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This article presents a selection of the results gleaned from research analyzing the
way social exclusion processes are constructed among young adults between the
ages of 18 and 25. The paper focuses on a subset of the population studied: young
people with disabilities. Likewise, we limit our study to the dimension of school-
related experiences. Our research methodology – based on individual personal
narratives and first hand accounts – allows a dynamic, participative and integrated
approach to the study of exclusion. Participants in the study were asked to reflect
on their experiences and, thus, were given a voice. Our specific objective in this
article was to identify and explain the barriers and aids to inclusion encountered
in a variety of educational environments as expressed by interviewees who had
experienced them personally.

Keywords: educational exclusion; inclusive education; personal narrative
methodology; young people with disabilities

Introduction

Social exclusion is a complex phenomenon which, in recent years, has increasingly
become a priority for international organizations such as the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, World Health Organization, United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization and the European Union,
among others. These institutions see the struggle against social exclusion as inexora-
bly linked to the successful implementation of socially inclusive policies. Both
processes – exclusion and inclusion – can be considered two sides of the same coin,
opposite poles of the same continuum. To the degree in which exclusive barriers are
brought down, a contribution is made to the creation and consolidation of socially
inclusive practices.

One idea suggested by this view is that there is no one kind of exclusion. Rather,
exclusion should be discussed in terms of different degrees of non-inclusion which can
lead to a variety of personal and collective experiences (Subirats 2004; Tezanos 2001).
Exclusion can, from this perspective, be defined as a dynamic, complex, social process
entailing the negation of fundamental rights: economic, social, political and educa-
tional, among others. It is generally agreed then that socially exclusive mechanisms
are multidimensional in nature. Exclusion is a phenomenon involving interacting risk

*Email: anabelm@us.es
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164  A. Moriña Díez

factors which inevitably mark people’s experiences (Atkinson 1998; Kronauer 1998;
Tezanos 2001).

There is yet another significant characteristic helping to explain social exclusion:
exclusive processes are not circumstantial. The causes leading to situations of non-
inclusion are structural (Witcher 2003) and exclusion is the direct result of specific
social, political, cultural and economic milieux. The social framework itself directly
or indirectly generates so-called ‘surplus populations’.

This argument was put forth by Oliver (1990), Barton (1996), Shakespeare and
Watson (1996), among others, who – from a social model of disability perspective –
have proposed paradigms for explaining how exclusion is generated. Such social
model-based exclusion theories point their finger at practices, attitudes and policies
within the social framework as both hindering and helping accessibility and participa-
tion in different environments. Hence, there is some degree of consensus regarding the
key role economic, educational, social (family and community networks) and work-
related non-inclusiveness plays in generating exclusion (Brandolini and D’Alessio
1998; Kronauer 1998; Levitas 1998; Tezanos 2001).

A close correlation can be found linking social and educational exclusion – the
former being more general and the latter more specific. Our review of the literature
reveals educational environments to be one of the spheres where exclusion runs most
rampant. Macrae, Maguire, and Melbourne (2003) have published findings corrobo-
rating the thesis that school-related exclusion can spawn social exclusion in the mid
to long term. These authors provided data from recent studies referring to young
people considered to be socially excluded or at risk of exclusion. These young people
had in common high levels of school absenteeism and limited, or non-existent,
academic qualifications, among other characteristics. Howard (1999) shared the
notion that social and educational exclusion are closely linked and argued that people
with disabilities are among those most vulnerable to exclusive processes. The author
justified this line of reasoning, explaining that disabled youth tend to suffer from a
more restrictive education than their non-disabled peers, which places them at a
disadvantage when it comes to employment and fianancial self-sufficiency.

Conceptually speaking, both social and educational exclusion can be defined as
multi-phase processes – complex phenomena triggered by a wide range of factors,
behavior patterns and situations (Slee and Alan, 2005). Escudero (2005) identified
school failure and drop-out, underachievement, conflictive behavior, etc. as behav-
ioral traits linked to exclusion. Educational exclusion is evident in cases where boys
and girls opt to drop out of school, cannot access education or, once in school, find
their individual differences (special educational needs, socio-economic/ethnic/gender
considerations) are ignored, and where, even having successfully completed their
education, they still cannot find their place in society. In short, exclusion can raise its
ugly head prior to, during or after the educational phase.

