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The course described in this paper attempted to bring disability from the margins to the core in order to help participants understand disability as a social phenomena. It stressed how the meanings of disability are created and perpetuated by a society, the social meanings and practices of disability, and how people interpret disability.  Portfolios were used as one tool to provide a reference point to help students examine disability in new ways through a critical analysis of prevailing social perceptions.  To reconstruct views of disability, common assumptions and beliefs about disability were challenged through an analysis of the portrayal of disabilities, through personal reflection, and through reading.  Results indicate that the use of portfolios is one promising practice that can serve to modify beliefs so that teachers will become more responsive and accommodating.

The central debate and challenge in contemporary special education focuses on inclusive schooling; that is, the integration of students with special education needs into the general classrooms and schools they would attend if they did not have a disability.  Of the many implications of inclusive schooling, one of the most fundamental is that including students with special needs does not lie so much in the restructuring of traditional forms of special education as it does in the development of new structures and practices in local neighbourhood schools themselves.

The most important person in the school environment is the teacher and any change that intends to alter the quality of education for children who are exceptional depends primarily on the teacher.  Within restructured school organizations, teachers must develop flexible problem-solving strategies that enable them to respond appropriately to the diversity of learners in their classrooms.

Changing the internal structures and practices of schools and creating organizations in which teachers can attend to the needs of every child is an enormous challenge.  Many variables contribute to the ongoing challenges, but one of the most potent is teachers’ attitudes to the inclusion of students with special needs and teachers’ understandings of, and tolerance for, diversity.

The beliefs of school personnel can be a conservative force that impedes or obstructs change; teacher beliefs about the value of disability and professional responsibilities correlate with teaching practices in serving children who are exceptional. In order to become effective with students who are  disabled, teachers need more than high levels of personal, interpersonal, and creative abilities; they must also be receptive to the principles and demands of inclusion. Hence, the optimal implementation of inclusion requires not only a change in school policy but a change in beliefs of those who work in schools (Brantlinger, 1996).

In concert with practising professionals, preservice teachers hold a variety of attitudes. If complete 
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inclusion and acceptance of students with disabilities will only happen if there are long-term changes in the 

attitudes of educational professionals, then Teacher educators who are interested in preparing future teachers for inclusive classrooms must consider the beliefs of their students in preparing them to teach, and, more particularly, must seek antidotes for pervasive anti-inclusion beliefs (Brantlinger, 1987, p. 31).

Most authorities agree that the major responsibility for teacher change rests on higher education teacher preparation programs (Lombardi and Hunka, 2001).  There is also much documentation of the stability of teachers' beliefs and their resistance to change; the literature in general indicates that teacher educators have not been very successful in affecting preservice teachers' beliefs and attitudes that establish dispositions and inform practice (Renzaglia, Hutchins, and Lee, 1997). In fact, Renzaglia and colleagues point out that, Perhaps one of the most vexing issues for teacher educators in special education is making an impact on the beliefs and attitudes of teacher candidates about schools, teaching, learning, children, and disability (Renzaglia, Hutchins, and Lee, 1997, p. 360).

This paper describes one classroom procedure used to construct and modify the attitudes of preserve teachers toward students with exceptionalities and the notion of inclusive schooling.  The context of the introductory class and the content of the course has been described elsewhere (Winzer, Altieri, and Larson, 2001).  Here we stress the rationale for portfolio use, the portfolios, the results, and directions for future research.

While the model presented here may add to the existing knowledge on portfolio use and benefit those who wish to introduce this type of portfolio into preparation programs, the discussion is prefaced by several caveats.  First, the information is anecdotal and qualitative; second, the study deals with student and faculty  perceptions, not with measured performance, and the framework has not been validated.  Hence, this is offered essentially as a vehicle for discussion and as a prompt for further research.

Teacher attitudes

The manner in which teachers respond to the social and educational needs of students with exceptional conditions may be more important in determining the success of educational integration than any other administrative or curricular strategy.  So important are teacher attitudes that they have been the subject of intense research interest in the past four decades.  Generally, the research has been contained within four major categories. First, studies have been directed toward acceptance/rejection issues as they concern specific groups of learners with special needs (e.g., Curtis, 1985; Guerin, 1979; Moore and Fine, 1978).  General findings indicate that teachers who hold negative attitudes about disability are often not sanguine about integrating a child with special needs.

