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Abstract
We examined an illustrative case
of a high school that aimed to
improve services to all students,
including those with mild disabili-
ties, through implementation of
integrated academic and occupa-
tional curricula. We gathered
data across a school year
through classroom observations,
document reviews, and semi-
structured interviews with ad-
ministrators, teachers and stu-
dents. We used qualitative meth-
ods to address questions regard-
ing definition of integrated cur-
ricula within the school, goals
and activities related to imple-
mentation, and the match be-
tween this school’s activities and
best practices in special educa-
tion transition. We learned that
administrators and teachers held
shared visions of all students as
learners with unique needs and
secondary education as prepara-
tion for both work and postsec-
ondary education. They accom-
plished curricular integration and
inclusion of students with mild
disabilities through formal
school-wide programs based
upon an infrastructure that en-
couraged collaboration across
disciplines.

Implementing Integrated
Curricula for All
Recent amendments to the In-
dividuals with Disabilities Edu-
cation Act (1997), require that
students with special education
needs have access to the gen-
eral curriculum within a school.
At the elementary school level,
the general curriculum is rela-
tively easy to define and consists
primarily of instruction in basic
academic skills of reading, writ-
ing, and mathematics. However,
as students progress through
middle school and into high
school settings, defining the
general curriculum becomes
more difficult. There is a shift
from learning basic skills to us-
ing those skills to acquire con-
tent knowledge. Further, a typi-
cal high school may offer sev-
eral levels and varieties of aca-
demic and vocational content, or
students may be required to
choose among curriculum
paths. Even when curricular
choices are more limited, acquir-
ing secondary level content in
concert with their peers is diffi-
cult for many students with spe-
cial education needs because
their basic academic skills may
be significantly below grade
level. The gap in academic
achievement levels between stu-
dents with and without special
education needs often means
that students with special edu-
cation needs require continued
instruction in basic academic
skills. Additionally, these stu-
dents may require instruction in
specialized content, such as
learning strategies and daily liv-
ing skills, that is of less concern
to their peers without disabili-
ties (Deshler, Ellis, & Lenz, 1996;
Sabornie & DeBettencourt, 1997).
Therefore, the curriculum for
secondary students with special
education needs may of neces-

sity look very different than the
curriculum experienced by other
secondary students.

General and vocational edu-
cators also have expressed con-
cerns about the nature of sec-
ondary curricula for many typi-
cal students. The traditional col-
lege preparatory curriculum
found in most high schools is
not designed for and does not
recognize the fact that the ma-
jority of students choose to en-
ter the workforce directly from
high school. Further, with many
states increasing academic
course requirements to meet
public demands for higher aca-
demic standards, high school
students have fewer opportuni-
ties to enroll in traditional vo-
cational course work that might
prepare them for skilled work.
At the same time, labor market
demands for technically skilled
workers have increased as infor-
mation and service-oriented in-
dustries have grown.

A response to this dilemma
has been the suggestion that
secondary schools should inte-
grate academic and occupa-
tional learning to prepare all stu-
dents for further postsecondary
education and employment
(Grubb, Davis, Lum, Plihal, &
Morgaine, 1991). Legislative ini-
tiatives, such as the School-to-
Work Opportunities Act of 1994,
and the Carl D. Perkins Voca-
tional and Applied Technology
Educational Act Amendments of
1990 and 1998, suggest that all
students would benefit from in-
tegrated curricula. The special
education field also supports
comprehensive curricula that
include academic and occupa-
tional learning; however, con-
cerns remain regarding whether
general education school-to-
work programs can be designed
to adequately serve students
with special education needs
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(Halpern, 1994; Benz & Kochhar,
1996). The possibility and suit-
ability of an integrated aca-
demic and occupational ap-
proach as a general curriculum
for students with special educa-
tion needs must be examined.

In practice, the integration
of academic and occupational
learning takes many forms de-
pending on the goals and re-
sources of the implementers
(Grubb et al., 1991; Plihal,
Johnson, Bentley, Morgaine, &
Liang, 1992, Reid & Tsuzuki,
1994). At the simplest level, in-
tegration may occur when an
academic teacher infuses illus-
trations and problems from the
world of work into class activi-
ties. At the classroom level, in-
tegration is visible in activities
that make explicit connections
between school and work, em-
phasize general work-related
skills such as problem-solving
and working with others, and
provide frequent opportunities
for hands on or applied work
(Adelman, 1989; Eisenman,
2000). At more complex levels,
integration may involve whole
school reforms, such as the cre-
ation of career academies in
which all students engage in a
sequence of aligned academic
and occupational experiences
relating to a particular industry.

