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Language That Lifts

Ultimately, the way we 
think about, talk about, and 
write about children 
impacts how we offer 
support and services



HOW TO 
COMMUNICATE THE 
SHIFT TO INCLUSIVE 
EDUCATION TO 
FAMILIES

Communicating the Shift to 
Inclusive Education with Families
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Self-Contained Classroom Myths



➢Students spend less time on 
academic instruction

➢Students are taught more 
frequently by paraprofessionals

➢Students experience higher levels 
of distractions

➢Students receive less 
individualization of instruction

➢Students have less access to 
grade-level content

Facts about Segregated 
Classes + Solutions

Barrett et al., 2020; Causton-Theoharis et.al, 2011 



Create Multiple Access Points
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⚬have multiple options for how they experience
⚬have multiple ways to demonstrate what they are 
learning

Drastically changing up what 
goes on in the classroom so 

that students

⚬readiness options
⚬interest options
⚬learning preference options

Increasing access points 
means to include

⚬a student’s best way of learning
⚬something that connects and is relevant
⚬multiple ways to teach the same content
⚬multiple ways for students to show what they know and can do
⚬accounting for students’ feelings and emotional needs

Access points are



Access Through Choice

 Sense of agency
 Ownership

 Motivation

 Reduces stressors

 Sense of belonging

 Anyone and everyone (ALL)
 "Cross categorical"

 Ageless

 Embedded within ongoing activities and lessons
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What if...
• Behavior Isn’t a Problem to Fix?
• Behavior is a Message?
• Behavior Is Their Way of Asking for Help?
• Anger, Tears, or Silence Are Signals?

https://www.inclusiveschooling.com


• Acknowledge and overcome the traditional “fix-the-child” mindset.

• Introduce the shift that behavior is communication, not defiance.
▪ Behaviors are students’ best available tools in that moment.
▪ Even “misbehavior” is an attempt to ask for connection, control, or safety.

• Rather than pushing back—we lean in to figure out what they need.
▪ Behaviors point us toward the unmet need beneath the surface.

Reframing Behavior
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The 
Thermostat 
Analogy

• A thermostat doesn’t force the furnace to act a 
certain way.

• It senses when things get too hot (overwhelm) or 
too cold (shut down).
o Then it adjusts to create conditions for the furnace to 

respond.

• Likewise, don’t just react to behaviors - Respond to 
what you sense — the student’s underlying state.



Co-
Regulation

“Children and youth are able to 
use a steady adult nervous 
system as extensions of 
themselves. An emotionally 
attuned educator or caregiver has 
the ability to shape the growth of 
the child’s emotional systems.” 





Inclusion Move #1: 
See Co-Teaching:
A Professional Relationship
• Any time two or more adults SHARE and 

DISTRIBUTE instructional responsibilities

• Length can vary- 5 minutes or 5 hours

• Title can vary- any combination 
• general education, special education, 

related services, paraprofessionals, 
administrator, parent volunteers, others? 

• Roles can vary– all participate in 
planning, instructing, and evaluating 
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Co-
Teaching
is a Formula 
for Success 
= 1+2+3!

1. Create smaller 
heterogenous 

groups

3. Increase
the novelty and 

fun
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2. Provide
access points

Effective 

Instruction – 

Improved 

outcomes



6 Co-Teaching 

Models:- 

But Only the 

3 Best

MORE EFFECTIVE

• Station Teaching
• One Teach/One Make Multisensory
• Parallel Teaching

LESS EFFECTIVE

• Duet Teaching
• One Teach/ One Assist
• One Teach/One Float
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Support is a 
Verb—
Not a Human



Support Isn't Always Needed 
or Wanted (from any adult)

• Watch assumptions about when support is 
needed

• Avoid jumping in to solve or speed things up

• Respect the student's space and preferences

• Allow for processing time and down time

• Teach students strategies to help them 
make choices and advocate for themselves
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Becoming dependent on adults 

Interference with friendships

Provocation of behavior problems

Separation from classmates

Paraprofessional relationship replaces the peer 
connection

Stigmatization- impact on belonging
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Unintended 
Challenges 

From Human 
Supporting 

Students
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“But I thought my 
job was to sit next 
to Joe.”

• Paras/EAs are there to 
do three things…

1. Help Joe to become as 
independent as possible.

2. Help Joe connect to other kids.

3. Fade support.



Support by Paras During Small Groups
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Watch your voice 
volume

Monitor your air –
time. Be sure to 

honor 
students’ voice

Redirect students to 
work with one 

another if they are 
mainly talking to you

Be mindful of the 
timing– if groups are 
rotating at a certain 

time

Be sure the student 
is the one doing the 

thinking and the 
work (not you)



5 Questions to Help FADE Supports
1. During which activities will you begin to fade 

your supports?

2. In what ways will you build in more natural 

and invisible supports throughout the day?

3. When will you be able to talk with the 

educators to help create more opportunities 

for appropriate material modifications and 

peer supports, if necessary?

4. How will you provide the student with more 

opportunities for choice in supports and 

activities?

