Advocating for Children with Learning Disordersin a Socidly Responsble Manner: Helping
Parents and Schools Find Common Ground
Concerned parents, pediatricians, and other menta health providers often contact

psychologists who have expertise in learning disorders with questions about whether aloca
school system is providing adequate services for specific children. This generdly happens when
it is unclear whether the child’s best interests and legd entitlements are being served. Twenty
years of clinica practice has convinced me that responding to these questions appropriately is
not asmple matter. It isclear that psychologists have a primary responsbility to make
suggestions that arein the best interests of their clients. However, the ethica standards of the
American Psychologica Association (1992), to which al members are required to adhere,
specificaly state that psychologists should consider broader questions of responsibility to the
communitiesin which they work and live, as well as the advancement of human welfareasa
whole. Thus, in order to practice in atruly ethical manner, recommendations for a particular
child must be made in a context that considers the impact on other children with learning
disorders, aswell as the student population as awhole. Questions of justice and equity for
every child must be kept in mind at dl times. Arriving at abaanced position, in which the
primary duty to aclient is served, while gtill maintaining a sense of responsihility to the larger

community, must remain the god.
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The purpose of thisessay is (a) to describe the current environment in which
psychologists advocating for children with learning disorders find themselves, (b) to assessthe
implications of the lega mandates and certain commonly used educationd Strategies (such asthe
inclusion movement), and (c) to consider how these factors affect clinical practice on a day-to-
day basis. Specific drategiesthat can be hdpful to individua students and aso enrich the
learning environment for the student population as awhole will be described.

Changing Socid and Political Forces Impacting Education in the United States

Psychologists who specidize in working with children with learning disorders and their
families today must function in argpidly changing environment. Developing asolid
understanding of the complex rationaes behind current practices, aswell as an gppreciation of
the issues which remain unresolved, is essentid for helping children and their families effectively
navigate the complicated maze of specia education services in the United States today.

Historica Perspectives

The numbers of children served by the specid education departments in their
communities grew dramatically after the passage of the Education of All Handicapped Children
Act in 1975 (later renamed the Individua with Disabilities Education Act). This groundbresking
law mandated that each state provide “free and appropriate public education” for dl children
regardless of their disabilitiesin the “least redtrictive setting” possible according to an
Individudized Education Plan (IEP). The federad government later extended this mandate to
preschoolers and attempted to tie the goas for specia education more closely to those of

regular education. Each state maintains some discretion about the criteria used to determine

(C) 2000 Kantrowitz, L.