There are numerous de-
scriptions of model programs
that integrate academic and oc-
cupational curricula for stu-
dents with or without disabili-
ties (Plihal et al., 1992; Stasz,
Kaganoff, & Eden, 1994). How-
ever, there is little information
on how integrated programs are
actually implemented at the
classroom level (Grubb, 1997).
Further, there are few descrip-
tions of programs designed for
both groups (Eisenman,+ 2000;
Hernandez-Gantes, Phelps,
Jones, & Holub, 1995). There-
fore, identifying and exploring
examples of the intersection of
integrated academic/vocational
curricula and special education

practice provides the opportu-
nity to: (a) expand the research
base on classroom practices re-
lated to integrated curricula,
and (b) test the suitability of in-
tegrated curricula as a context
within which students with spe-
cial education needs may ac-
cess general curricula. The pur-
pose of this case study was to
extend the research literature
and inform practice by examin-
ing an illustrative case of imple-
mentation of integrated cur-
ricula for students with disabili-
ties within a program designed
to serve all students.

Methods
Introduction to McCoy
The selected case was an urban
vocational-technical high school
that within the last several years
had earned a positive reputation
among other educators in the
state for implementing an inno-
vative program including inte-
grated curricula. The school also
served a slightly higher propor-
tion of students with mild cog-
nitive disabilities than other lo-
cal vocational schools. The
school served approximately 650
students, of whom approxi-
mately 60% were African-
American and 40% white; 30%
were eligible for meal subsidies
because of low income status.
Students with special education
needs comprised 15% of the stu-
dent body, reflecting the
district’s desired goal for propor-
tional representation. Most of
these students with special edu-
cation needs were classified as
having mild cognitive impair-
ments, primarily learning dis-
abilities. Students with more
severe cognitive disabilities
were served at another nonspe-
cialized school in the same dis-
trict. The school had about 60
instructional staff. Fifty-nine
percent were female, 79% were
white, 52% had a masters or
other advanced degree, and
slightly more than one-third had

20 or more years teaching ex-
perience.

Students applied to McCoy
High School of Technology’s
four-year, full-day programs
during their eighth grade year.
Students were selected based on
grades, attendance and behav-
ior records, and the match be-
tween student interests and
available programs. For stu-
dents with special education
needs, Individualized Education
Program plans were taken into
consideration also. During the
ninth grade year, students took
exploratory vocational courses
and required academic courses.
Before the end of ninth grade,
students applied for a career
area within the school, and in
tenth grade, they began a se-
quence of courses within that
area. Students continued taking
academic courses required by
the district and state for high
school graduation in addition to
their vocational concentration.
Upon completion of the program,
students earn a high school di-
ploma and a career skills cer-
tificate. The school adopted
block scheduling to facilitate
longer class sessions, especially
for shop and lab activities, while
enabling students to earn all
needed credits

McCoy was located in a city
of less than 100,000 in an old
neighborhood of rowhouses and
small businesses within two
blocks of corporate headquar-
ters marking the edge of the
city’s central business district.
McCoy was one of three schools
within a vocational-technical
school district serving students
from multiple school districts
within a wider geographic re-
gion. In the late 1980s, the vo-
cational-technical school district
reviewed programs of all three
schools in the district. Admin-
istrators and community mem-
bers participating in that review
described McCoy as a school
with potential, but in decline:
enrollments were decreasing;



Volume 22, Number 3, Spring, 200040

the school’s neighborhood and
facilities were seen as uninvit-
ing; staff morale and student
achievement were low. A task
force developed specific recom-
mendations for strengthening
leadership, developing pro-
grams, facilities improvement,
public relations and marketing.

Of the twelve program devel-
opment recommendations made
by the task force, two are of spe-
cial note for this case study.
First, the task force recognized
McCoy’s “quality” special educa-
tion services and suggested fur-
ther training for all teachers to
promote “staff teaming prac-
tices” across general and special
education. Second, the task
force suggested that the school
must improve students’ basic
academic skills and could do so
by requiring academic and vo-
cational teachers to collaborate
on developing learning activities.
The committee specifically sug-
gested that writing standards
should “cut across” all courses
and writing should be a “fre-
quent and routine responsibil-
ity for students.” Shortly after
the task force’s review, the dis-
trict hired a new principal to
implement these recommenda-
tions. By the mid 1990s another
district-commissioned task force
reviewed the school’s progress
and noted significant improve-
ments in all areas. The princi-
pal, who oversaw this change
and served as the first author’s
primary contact with the school,
attributed improvements to the

“vision and sheer determina-
tion” of the faculty steering com-
mittee, its subcommittees, par-
ents, and students.