5. How will you build in ways the student can 

self-advocate?
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• Acknowledge and overcome the traditional “fix-the-child” mindset.

• Introduce the shift that behavior is communication, not defiance.
▪ Behaviors are students’ best available tools in that moment.
▪ Even “misbehavior” is an attempt to ask for connection, control, or safety.

• Rather than pushing back—we lean in to figure out what they need.
▪ Behaviors point us toward the unmet need beneath the surface.

Inclusion Move #2: 
Reframe Behavior
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Listen Beneath the Behavior

Behavior Possible Message

Yelling out “I need attention,” “I’m overwhelmed,” “I’m excited!”

Withdrawing
“I feel unsafe,” “I don’t understand,” “I’m 
overstimulated”

Refusing to work
“This is too hard,” “I don’t see the point,” “I need 
support”

https://www.inclusiveschooling.com


Download from your dashboard

20 Student 
Behaviors and 
What They Might 
Be Trying to Say
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HUMAN WAYS OF BEING

Aggression

Anger

Anxiety

Chaos

Compulsive

Concern

Fear

Frustration

Highly restricted

Hyper vigilant

Impulsive

Irritation

Obsessive

Out of control

Over the top

Overwhelmed

Panic

Rigid

Worry

Assertiveness 

Body awareness

Calm 

Collected

Comfortable

Compassionate

Connected

Cool

Creative

Curious

Empathetic

Engaged

Excited

Flexible 

thinking

Happy

In the present

Joy of learning

Open

Peaceful

Regulated

Safe

Willing

Confusion

Depression

Despair

Disconnected

Dissociation

Flat emotions

Helpless

Hopeless

Memory loss

Not preset

Numb

Trapped

Shameful

Shut down

Spacy

Stuck

Withdrawn

Zoned out
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• Refusing to participate or follow directions
• Yelling, screaming, or shouting
• Hitting, kicking, or physically attacking others
• Making hurtful statements or threats
• Throwing objects or flipping furniture
• Running out of the classroom or leaving without 

permission
• Self-injury (scratching, biting, hitting self)
• Inappropriate touching or invading personal space
• Fixating on specific objects, topics, or routines
• Repeatedly asking the same question or perseveration
• Talking back, using sarcasm, or cursing at adults or peers
• Destroying materials or school property

Challenging Behaviors That 
Often Escalate
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• Public outbursts or breakdowns during transitions
• Refusing to eat, drink, or take medication (if part of 

their care plan)
• Avoiding eye contact, withdrawing, or shutting down
• Perfectionism or overachieving behavior turning into 

frustration
• Hyperactivity or constant movement that disrupts 

the group
• Copying, mimicking, or mocking others in a 

disruptive way
• Misusing technology or devices in emotionally 

charged ways (e.g., slamming a laptop shut, 
throwing a phone)

https://www.inclusiveschooling.com
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Escalation isn’t defiance—it’s a sign of the four F's (fight, 
flight, freeze, or faint – see next slide & handout)

1

2

3
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You can’t teach or correct when students are 
dysregulated

Goal: recognize early (us and students), offer coping 
strategies, co-regulate before things escalate further

What We Know

https://www.inclusiveschooling.com
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What We Can Do

Escalation Triggers De-escalation Response

Demands, corrections, public 
callouts

Choice, breathing, scale check-in

Loud tone, rapid movement Soft tone, slow steps, calm presence

Physical proximity invasions Space, gesture toward calm zone

https://www.inclusiveschooling.com


20 De-
Escalation 
Ideas that Work



When emotions run high and things get loud, 

your job isn’t to fix it in the moment—it’s to stay steady. 

Goal? To respond with calm, clarity, and care.
 Before the storm: Be ready.
 During the storm: Anchor yourself and focus on safety.
 After the storm: Reflect, repair, and plan for next time.

10 Things to Do When the 
Storm Hits

® All rights reserved. inclusiveschooling.com
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Download from your dashboard

10 Things to 
Do When the 
Storm Hits
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#3 - Access Points
• Circle Time: Seating choices, props, 

fidgets, movement breaks​
• Learning Centers: Rotate materials, 

open-ended props, clear boundaries​
• Play: Role cards, peers as partners, 

flexible entry points​
• Story Time: Props, chants, wiggle 

seats, retelling options​
• Transitions: Songs, visual cues, jobs, 

movement choices​



#4 - 100 Ways to 
Adapt Anything
• Shape the space: Define clear play zones, reduce 

clutter, and add cozy corners for comfort

• Lean on peers: Pair children as play partners, rotate 

helper roles, and encourage peer modeling

• Adjust the pace: Shorten activities, use timers, and 

build in movement or calm-down breaks 

• Bring in tools: Use child-sized/adaptive equipment, 

AAC cards, or sensory supports to promote access

• Mix up materials: Offer real objects, props, and 

hands-on visuals instead of worksheets

• Teach self-regulation: Calm-down kits, feelings 

corners, and daily check-ins build independence

• Partner with people: Engage peers, families, and 

staff to model, scaffold, and celebrate
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