Furthermore, we can identify a gradient continuum spanning the gap between total
lack of access to education and full inclusion. Somewhere along this slope we can plot
school integration measures, under scrutiny because they fail to guarantee all students
equal opportunities for participation in the learning process. This is due to the fact that
the principal aim of integration is to reintegrate an individual or group of individuals
who have previously been excluded from ‘normal life’ at school or in the community
at large – the presumption being, of course, that the individual or group in question
will have to adapt to the given context without challenging existing societal precon-
ceptions and practices. Thus, while integration and inclusion are frequently used
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interchangeably, they can denote divergent courses of action. In theory, inclusion, as
a model, is designed to replace integration. The fact is, however, that integration is
still the predominant paradigm in schools.

In the Spanish context, the backdrop for the present study,policies and processes
aimed at providing ‘normal’ schooling for girls and boys with disabilities date back to
1985. Current legislation (Ley Orgánica de Educación 2006) calls for educational
inclusion although, in practice, schools tend to lean towards integration rather than
inclusive educational models. Spanish schools, in other words, have not achieved
active learning and participation on the part of all students. Rather, schools continue
to employ teaching/learning models designed for the mainstream, marginalizing other
students or relegating them to completely separate education tracks.

Inclusive education, on the contrary, can be defined as a process which fosters
participation and a sense of belonging for all students and, at the same time, seeks to
break down the barriers behind exclusion (Booth and Ainscow 1998). Thus described,
inclusion, at school and in society at large, can be seen as a way of life, a unique
approach to acting and participating in society, of perceiving others (Sapon-Shevin
1998; Ainscow 1999; Corbett 2001; Slee 2001; Sindelar et al. 2006; Parrilla 2007).
From an inclusive perspective then, schools and classrooms are seen as communities
which ought to guarantee the right of all students to learn, among their peers, within
the framework of a common curriculum.

Within this framework personal narrative methodologies serve well as tools for
exposing and denouncing processes of opression, descrimination and exclusion under
which certain groups still suffer (Booth and Booth 1996; Goodley 2001). We agree
with Owens (2007) regarding the idea that such methodologies can give voice to
people and stories traditionally silenced.

Finally, in the particular case of people with disabilities, Tim Booth (1996)
explained that the ‘excluded voice’ thesis – by way of personal narrative methodolo-
gies – opens up channels through which we gain access to the perceptions and
experiences of opressed groups which lack the authority to make their voices heard
via traditional academic channels. Yet other authors (see, for example, Biklen 2000;
Tangen 2008) have gone even further to highlight the fact that numerous studies have
corroborated that listening to people with disabilities fosters the proliferation of
proposals leading to more inclusive educational models.

Research methodology

The findings presented in this article form part of a larger joint research project at the
University of Seville and the University of Cantabria (currently in its final stage)
entitled, ‘La construcción del proceso de exclusión social en jóvenes: Guía para la
detección y evaluación de procesos de exclusión’.1 The general aim of the study was
to analyse the construction of social exclusion (as a personal life experience) among
18–25 year olds.2

The sample population comprised young adults at risk of exclusion, i.e. groups
susceptible to non-inclusive processes due to cultural or ethnic factors, disabilities or
aspects relating to race or gender. We selected participants according to the following
criteria: group diversity, geographical diversity, 18–25 years old. Once these selection
criteria had been established the research team embarked on an initial round of
informal interviews with a range of associations and institutions aimed at generating
a list of potential participants interested in taking part in our study.
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166  A. Moriña Díez

We have employed a personal narrative-based research methodology, thus giving
a voice to participants in the study. The study follows a two phase research design.
The aim of the first phase was to adopt a descriptive/explicative approach to exclusion
processes. It was in turn divided into what we have termed the extensive stage and the
intensive stage. Forty-eight young people participated in the extensive stage, which
was more desciptive in nature, twelve of whom went on to participate in the intensive
stage.

The second phase was a direct result of the previous phase and was in turn divided
into two stages or moments, from the moment exclusion indicators were identified to
the actual drawing up of a social exclusion detection and evaluation guide.

The data analyzed in the current study consisted of a nine person sample popula-
tion of disabled young people. At the time of data collection all of the participants
were between 22 and 25 years old, with the exception of the three young women who
were between 18 and 20 years of age. All participants were people with intelectual,
speech and/or hearing, sight or movement-related disabilities. Likewise, selected frag-
ments rather than entire personal narratives are included, as the aim of the study was
not to delve into the more global construction of exclusion but rather to analyse one
particular exclusion environment: school. Thus, by way of their life stories, emotions
and reflections, our young people expressed how they interpreted their own school
experience. A transversal analysis3 of different key aspects implicit in each partici-
pant’s case serves as a scaffold to identify and explain the barriers that so often
exclude – hindering full access to and participation in social/learning environments –
as well as those factors which aided participants in their educational struggle.