Questions
Based on our interest in explor-
ing this school as an exemplar
of integrated curricula delivered
to all students, including those
with special education needs, we
began with the following ques-
tions to frame our investigation.
§How did administrators and
teachers define integrated cur-
ricula in this school?
§How were integrated academic
and occupational curricula
implemented in this school, es-
pecially for students with spe-
cial education needs?
§How did the delivery of inte-
grated curricula in this school
correspond to best practices in
school-to-adult life transition
services for students with spe-
cial education needs?

Data Sources
Following a meeting with the
principal and first author,
school staff agreed to partici-
pate. The principal and special
education coordinator identified
teachers and administrators
who could serve as informants
about the school’s academic,
vocational, and special educa-
tion activities. These individuals
nominated students with special
needs they believed represented
a range of performance, from
successful to struggling. We be-
gan collecting data in late fall,
continued through the school

year and held follow-up meetings
the next fall. A list of data
sources is provided in Table 1.

Analyses and Conceptual
Frameworks
Data analyses occurred through
a repeated process of coding,
categorization, and theoretical
sampling from notes and docu-
ments (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
We looked for evidence of stated
goals, intended and actual ac-
tivities ou, and documented t-
comes. We used this three-part
framework during our analyses
as a way to organize the large
amount of data generated in re-
gard to implementation and be-
cause it highlights the major
components of program imple-
mentation (King, Morris, & Fitz-
Gibbon, 1987). Additionally, we
compared implementation ele-
ments across five domains of a
taxonomy of best practices in
special education transition that
had been validated by a nation-
wide group of researchers and
practitioners (Kohler, 1996). The
taxonomy domains included:
student development (e.g., life
skills instruction, structured
work experience), student-fo-
cused planning (e.g., student
participation in plan develop-
ment), family involvement (e.g.,
involvement in student assess-
ment), interagency collaboration
(e.g., established methods of
communication among service
providers), and program at-
tributes (e.g., community-refer-
enced curricula). Within each
domain, we considered whether

Table 1
Data Sources

INTERVIEWS (22)
District Special Education Coordinator; Curriculum Coordinator; School Principal; Special Education Team
Leader; Job Training Coach; Academic, Vocational, Special Education Teachers (9); Students with Special
Education Needs (8—2 ninth graders and 6 eleventh graders)

OBSERVATIONS (27)
Academic, Vocational, and Special Education Classrooms; Freshmen Presentations; Senior Presentations

DOCUMENTS (18)
Brochures, Progress Reports, Sample Assignments, Student Guides, Student Portfolios, News Articles
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examples from the taxonomy
matched information in school
documents, interviews and field
notes (Yin, 1989).

The first author was respon-
sible for conducting initial
analyses, and as themes
emerged within or across these
frameworks, she developed cod-
ing memos that summarized her
interpretation of the data, dis-
cussed revisions to working cod-
ing schemes, and included ex-
amples drawn from the data.
The second author then served
as a reviewer by examining cod-
ing memos and original field
notes to check for inaccuracies
and to suggest alternate inter-
pretations. As we encountered
discrepancies among reports or
observations, identified gaps in
our knowledge about the pro-
gram, or raised new questions
through ongoing analysis, we
documented and pursued these
issues with participants in sub-
sequent interviews, observa-
tions, and meetings.

Finally, we developed a case
report and tables describing our
findings. We presented the writ-
ten report and tables to partici-
pants and invited written and
oral feedback. We also offered to
meet individually with anyone
who wanted to share comments.
Further, we held a small group
meeting at a time when both
teachers and students were
available. Unfortunately, no stu-
dents offered individual feed-
back or came to the meeting.
However, teachers and admin-
istrators did provide corrections
and alternate interpretations
during the meeting. We made
corrections, considered other
perspectives, and wove these
into the final case report. We
completed these member check-
ing activities in order to solicit
comments from participants re-
garding the accuracy and clar-
ity of the report and to serve as
a vehicle for asking additional
questions about the case.