Second, studies have investigated the relationship between teacher variables such as sex, age, or status, and attitudes toward integration (e.g., Chow and Winzer, 1989; Harisymaw and Horne, 1975; Higgs, 1975; Winzer, 1984a). The third group of studies have investigated whether knowledge about, and experience with, individuals with exceptional conditions can change attitudes (e.g., Aksamit, 1990; Larrivee, 1981; Sanche, Haines, and Van Hesteren, 1982; Winzer, 1984b).  Another set of research has examined teacher tolerance and effectiveness as variables. For example, teachers with strict classroom standards refer students for special placement at a higher rate than do those with lax standards.  Teachers who indicate a low tolerance for behaviour and learning problems are more likely to resist the placement of students with disabilities in their classrooms (see Kauffman and Wong, 1991).

While attitudes toward educational practices are inclined to be multidimensional and difficult to both determine and modify, there is relative consistency overall in the attitudes held by general classroom teachers toward different aspects of inclusion.  For example, when Scruggs and Mastropieri (1996) used 28 survey reports of 10,560 teachers from the United States, Canada, and Australia from 1958 to 1995, they found that a majority supported mainstreaming and a slight majority were willing to implement it in their own classes. A substantial minority, however, believed that students with disabilities would be disruptive to their classes or demand too much attention. Only a minority of teachers agreed that the general classroom is 
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the best environment for students with special needs, or that full time mainstreaming/inclusion would produce social or academic benefits relative to resource room or special class placement.

Preservice candidates similarly bring preconceived attitudes and misconceptions to their learning and may hold negative opinions about inclusive schooling and students with exceptionalities.  Constructing positive attitudes that will pave a route for acceptance and effective intervention in general classrooms must form a critical facet of introductory courses in special education.  A variety of approaches to improve attitudes and practice have been proposed in the context of reform in teacher education.  In this study, portfolios that focus on disability are the selected mode.

Portfolios

Portfolios, which originated in other areas such as art, are used currently as authentic assessment measures in both general and special education.  Portfolios are highly popular — and becoming more so (see Harris and Curran, 1998).  Generally speaking, a portfolio (sometimes called a process folio) is a folder of representative work that meets certain criteria or purposes. It is a collection of ideas, insights, feelings, beliefs, and observations that shows a student's efforts, progress, and achievement in one or more areas.

Diversity exists in defining portfolios, in the use of portfolios, and in the perceived benefits of portfolios.  For example, portfolio assessment is increasing with school children and may be a better predictor of future student achievement than most instruments (Johnsen, Ryser, and Dougherty, 1993).  Preservice teachers are being encouraged to prepare personal professional portfolios. Bloom and Bacon (1995) discuss portfolios as assessment measures in graduate special education programs. Barton and Collins (1993) support the use of portfolio assessment as an evaluative method lending greater insights that could translate into deeper beliefs. Altieri and Billingsley (1997) used portfolios in introductory special education experiences to provide a socio-cultural perspective on disability.  Nevertheless, the use of portfolios as a method of preparing and evaluating preservice teachers is relatively uncharted territory in teacher education.

Using portfolios

Teacher education programs are catalysts for facilitating change.  They are responsible for providing preservice teachers with instructional activities designed to ensure their acquisition of the appropriate knowledge, competencies, and attitudes necessary (see Sileo and Prater, 1998).  Within a program, an introductory course is a threshold experience, positioned to have a significant impact on students.

Historically, teacher preparation programs have taught students how to teach by teaching the content (curriculum); by teaching how to present content; and by giving opportunities to apply these in field experiences (Buck, Morsink, Griffin, Hines, and Lenk, 1992). And typically, introductory overview courses in special education place greatest emphasis on the characteristics of children with special needs, less on methodologies for improving instructional practice (see Fendler and Fielder, 1990).  At the same time, professional texts and traditional courses in special education do not fully engage learners in confronting stereotypes or in examining their own attitudes toward persons with disabilities.  Hence, a general consensus is that the traditional special education courses do not work very well. Teacher education programs are not providing adequate preparation (Kearney and Durant, 1992; Maheady, Mallette, and Harper, 1996) and studies suggest that general educators believe themselves to be ill-equipped to adapt instruction.

When knowledge, instructional competencies, and the foundations of special education are key elements of an introductory course in special education, students may resist logical and empirical resolution of held myths and stereotypes.  Confronted with traditional methods, preservice teachers may fail to adopt the positive attitudinal competencies that undergird acceptance of students with disabilities within inclusive classrooms.

It is more likely that change will occur when individuals are in situations which enable them to explore the meaning of change, when meanings are shared with other individuals, and when a genuine transformation 
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can take place.  To promote positive attitudes toward disability, the introductory course under consideration moved from disembodied content to provide a richer and more complex experience in a type of experiential learning that put students in touch with the realities of the subject matter in broader ways than through lecture or text. To accomplish this, the affirmation of diversity anchored course content. Holding that experience and reflection are likely to particularly affect attitudes and beliefs, the course was designed to immerse students in the  context of disability, rather than simply teaching about disability. 