Following the initial selection of our test group and subsequent informed consent
(Sin 2005) by each of the participants, the following data collection methods were
employed in each case: self-presentation, biographical interview, picture technique,
biogram and life timeline.

The analysis of interviews and transcripts of other documents generated using the
methods listed above can be classified as qualitative data analysis in the tradition of
the interactive model proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994). This analytical
process entails an initial assessment of individual personal narratives across thematic
and interpretive categories, followed by the writing up of each life history. Finally, in
the second phase of analysis the narratives are compared and contrasted. In particular,
the data presented in this article is the result of a transversal analysis of the school
environment through the lens of nine personal narratives.

Findings

In this section we take a closer look at the stories of educational exclusion told by the
young people who participated in our study themselves, centering our analysis around
five essential points raised by our study of the personal narratives generated: ‘parallel’
school tracks; ‘normal’ educational environments which segregate; ‘special’ educa-
tional contexts that bring about disabled students’ first experiences in integration; a
social life limited to ‘special’ contexts; a learning paradigm which fails to guarantee
equal opportunities for active participation and a sense of belonging for all.

It is not our objective here to extrapolate the opinions and perceptions expressed
by the young people we interviewed. The aim, therefore, was not for their voices to
speak for others but rather that, by way of a transversal comparative analysis of their
experiences in school, their testimony shed light on the barriers and aids the nine
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participants encountered along the way. More specifically, ‘barriers’ were defined by
the interviewees as obstacles to inclusion that impeded or limited learning, a sense of
belonging and active participation in educational processes under equal conditions.
‘Aids’, on ther other hand, include elements of the educational milieu which contrib-
ute to social and educational inclusion in the classroom and at school in general. The
first-hand testimonies themselves facilitate further reflection on how a wide variety of
practices, behaviors and attitudes, generated by a given set of school experiences,
influence these young people in their daily lives.

‘Parallel’ school tracks?

The schooling phases which the nine young participants in our study had completed
were the initial information which helped us to contextualize their experiences. They
had in common an educational trajectory which had suffered frequent interruptions.
Their stories were different from those of other students of their age. These young
people had had to face and adapt to constant changes: attending an integrated school
while simultaneously attending support classrooms; changing schools two or more
times during the same educational phase; trying to harmonize mainstream education
with special educational needs (SEN) environments, etc.

A clear correlation existed with regard to academic achievement. Seven out of the
nine participants in our study had reached secondary school. Of those seven, only two
had completed compulsory education.4 The sole exception was a young woman who
was in her last year at university. The option of choice for many of these young people
on completing secondary school had been to enroll on what is known in Spain as a
Social Guarantee Program (Programa de Garantía Social or PGS) to become anything
from hairdressers to housepainters, assistant caregivers, etc. Another popular option
was to enroll on occupational training courses (cursos de formación ocupacional) in
basic secretarial work or installing air conditioning, etc., targeting disabled students.
This is a common trait shared by virtually all the young men and women interviewed:
they started out in mainstream educational scenarios but opted to complete their
education in special education environments5 (participants’ personal narratives
document the fact that such circumstances are applicable to the workplace and social
contexts as well).

‘Normal’ educational environments which segregate?

If maybe I had started, they would’ve put me straight into the special class and I might’ve
had a little less of a bad time. (Sergio)

I personally would’ve liked to change schools and stay in the special school for deaf
people, you know? To have more friends … but since I had support there [in the main-
stream school] I had to put up with it. (Blanca)

One of the most controversial issues appearing over and over in the stories these
young people told was the case of a disabled student who was placed in a mainsteam
‘integrated’ educational environment and, as a result, was doomed to experience the
pain and ostracism of segregation. For most, integrated environments have not only
failed to offer both social and academic opportunities, but have actually become a
barrier to a fulfilling educational trajectory. As they perceive their situation, it seems
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168  A. Moriña Díez

it would have been easier to have completed their education in special environments,
as this would have helped them avoid the rejection and discrimination they had
experienced in mainstream schools.