Limitations
Case study research describes
and explores an existing com-
plex, social phenomenon within
its natural context (Merriam,
1998). In this case study, we
examined an interesting exem-
plar in order to better under-
stand factors influencing imple-
mentation of a secondary pro-
gram designed for all students,
including those with special
education needs. Note that find-
ings from case study research
are not meant to be wholly gen-
eralized. This case does not rep-
resent the only or best way to
deliver integrated curricula.
Rather, it is an attempt to cap-
ture the critical features and
processes evident in this school,
which may provide insight into
similar programs, highlight
unique factors, and raise ques-
tions for further investigation.

Case studies are most trust-
worthy when researchers make
plain their conceptual frame-
works and sampling strategies,
and use multiple data sources,
data collection methods, and
analytical techniques (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). We recognize this
case study would have been fur-
ther enhanced by securing par-
ent perspectives as well as ad-
ditional student participation.
However, we believe the case
report’s credibility and depend-
ability are strong. We collected
data from multiple sources us-
ing multiple overlapping meth-
ods over time to confirm infor-
mation. We examined data
within multiple frameworks in
order to assess alternate expla-
nations of patterns of informa-
tion. Further, we received and
incorporated participant feed-
back into the case report.

Findings
Through our interactions with
McCoy we discovered that stu-
dents, teachers, and administra-
tors envisioned their school as
a place where many critical links

became visible–links between
academic and vocational learn-
ing, secondary and postsecond-
ary education, school work and
personal lives. They forged and
reinforced these links through
school-wide program structures
coupled with strong instruc-
tional practices, which were
based upon a supportive school
and district infrastructure for
collaboration (see Figure 1).

Making the Link at McCoy
When asked to define integrated
curricula, teachers and admin-
istrators often pointed to a spe-
cial program designed and insti-
tuted at the school. This “Quest
for Quality” program (described
below) was seen as a primary
mechanism for helping all stu-
dents reflect on, express, and
document the link between aca-
demic and vocational work. Par-
ticipants suggested that Quest
encouraged students to see that
they were learning academic and
vocational skills in tandem and
that these skills connected to a
larger context - their personal
lives and postschool goals. One
administrator defined integra-
tion of academic and occupa-
tional curricula as “making the
link between the two for the stu-
dents - helping them see that
they really can’t be separated
these days” and providing activi-
ties that make students ask
“how do academic and voca-
tional fit together?”. A teacher
said that in his vocational shop
“all subject matter taught [re-
quires] students to use skills
needed for real job situations—
for example, they repair a job,
and they must fill out a bill and
write a manager’s evaluation
form up. The nature of the field
[leads] to constant higher level
(thinking) skills and problem
solving.” Another teacher noted
that “the main projects for
graduation are an integral part
of what [students] do in shop.
During the senior year, the stu-
dents are asked [through a se-
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nior project] to think about what
you’ll be doing with the skills
you learned at school.”

Students saw these links.
Students noted that some teach-
ers gave them classroom activi-
ties that were similar to what
they would need to do in a real
job, and sometimes academic
teachers used materials or prob-
lems from the students’ shops.
During conversations about
those activities, some students
commented that they knew edu-
cation is needed to get a job.
They thought math and science
were especially important. Other
students thought it might be
important for them to have good
academic skills in order to suc-
ceed in their personal lives. As
one said, “you use math every-
day of your life at home, in
stores, when you cook.” Some
thought academics might be
important later when they were

parents. For example, one stu-
dent thought that knowing
American history might not be
important in her job, but she
would want to know it so she
could one day help her children
with their school studies

Teachers consistently said
that the school’s goals were to
provide all students with tech-
nological skills and prepare
them for higher education and
employment. They believed the
school offered a quality educa-
tion because it was strong in
both academic and vocational
curricula. One teacher called
this “the best of both worlds.” A
special education teacher said
staff want “all students to be-
come employed or go to college,”
and they want to “make students
more technologically-trained–
get away from traditional voca-
tions.” Teachers believed the
school curricula offered stu-

dents the choice to go to college
or work immediately. Teachers
also emphasized the goal of
teaching all students personal
and employability skills needed
to survive “real life experiences.”

Student comments sup-
ported this vision of schooling.
Most named specific postsecond-
ary institutions they planned to
attend as a means of furthering
their technical knowledge and
career options. All were confi-
dent that the vocational skills
they were learning would help
them to get a job that related to
their interests. Some said that
learning vocational skills had
value even if they didn’t ulti-
mately stay in their field. One
student taking a course on
small engines noted that “know-
ing how to fix stuff is good to
know. I can do it for myself or
for others, not necessarily for a
job.” Another student with an
interest in construction shared
his goal of one day being able to
build his own house.

