead (Edgar, 1987). BCPSS says
that the transition from middle to high school for BCPSS students is a challenge and there is
hesitancy when ensuring that students will move to a more inclusive general education setting in
high school as the high school selection process does not encourage students with disabilities to

apply to their full choice of high schools that are available to them (Abell Foundation, 2005).
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Special Education in Baltimore City Public Schools

BCPSS were officially desegregated following the Supreme Court decision is Brown v.
Board Education, however in practice many schools were intensely segregated for decades and in
the 2010 — 2011 school year, over half of Black Students in Maryland attended “intensely
segregated schools with approximately 44% of schools in Baltimore City were over 99%
minority (Civil Rights Project, 2013). BCPSS continued to fall behind in critical areas in serving
students with disabilities as a report from Abell Foundation documented that between 2004 —
2005, over half (54.2%) of students with IEPs experienced significant gaps in their services
being delivered appropriately, which resulted in a court ordered intervention and the state
overseeing all work by the Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE) (Abell Foundation,

2005).

Teacher Preparation and Professional Development

Hernandez and Hueck (2006) discovered in a study of general and special education
teachers, that general educators have a less positive outlook regarding inclusion in comparison to
their special education teachers, insinuating that self-efficacy is correlated their attitudes centered
around inclusive practices (Hernandez and Hueck, 2006). In spaces where students with
disabilities end up spending more if not all of their day in a general education classroom, it
requires intentional collaboration between general and special education teachers, which is where
the challenge begins as many general educators are resistant to coaching as they have disclosed
role confusing, uncertainty in adapting curriculum, and the lack of training (Agboola, 2012).

The research has shown that numerous general educators believe they are unprepared to provide
instruction to students with disabilities, in particularly when they lack specialized material or

professional development centered around inclusive practices (Fuchs, 2010); Allison, 2011).
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Fuchs (2010) and other researchers emphasized that when unrealistic expectations and a lack of
continuous support can lead to the implementation of inclusive strategies being subpar and in

turn it reduces the academic and social outcomes for students with disabilities (Fuchs, 2010).

Research-Aligned Recommendations for Improving Educational Outcomes

The challenges discussed through the capstone demonstrate how inclusive education is
not only based on policy compliancy but also a practice-based process that requires preparation,
knowledge, and educators that are well supported. Although there have been decades of federal
legislation including the Education for All Handicapped Act of 1975 and IDEA, students with
disabilities continue to have educational inequities specifically in general education setting
where most of these students receive their instruction (U.S. Department of Education, 2022). The
research also indicates that the gaps in teacher preparation, inconsistency of educational
programs (IEPs & 504s), and limited collaboration between general and special education
educators limits the access to rigorous and high-quality instruction that students should receive.

In response to the systemic barriers, this toolkit was developed to provide structure and
research aligned professional development resources that can strengthen teachers’ ability to
create and sustain inclusive learning environments. A toolkit may be defined as a collection of
adaptable documents that should be used to inform or facilitate implementation through
templates, guidelines, training materials, or checklist to support the execution and sustainment of
an intervention or practice (Thoele et al., 2020). The toolkit is composed of six interconnected
modules fundamentals of inclusive education, differentiated instruction, collaboration and co-
teaching, implementing accommodations and modifications, fostering inclusion and belonging,
and transitional planning. Each modules support the needs that are identified throughout the

literature, that inclusive evidence based instructional strategy, legally compliant IEP practices,
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and improved collaboration across transdisciplinary teams (Hernandez & Hueck, 2006; Peterson

— Ahmad al., 2025).

Module 1: Fundamentals of Inclusive Education

Module 1 provides the foundational knowledge for general educators who often enter the
profession without sufficient training in special education practices. Though the EAHCA evolved
into IDEA, which mandates that students with disabilities receive an education in the LRE,
districts such as BCPSS struggle with inconsistent service delivery and documented civil rights
violations (Abell Foundation, 2005). The longstanding challenges identify the need for structured
training that supports legal compliance, improves instructional decision making, and promotes
equitable access to students with disabilities. Through the inclusion of guidance in learning
federal mandates (IDEA, Section 504, LERE), case studies, a glossary of specialized
terminology, and scenario-based decision-making exercises, it can improve an educator’s
readiness to implement inclusive practices in their classroom.

Case studies are shown to deepen a teacher’s ability to connect theoretical concept to
authentic instructional challenges which can improve their problem solving and transfer of
knowledge to real practice (Darling-Hammond, et al.,2017; Shulman, 1992). Glossaries can
enhance the conceptualization while reducing misinterpretation of terminology that is important

in transdisciplinary fields such as special education (Friend & Cook, 2020).