The reasons listed above, among others, explain the tendency amoung young
people participating in our study to express a negative perception of mainstream inte-
grated environments. As was the case with other young people we interviewed, this
next story confirms that a certain degree of labeling and stigmatation took place in the
schools they attended. Such marginalizing processes became evident in a variety of
different behavior patterns (classroom seating arrangements, absence due to time
spent in support classrooms, the use of labels and clichés when referring to SEN
students, etc.) which in turn led to identifying difference as a minority attribute. As
Corbett (1991) argued, the dominant ‘culture’ regarding diversity has traditionally
been to define difference as negative. This is certainly true in the case of the nine
young people we interviewed. The traditional approach to difference was deficiency
based, leaving little room for appreciation of diversity. 

A: People knew me for my learning disability, just that about me, nothing else.
Q: Are you referring to your classmates?
A: And other students, too … and the teachers … you mention my name to the teach-

ers; they all know who I am.
Q: How do you feel about that?
A: How do I feel? Lots of times there’ve been times, many, when I wanted to be

normal, somehow. Why? Maybe to not be noticed, in that sense … because I
didn’t want to stand out just for having a learning disability, for being deaf. (Ana)

Paradoxically, as we have already mentioned, ‘special’ educational environments
have, according to the young people themselves, fostered a sense of self-worth,
providing opportunities for building self-esteem and encouraging feelings of being
‘useful’, ‘supported’ by classmates and teachers alike. For some of those interviewed
such experiences gave way to their first fledgling friendships. They preferred, it
seems, to find refuge in safe havens such as special schools, where they tended to find
a warmer climate devoid of the biased and even hostile attitudinal patterns found in
mainstream ‘integrated’ environments.

The situation described thus far is worrying inasmuch as it represents a consider-
able paradox in education: the segregation and bias that is rampant in an unknown
number of mainstream schools leads to a situation where SEN students and their fami-
lies seriously question the superiority of ‘integrated’ environments over ‘special’
classroom models. A similar situation surfaced in research by Pitt and Curtin (2004),
where students participating in a study, after attending mainstream schools for a
number of years and going through a string of negative experiences, opted instead to
pursue their education in special schools.

‘Special’ educational contexts that bring about disabled students’ first experiences 
in integration?

… that’s when the support teachers gave me things to do, assignments like all the rest,
where I could pull my own weight. And I felt useful, I felt good, I got along with those
guys. … It’s like if you take a footballer and then … out of nowhere … you put him on
Manchester United, for example, and the managers and coaches like the guy, but on a
team like that he plays really bad, and then there’s this other team, Recreativo de Huelva,
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so they put him on Huelva and he’s a star, and so on and so forth,that’s where he feels
good about his game, on the poorer team, because that’s where he makes a difference.
(Sergio)

This young man described, albeit in simple terms, an especially alarming situation:
special environments like the support classroom, designed to complement inclusive
education processes, became an escape for the victims of exclusion perpetrated by
mainstream classroom environments. It should come as no surprise then that the
majority of participants in our study considered that special educational support envi-
ronments had been practically the only help they had received in their entire school
experience, or that they argued that support classrooms were virtually the only envi-
ronment in which they had felt they made a difference and were treated as equals.
Only in such contexts did they cover the same material and do the same assignments
as their classmates, receive the attention and support of their teachers and escape from
the humiliation all too frequently associated with mainstream classrooms.

However, at the same time some of the participants in the study openly criticized
school planned support activities, which were seen as educational barriers, especially
those taking place within the context of the support classroom. Thus, in the case of
Ana, Desiré and Blanca (being the only young people we interviewed who attended
mainstream classrooms) support efforts only served to reinforce the labeling that was
going on in ‘normal’ classrooms. Moreover, these young women disapproved of the
kind of support they received, considering, on the one hand, that the number of teach-
ers assigned to support activities was insufficient and, on the other hand, that support
teachers in general were not as professional as might be desired. Along these lines,
Blanca referred to a speech therapist who worked at her school and how her efforts to
help her improve her language skills were virtually fruitless. Again, from this perspec-
tive efforts at integration are a double-edged sword: purportedly at the service of
inclusion, what they really tend to perpetrate is segregation and exclusion. 