Reinforcing the Links
School staff created and main-
tained formal school-wide pro-
grams and other structures that,
when coupled with effective
teaching strategies, resulted in
an integrated general education
curriculum accessible to stu-
dents with disabilities.
THE QUEST FOR QUALITY

The central element of the
school’s efforts to integrate aca-
demic and occupational cur-
ricula was its Quest for Quality
program. All students partici-
pated in Quest, which included
sequential school- and work-
based activities coordinated
across grade levels. All fresh-
men completed an exploratory
cycle of vocational classes and
developed and documented re-
alistic short and long term
goals. At the end of ninth grade
they gave a presentation about
their accomplishments and
goals. Sophomores completed at

Figure 1
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least two job-shadow experi-
ences in their chosen field
along with two employer inter-
views and related academic and
career exploration assign-
ments. Juniors completed a 20–
40 hour paid practicum during
which they kept a career jour-
nal and completed related aca-
demic assignments. Seniors
participated in paid co-op work
experiences. Before graduating,
they researched and presented
a solution to a problem in their
career area.

At least monthly, all stu-
dents were provided time within
their shops to document Quest
for Quality and other school ac-
tivities in their individual “Quest
books.” Ninth graders worked on
their Quest books daily. A
graphic on each book cover de-
picted elements leading to future
success: academic achievement,
employability skills, critical
thinking, and self-assessment.
The Quest books were portfolios
maintained by students under
teacher supervision to document
students’ efforts, growth, and
accomplishments from ninth
grade through graduation. The
books were publicly displayed
when a ninth grader made a “vi-
sion statement” presentation,
during the senior project presen-
tation, and whenever the stu-
dent had a job interview.

Our requests to look at
Quest books typically led to the
student or teacher pointing out
the student’s “best works.”
Teachers and students claimed
that the benefits of integrating
academic and occupational
learning through Quest were vis-
ible in students’ documented
skill development and increased
motivation to learn. This was
especially evident in the ninth
grade vision statement and se-
nior project presentations dur-
ing which student achievement
and pride were displayed. Indi-
vidual students shared awards
for perfect attendance, honor roll

certificates, report cards, essays
on prized possessions, letters of
commendation from teachers
and employers, tests and essays
on which they earned high
scores, items they made, and
technical procedures they
learned. Every student shared
at least two items during these
presentations.

The individual ninth grade
presentations occurred near the
end of the ninth grade year af-
ter a student had completed the
exploratory course sequence and
been accepted into a career area.
The presentation was made to a
panel consisting of the career
area teacher, a school adminis-
trator, a community business
person, and sometimes a
student’s family member. A
standard format was followed:
student’s welcome and introduc-
tion, highlights of the vision
statement, student comments
on his or her Quest book, dis-
play and explanation of selected
best works, and demonstration
of a shop tool or procedure. Au-
dience members were permitted
to ask questions. Students of-
ten were asked to identify an
area in which they would like to
improve, and the audience often
offered expectations for the stu-
dents’ success and suggestions
on how the student might meet
a stated goal. Audience members
evaluated student appearance,
proper posture, eye contact,
communication skills, and the
visual component (book and
demonstration).

Like the freshman presenta-
tions, senior presentations fol-
lowed a prescribed format: in-
troduce yourself; present a case
study to every panel member;
explain your career choice and
the case study that you have
been assigned; present the prob-
lem; demonstrate the visuals;
discuss and justify your solution
to the problem; entertain ques-
tions; thank everyone. The au-
dience was comprised minimally

of the career area teacher, ad-
ministrator, and a local em-
ployer. Each audience member
evaluated presentations on:

• technical competencies and
correct terminology;

• complete, professional Quest
Book; updated resume;

• professional appearance;

• effective communication skills
(eye contact, voice, posture,
mannerisms); and

• complete, logical answers to
questions.

OTHER FORMAL STRUCTURES

In addition to Quest for Quality,
the school created other pro-
gram structures to support
implementation of integrated
curricula, especially for students
with special education needs.
For example, each summer the
school sent teachers and admin-
istrators to the homes of each
incoming ninth grader in order
to answer any questions the
family had about the school and
to establish personal contacts.
Further, during the school year
all students could receive tutor-
ing at the school from a teacher
on Saturdays or twice a week
immediately after classes. Stu-
dents having difficulty in a
course could be required to re-
ceive tutoring. Students classi-
fied for special education could
participate in academic resource
room classes. Sometimes aca-
demic and special education
teachers taught together. Some
students accessed a differenti-
ated shop curriculum. For ex-
ample, a student with special
educational needs who was in-
terested in nursing, but not able
to complete all technical ele-
ments of the nurse technician
curriculum, could enroll in the
hospital services curriculum.
Whether in the nurse tech or
hospital services curriculum,
the student had the same in-
structor, attended shop with stu-
dents in both curricula, com-
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pleted an approved course of
study, and earned a diploma.