Module 2: Differentiated Instruction

Differentiated instruction serves as the primary piece where inclusive education becomes
visible in the classroom. When students are unable to access grade level curriculum equitability,
the barrier comes from the lack of teacher knowledge regarding IDEA law, disability law, and

evidence based instructional practices. The gaps in understanding such work are due to the
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persistent errors and inconsistencies in IEP implementation (Bateman & Linden, 2006). Although
IEPs are created to guide individual instruction in the classroom, research supports that many
general educators find IEPs to be insufficiently informative for everyday teaching or lack the
pedagogical skills that are needed when translating the document into instructional planning
(Dudley-Marling, 1985; Rotter, 2014).

To address the instructional gaps, the integration of tiered, grade -level standards, and
mini assessments serve as a research informed approach to reduce learning barriers that exist for
students with disabilities. Tiered assessments provide differentiated access for learners by
varying the level of complexity while also preserving the rigor and alignment of instruction with
state standards, a practice that is shown to enhance engagement and academic growth
(Tomlinson, 2014). Furthermore, mini assessments and guided instructional practices that are
rooted in Vygotskian learning theory offer a scaffolding that supports students as the progress
which reflects that Rosenshine’s (2012) evidence-based principals of instructions enhances the

performance of learning that require instructional support (Rosenshine, 2012).

Module 3: Collaboration & Co-Teaching

Research continuously demonstrates how effective inclusion is reliant upon collaborative
instruction; however, general educator teachers frequently report uncertainty centered around
curriculum adaptation and are often resistant to instruction coaching due to insufficient
professional preparation (Agboola, 2012). The studies further indicates that general educators
hold a less favorable attitude towards inclusive education than special education educators which
forms a discrepancy that can affect the implementation of evidence based collaborative models

(Hernandez & Hueck, 2006).
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To strengthen quality with consistency in collaborative practice, research-based tools
such as shared planning templates for general and special educators, observations tools designed
to assess co-teaching implementation, and structured communication that facilitate on going and
daily collaboration. Shared planning protocols are nationally recommended as it is essential for
clarifying instruction role, coordinating accommodations and ensuring that the instructional
delivery method is aligned with inclusive settings (Friend, 2016; Murawski & Swanson, 2001).
Daily communication checklist enhances collaborative efficacy by creating routines that enhance
coordination, reduce ambiguity, and support problem solving practices that improve the

outcomes for students with disabilities in the classroom (Friend & Cook, 2013).

Module 4: Implementation of Accommodations & Modifications

Many educators, particularly new general education teachers struggle with the technical
knowledge that is required to implement accommodations and modifications that are aligned
with a student’s IEP or 504 plan. Research indicates that the implementation challenges
educators experience often come from insufficient preparation in understanding legal mandates,
interpreting individualized plans, and documenting supports accurately (Peterson-Ahmad et al,
2025). IEP related errors are frequently tied to educator’s misunderstanding of the statutory
requirements and therefore underscore the needed for step hy step guidance to ensure the fidelity
of implementation (Bateman & Linden, 2006). The research highlights the need for targeted
professional learning that could strengthen educators’ procedural knowledge and their capacity to
deliver equitable and legally compliant supports.

Quick reference accommodations charts that outline extended time, reduced distraction
settings, and text to speech tools provide educators with practical guidance that can help their

decision making and reduce errors in day-to-day implementation in the classroom setting.
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Progress monitoring templates that are aligned with IEP goals such as data collection sheets can
address the barrier of inconsistent or incomplete tracking of accommodation usage and its
effectiveness. Scholars have explained that systematic data collection is critical not only for
determining is an accommodation is benefiting a student but also to ensure that that the legal
requirement tied to IDEA’s mandate for individualized and data driven instruction is being met

(Rotter, 2014; Yell, 2011).

Module 5: Fostering Inclusion & Belonging

Inclusion is not something that is solely based on instruction, yet it focuses on the
biological, psychological, social, and cultural aspects. Students with disabilities can often
experience stigma, segregation, and decreased access to peer interaction. Self-contained
classrooms limit the number of social interactions students with disabilities have which can
impact their emotional development, confidence, and sense of belonging (Lueders, 1972).
Maryland as a state continues to struggle with inclusions as racially segregated schools and
discipline disparities continue which impact a sense of belonging and climate for students with
disabilities (Civil Rights Project, 2013; Sundius &Farneth, 2008).

Inclusion extends beyond instructional practices and encompasses the biological,
psychological, social, and cultural pieces that shape a student’s experience in school. Students
with disabilities often experience stigma, segregation, and reduced access to building meaningful
peer interactions, which undermines their opportunity to social and emotion development.
Historical research shows that self-contained classroom often restricts students’ social networks
which limits the frequency and quality of peer engagement and can impact their emotional
growth and confidence (Lueders, 1972). In Maryland, there are broader structural inequities such

as the persistent racial segregations across school and disparities in disciplinary practices that can
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create a school climate where students with disabilities could feel marginalized or excluded
(Civil Rights Project, 2013; Sundius & Fartneth, 2008). These factors highlight the need for a
module that is dedicated to fostering inclusion and belonging as inclusive education requires
attending to the needs of students with disabilities and not just their academic needs.