So I asked the speech therapist to help me write compositions and summaries, and she
said, ‘look, that’s not in my job description, my job’s to give you photocopies … .’
Classes with the speech therapist never meant anything to me because all she ever did
was give me a vocabulary worksheet to fill out … synonyms and antonyms … you know,
the right or wrong kind. I’d look it up in the dictionary and yeah, sure, I’d get the answer
but me … nothing, because you know how to look for words here and you practically
don’t learn the meaning … you cross out the word and write it in the gap, that’s it.
(Blanca)

This brief reflection sheds light on one person’s experience in a support classroom,
but also situates us face to face with a truly difficult, complex issue. Namely, that the
kinds of support the young people in our study have received are contradictory in
nature. On the one hand, support environments are spaces for recognition, help and
building self-esteem, yet on the other they can be one more cog in the wheel that leads
to labeling and marginalization.

A social life limited to ‘special’ contexts?

A: They were really mean. My classmates never wanted to be next to me.
Q: Why was that, do you remember?
A: I don’t know, they probably thought I looked like a retard or something and didn’t

want to be seen next to me … they used to make faces at me. (Desiré)
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A: I wanted to be one of the gang, but they never let me … sometimes they wouldn’t
let me. I didn’t like the kids that laughed at me because … they made me feel like
a loser, like I’d see it like that kid is laughing at me cause he must be better than
me and I’m a nobody.

Q: How did you show them that you wanted to be part of the group?
A: Well I’d go over, you know, to play with them. … I’d try to talk about animals and

they’d talk about football, for example.
Q: Could you give me another example?
A: For example, when I was a kid, I didn’t know how to run, and lots of times my

friends … when I was 6, come on, let’s play running races … they raced each other
and since I couldn’t run good, well they said, ok Sergio, you can’t play cause you
can’t run, yeah, so loud and clear, gosh, I don’t know how to run, I can’t run with
them.

Q: What would you have liked your schoolmates to do for you that they never did?
A: Well, for example, on that issue of when I was a kid that played running races with

them … even the girls used to beat me at racing … that they would’ve said, listen,
Sergio, even though you can’t run you’re going to race with us and we’re going to
run at your level. (Sergio)

In the nine personal narratives analyzed in our study the stories told by the young
men and women we interviewed invited us, in every case, to reflect on the fact that
the behavior patterns and attitudes prevalent among their peers in mainstream
environments had done anything but contribute to more widespread acceptance and
inclusion in the classroom. On the contrary, the available data clearly idicates that peer
behavior patterns have spurred exclusion in mainstream classrooms. Moreover, this
class of ‘peer-triggered’ barrier is by far the most painful in a long line of hurdles
which special needs students struggle to overcome, as it relegates opportunities for
social interaction in the classroom and school environments to the sidelines and in
effect exiles SEN students to the shadows.

As these young people narrated their experiences, direct discrimination (in myriad
forms ranging from sporadic shunning to blatent social isolation) began to manifest
itself. At times extrememly negative and even aggressive stigmatization raised its
ugly head: parody, insult, aggravation and, occasionally, physical aggression that
spilt outside the classroom and stained each and every school and extracurricular
environment.

On the other hand, time and again the same personal narratives gave testimony to
the crucial role played by their peers in special needs environments when it came to
establishing social relationships. It was with these peers that SEN students recovered
their self-esteem and began to build a stronger social foundation; through social
interaction in special needs contexts these young people learned to feel ‘equal’ and
appreciated and to make their first friends. 

Q: Did any of those friends – schoolmates – have a significant impact on your school
… did any of your schoolmates influence you significantly?

A: Mostly at special ed.
Q: Why’s that?
A: Just is … ’cause I discovered I was somebody with them.
Q: Who would you hang out with at recess?
A: With the special ed. people.
Q: Always with them? Why do you think?
A: Because I already felt like them. … I felt good ’cause I felt like one of them, we

did everything together, subtraction, addition, also there were psychological
games, we did them together too, I’d go to recess with them … the things you talk
about … we always talked about the same things, one thing or another, not like
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with my other mates. … I’d talk about cars and they’d start in about football.
(Sergio)

It’s like you know everything but something’s still missing. Then you go in there (meet
a group of deaf people), well you realize it’s part of me that’s missing, that’s still to be
discovered. So when I went in there I discovered there were more people like me. And
that helps you be stronger – seeing you’re not alone – that there are more people … .
(Ana)

A learning paradigm which fails to guarantee equal opportunities for active 
participation and a sense of belonging for all?