Instructing and challenging
students with special needs
Across academic, vocational and
special education classes, we
observed examples of generally
accepted effective instructional
practices such as frequent feed-
back on performance, guided
practice on complex tasks, and
explicit modeling. For example,
during a ninth grade carpentry
shop, the vocational teacher
congratulated a student on
completion of a joint by saying,
“That’s handshake material!”
The teacher then turned to the
other students and said, “Carl
did a real nice job. He took his
time.” The teacher then listed
the steps Carl had taken to pro-
duce the joint and suggested to
the students that this was a
good way to “get the job done.”
In a special education resource
math class, we observed stu-
dents learning about variables
and formulas by using different
numbers of cubes arranged as
small “towers with wings”-style
buildings. The teacher in-
structed the students, who
worked in pairs, to count the
total number of cubes in each
building and within each build-
ing the numbers of cubes in the
tower and wings. Then, the stu-
dents were to express these as
variables within a formula. The
teacher circulated among the
pairs providing assistance as
needed. Once all students had
completed the given task, the
teacher issued a challenge – ex-
tend the pattern to a building
with 25 blocks. After some ini-
tial protests from the students,
such as “no way!” or “we can’t
do that”, they began to work on
the problem. The teacher invited
one student who had success-
fully solved the problem to dem-
onstrate her solution to the
class. With some prompting
from the teacher to talk about

“how” she solved the problem by
using the formula rather than
just “show” the solution, the stu-
dent demonstrated her work.
The teacher then challenged
her to try the same procedure
with another number as a
means to check her work.

Consistent with their stated
goals, we observed staff convey-
ing positive expectations for stu-
dent performance. Staff said
they expected students with and
without disabilities to partici-
pate in a “regular” and challeng-
ing curriculum whether or not
they participated in a general or
special education academic
classroom. The school’s aca-
demic, group interaction, and
personal skills standards were
posted in every classroom. Many
teachers had personalized post-
ers or bulletin boards that high-
lighted specific performance ex-
pectations. Several vocational
classes posted lists of competen-
cies demonstrated by each stu-
dent. One classroom had a “Door
of Accomplishments” highlight-
ing extracurricular achieve-
ments of individual students,
including the first-ever honor
roll certificate for a student with
special education needs. Senior
co-op posters spelled out expec-
tations for maintaining work
schedules and class work.

One teacher, reacting to
some students with special edu-
cation needs using their disabili-
ties as reasons for not attempt-
ing work, made a “zero excuse
environment” poster in his
classroom. He explained that he
tells students “we’ll work with
you, whatever your disability or
problem, if you’ll figure out how
to work with yourself.”

In addition to conveying ex-
pectations in these ways, some
teachers explicitly capitalized on
linkages between academic and
occupational content to demon-
strate relevance and challenge
students academically. A stu-
dent offered as an example her

social studies class, which
served only students with spe-
cial education needs. In this
class, students had to solve
problems such as establishing
a factory in Mexico: “What’s the
product? What would it cost?
What’s the market for the prod-
uct?” Another student said that
his shop teacher reinforced aca-
demic learning by making them
calculate customer repair bills
and teaching them how to use a
torque wrench and a calculator
when completing assignments.

Despite consistent emphasis
on performance expectations,
notions of regular and challeng-
ing curricula varied among
teachers and students. Several
academic and vocational teach-
ers talked about seeing the spe-
cial education students as “just
students,” who like any other
student might need special as-
sistance in specific areas and
should meet the school’s perfor-
mance expectations. However,
special education teachers had
mixed feelings about the impli-
cations of participation in the
general curriculum.

One said that some students
in her resource room were
“bright enough” to be
mainstreamed in academic
classes, but due to disruptive
classroom behaviors they had
fallen too far behind to cover all
the required content before the
end of the school year. Because
some were seniors, the teacher
was reluctant to have them re-
turn to the “regular” class for
fear they would not be able to
catch up, would fail the class,
and therefore not graduate with
a diploma. A teacher also felt
that the number of required
projects was too demanding for
some students given their need
for extra preparation and work
time in some content areas.

Another source of concern
for some teachers was the diffi-
culty they experienced balanc-