Integrating student peer support models, culturally responsive teaching practices, and
structured community building routines into the toolkit is imperative for fostering inclusive
learning spaces that support both academic and social emotional development of students with
disabilities. The peer buddy system and cooperative learning structures are strongly support
through literature as it is effective for increasing social interaction, promoting engagement, and
reducing isolation, ap piece that students with disabilities often experience (Carter et al., 2015).
Culturally responsive teaching is critical with the way it intersects with disability. Through
research, students from racially minoritized background face a compound of barriers, making it
known to educators that they are to utilize instructional approaches that affirms a student’s
cultural identify while building relevancy (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). These practices address
the academic, interpersonal, and cultural dimensions of inclusion. The incorporation of this

module into the toolkit is foundational to advance equitable and support classrooms.

Module 6: Transitional Servies

Transition planning remains one of the most understood and inconsistent implemented
components of the IEP, despite the profound influence it has on students’ long-term
independence, employment opportunities, and postsecondary outcomes (Findley et al., 2021).
Through decades of research, there are documented shortcoming in transition practices, with
studies showing that students frequently progress from middle to high school without the

foundational skills that necessary or the supports needed to attain a diploma (Edgar, 1987). In
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BCPSS, systemic barriers further complicated effective transition planning as students with
disabilities receive limited guidance during the high school selection process, resulting in
reduced access to the full range of available education pathways (Abell Foundation, 2005). These
challenges disproportionately impact students with disabilities who face inequities produced by
racial segregation, disciplinary disparities, and restrictive access to inclusive learning
environments.

Incorporating age-appropriate transition assessments, sample postsecondary, independent
living goals, student-led IEP meeting guides, and family communication templates are critical for
strengthening the quality of transitional planning. High quality transition planning begins with
comprehensive, age-appropriate assessments that identify students’ interests, strengths, needs,
and preferences which are needed to create a meaningful and legally compliant transition
document for post-secondary goals (Rowe et al., 2021). When providing educators with model
transitional goals that are connected to independent living and postsecondary education, it
ensures that the IEP team can move away from generic statements and instead craft and measure
future-oriented plans that are shown to improve post-secondary outcomes (Test et al., 2009).
Structured family communication templates support cultural responsiveness and collaborative
planning while also addressing the longstanding inequities that minoritized families have been
historically excluded from the decision-making processes (Trainor, 2010). These tools can
provide educators and their families with the structure needed to engage in holistic and future

based planning that aligns with federal mandates and research based best practices.

Conclusion

The persistent inequities that are experienced by students with disabilities despite the

decades of federal legislation that is intended to guarantee their rights, demonstrates how
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inclusive education is an incomplete mandate. The historical analysis reveals that through
EAHCA of 1975 and its evolution to IDEA, established significant protections and many
students with disabilities unfortunately continue to face the systemic exclusion, fragmented
supports, and inconsistent access to instruction (U.S Department of Education, 2022; Yell, 2011).
These challenges are actively visible in districts such as Baltimore City Public Schools where the
long structural inequities in conjunction with racial segregation and documented lapses in service
delivery have contributed to the gaps in educational experience and outcome (Abell Foundation,
2005; Civil Rights Project, 2013; Sundius & Farneth, 2008).

The research continuously demonstrates that inclusive education requires more than
regular compliance as it demands educators who are well prepared and capable of translating
legal frameworks into daily instruction. This capstone introduced a professional development
toolkit that is designed to provide structed through research aligned supports in six
interconnected modules. The modules translate decades of research into accessible tools that
educators can use immediately in their daily practice (Thoele et al., 2020).

While the toolkit cannot single handedly resolve the systemic inequities that shape
educational access for students with disabilities, it does represent a meaningful step towards
instructional coherence, legal compliance, and equity centered practice. The toolkit design
acknowledges that sustainable inclusion is an ongoing process that requires continuous
professional learning, collaborative structures, and a commitment to culturally responsive and
legally grounded instruction. As schools across the nation work to strengthen their inclusive
systems, future research and practice may be required to expand this toolkit to reflect
districtwide monitoring systems and policy recommendations that should align legislation to

classroom realities.
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The conclusion of this capstone confirms that inclusive education is a legal requirement
but is ethically imperative. By equipping educators with the tools, knowledge, and structure
necessary to provide equality and affirming instruction, school systems can advance towards a
space where all students regardless of their disability can experience a sense of belonging,

equitable opportunities, and supports for lifelong success.
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