As we take a closer look at the classroom teaching and learning processes described
by these young people three aspects of classroom life emerge: the ‘academic’ role
peers play, the role teachers play and the methodology employed in the classroom.

We have seen in earlier sections that the young men and women participating in
this study have not found it easy to develop personal relationships or establish friend-
ships with their mainstream classmates. Here we will hear them denounce the difficul-
ties they have encountered when trying to set up networks for academic cooperation
with these same peers. In fact, the most frequently voiced complaint in conversations
with SEN students is the complete lack of academic support from mainstream class-
mates. Sergio’s history is a perfect illustration of this. His testimony underscores the
situation, revealing the absence of solidarity among his classmates, who only offered
to help him on very rare occasions and, it seems, felt that as he was not at the same
level academically he should do different tasks. 

Me, when I was a kid and maybe I was in my normal class, I’d go up to a classmate
from my normal class and, what’re you doing?, well, I’m doing some math … let me
see, I want to do some … I’m going to ask … no, don’t ask the teacher to give you this
math, it’s too hard for you, … right there, that was already a barrier that she was putting
in front of me, if right then she said yeah, wait a second, I’m going to ask the teacher to
give you this math and to help you, that would’ve been making my life a little easier
because she’d be opening doors, but the moment my classmates acted that way with me,
even if they didn’t mean bad, what happened was that doors shut in my face one after
another.
Q: What would you have liked your classmates to do that they never did?
A: That instead of laughing maybe they could say to me, you don’t understand but I’ll

explain it to you. (Sergio)

On the other hand, in the same account Sergio stated that he did receive academic
support from his special needs classmates, allowing him to both give and receive help
from his peers. Thus, once again, we witness how formal support environments
(outside the classroom) provided academic opportunities for these young people. 

I felt good there [the SEN classroom] ’cause I felt like one of them, we did everything
together, subtraction, addition, also there were psychological games, we did them
together too, I’d go to recess with them … the things you talk about … we always talked
about the same things, one thing or another. (Sergio)

As far as the role played by educators is concerned, the young people interviewed
spoke of a virtually non-existent contribution to social and academic inclusion on the
part of teachers. This deficit may have manifest itself in the form of teacher passivity
in the face of SEN students’ needs – the absence of learning activities for a given set
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of students, inflexibility towards adapting teaching methodologies, ignorance of and/
or permissiveness of humiliation and insults from peers, etc. – or surface as excessive,
unsolicited attention from teachers. 

Q: How did you get along with your teachers?
A: Really bad, and good, both.
Q: Ok, why was that?
A: Because they didn’t pay any attention to me sometimes. (Desiré)
For example, the Spanish teacher that gave us loads of notes and all that, and I’d ask her
to write slower on the board and she’d say she couldn’t waste that much time. Gosh, I
can’t take it, the light coming in through the window, I just can’t do it, and I was fed up
already. And if I stopped she’d scold me, so I had to get the notes from my classmates.
(Blanca)

When we invited the participants in our study to reflect on those activities and
teaching practices which had served to help and support them every single one of
them, without exception, agreed that what really helped was when teachers showed
an interest in them: dedicating more time to them in class, being patient, having
them sit in the front row and providing extra academic support both during and after
class. 

And what else, oh yeah, I appreciate the good teachers I’ve had, ’cause they’ve kept
after me, supporting me, saying ‘sit in the front row so I can explain things better to
you’ … . What I remember about them is how patient they were with me … they’d
explain it once to the other kids and 20 times to me. (Sergio)

Lastly, classroom structure and the way in which tasks were carried out were
identified as significant barriers for special needs students in mainstream learning
environments. With regard to teaching methodology, two scenarios emerged. 

(a) Classrooms where only one type of task was assigned to all students, without
any effort to adapt assignments to individual learning needs. Activities were
not planned with the strategies, methods and support that might be needed in
mind, but rather within the framework of a ‘one size fits all’ (Tomlinson 1995)
approach to education.

(b) Classrooms where the presence of students with special needs was ‘dealt with’
by assigning different tasks, specifically designed for ‘special’ students, to be
carried out in relative isolation from the rest of the class. This was a common
model according to the nine participants in our study. Learning was segre-
gated, even physically, and entirely disconnected from what was going on in
the rest of the class.

Q: Would you normally do different activities in class?
A: No, the same, we’d copy a book and copy from the book. (Desiré)
He’d sometimes pay attention to me [the teacher], because he was explaining one
thing to the 20 students and I was doing something else the teacher assigned me,
well sometimes he’d walk around me, Sergio, how’s this or that going? (Sergio)

Thus, the young people we interviewed did not help us identify inclusive teaching
methodologies which lend themselves to providing for the educational needs of all
the students in a given class. However, their voices did invite us to reflect on what
inclusion really means and to explore new ways of building inclusive classroom
communities.
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A conclusion, of sorts

A general interpretation of the results of this study could lead one to conlcude that, for
these young people, mainstream environments have not facilitated effective learning
and socialization processes. On the contrary, the scenarios described by these students
have contributed to situations of segregation and discrimination which have marked
their school experience. This very same conclusion was reached studies by Conner
and Ferri (2007), Shah (2007), Gibson (2006) and Pitt and Curtin (2004).

According to the nine personal narratives analyzed in the present study, special
needs students perceived more barriers than boons in their school experience. These
young men and women were clearly critical when talking about their memories of
mainstream classrooms. In this sense, returning to the notion that mainstream environ-
ments have failed to help SEN students find their niche, integrated environments do
not provide a positive school experience.

Likewise, the arguments put forth by the participants in the study coincide with
several of the principal critiques of the integration model, namely that it has offered
little or nothing in the way of going beyond mere physical integration of disabled
students in mainstream classrooms. To the extent that this is true, the integration
model perpetuates processes of assimilation in the classroom, a reality that is aggra-
vated by the absence of a critical revision of mainstream educational practices.

When students talked about their experiences in special education environments,
however, their story changed significantly. Paradoxically, such environments seemed
ideal in comparison; it is in these environments that students with special needs got
their first taste of ‘integration’, often playing the role of ‘life vest’ by providing the
support needed to overcome the social, curricular and methodological ostracism
imposed upon them in mainstream classrooms. In most cases it was the support
classroom which provided a point of reference in rebuilding and getting their school
experience back on track. It was here that SEN students managed to boost their self-
image, bandage their broken self-esteem and began to reconstruct their crumbling
sense of self. Their first fledgling friendships and social networks sprouted and grew
there, where they felt protected, as equals. There too, they felt part of a group –
empowered to give and receive help from classmates – and able to learn on equal
terms with the support of professionals who were sensitive to their needs.

We cannot conclude without pointing out and reflecting on the risk involved in
taking such benevolent views of segregated education at face value. Although special
educational environments were best when it came to integrating disbled youth, such
environments still remained ‘special’ and therefore tended to segregate. In other
words, special environments are ‘false’ integration contexts. In this sense, normal
educational contexts must change; traditional educational practice must be revised and
improved in order for all young people to feel safe and welcome; in short, to have a
place in an authentically inclusive social and academic community.

Schools must not remain on the sidelines and become accomplices to exclusive
educational practices. On the contrary, schools should commit to playing a more
active role in denouncing discourse and practice which would legitimize any kind of
educational exclusion whatsoever. Setting up special classrooms or parallel tracks
which offer students support they do not receive in mainstream classrooms is not a
viable path to follow; the only paths worth following are those which lead to truly
inclusive education. Naturally, this calls for a restructuring of the way we think about
learning and teaching. We should move towards schools in which all students are
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valued, where the goal is to recognize the right of all men and women to an education
and to fully fledged participation in that education, schools where the processes and
practices holding up the walls of exclusion are brought to a halt.

Notes
1. ‘Constructing social exclusion in young populations: A guide for the detection and evalu-

ation of exclusive processes’ (unpublished in English to date), Ministerio de Educación y
Ciencia, I+D+I, 2004-07, ref. SEJ 2004-06193-C02-02/EDUC, Ángeles Parrilla and Teresa
Susinos, Directors.

2. More detailed information on this research project can be found in Susinos (2007).
3. Transversal analysis as a qualitative methodology is a strategy which allows comparison of

different informants and/or methods, concurrent patterns, common themes, overlapping,
divergences, etc. relating to the research topic.

4. Compulsory education in Spain spans 6 to 16 years of age. This period comprises two
stages: Educación Primaria (Primary School, for children aged 6–11) and Educación
Secundaria Obligatoria (Compulsory Secondary School, for ages 12–16). At age 16
(minimum school leaving age) and on completion of the compulsory education phase the
Graduado Escolar certificate is obtained.

5. In another part of the article this idea is complemented by the reflections contributed by the
young people interviewed for this study.
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