While traditional accountability remained an option, the major evaluative technique was a portfolio that allowed students to explore their own values and experiences through an ongoing and personal record of their observations, impressions, and insights that were structured around predetermined areas (see Table 1).   The portfolio assignment is different from the typical paper or written exercise expected usually as products of undergraduate classes.  Nor is it a traditional assessment portfolio or a graduation or exit portfolio.  Portfolio use opposes also the technical reductionist tendency in teacher education that relegates social and cultural aspects to the periphery.  
Following Altieri and Billingsley (1997), the major aims of the portfolios were to build the capacity for moral perception and imagination in students learning to be teachers. . . recognize negative images and see beyond them ... help them see capacity in children and in themselves as teachers to help all students learn and grow.  Portfolio use was founded on a number of assumptions:  that decisions related to inclusion are informed by teachers’ opinions; that positive attitudes are fundamental to successful inclusive practices; that preservice teachers can develop new understandings and appreciation which helps ultimately to transform their personal and professional behaviour; and that more learning would result from students’ active participation  in the learning process.  That is, the portfolio provided opportunities for preservice teachers to experience ownership of their own learning and to discover their own reflective voices for their thoughts and experiences.  

The portfolios embody the past, present, and potential experiences of persons with disabilities.  They consist of a collection of cultural images, media items and events, readings, and personal stories related to disability, and students’ reactions and reflections on what they are learning.  As thoughtful, long-term exercises to be completed across most of the semester, portfolios are cumulative and contemplative in nature.

Results

The portfolios created a context that contained multiple and diverse sources of information and perspectives in which students could examine, explore, and construct meaning. Although the portfolios were informed by explicitly articulated principles and guidelines were provided, students had significant responsibility and freedom of choice to respond to a wide range of materials. The highly sophisticated presentations that resulted indicated that many of the aims of the portfolio assignment were achieved.

Within the portfolio, a number of mandatory items were included. These were a table of contents, all entries dated, a personal reflection on why the candidate chose the portfolio, what the eventual learning outcomes were, and ways that completing the portfolio could translate to classroom practice.

Diverse reasons were stated for choosing to complete a portfolio, although all revolved around learning more about persons with disabilities and dispelling myths and stereotypes. In fact, most participants owned to subconscious assumptions about persons with disabilities, most particularly mental retardation.

One student wrote that she expected the learning to be quite limited in depth and quality but actually found it to be abundant and fulfilling.  Another chose the assignment in order to learn about the social and cultural biases that society may have toward people with disabilities. It was an opportunity to broaden my perspectives, and a chance to explore and gain a better understanding of disability.  Finally, I believe that I will not be able to sincerely help any special needs children in my classroom without taking the time to study, research, interview and open my awareness to the disabilities in society today.
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Ignorance, said one respondent, has the ability to create fear and hatred of things we don't fully understand. Another said that Most of all I wanted to gain some background information about people with disabilities in relation to how society views these people. Further, By gaining knowledge, I will have a better understanding of the limitations that will be faced, the capabilities of that person, and what things I can do to help.

Another found the portfolio A good way for me to critically assess where I have stereotypes and incorrect ideas about people with disabilities. Others wrote that In doing a portfolio, and in examining the common  misconceptions of disabilities, I might gain insight into the challenges and the successes of persons with disabilities, and I hoped to learn more about disability and the different perspectives on the subject.  One man pointed out that Popular culture usually highlights the achievements of the talented, glamorous, and beautiful. . . it will be interesting to examine how it deals with an aspect of our culture that traditionally has been hidden and ignored — the disabled.

More pragmatic reasons underlay others' choices. For example, A portfolio allowed me to pick topics I found interesting and media that was different from the usual lecture or research. Too, I felt it was very down to earth and real, less theories and more reality.  And In our years at university, we have never been given an assignment which requires us to work hands-on with the topics we have researched. 


The portfolio was to contain two or more items from specific groupings, as shown in Table 1.





Table 1: Elements of the portfolio

Mandatory items

•  Table of contents

•  All entries dated

•  A personal reflection on why you chose a portfolio, what you hoped to learn, what you did learn, and how this may help you in the classroom.

The portfolio must contain at least two items from each of the following groupings:

A.  1. 
A movie that relates to disability. For example, Rainman, The miracle worker, Children of a lesser God, Johnny Belinda. This should be reported as a brief overview of the story or theme. The major portion of the entry focuses on the issues that the portrayal raises for you personally and/or new ways you are learning about disability and society's reaction to it. 


2.  
A case study (narrative) about a person you know or a child in a classroom with a disability.


3. 
An annotated bibliography of six current journal articles that focus on the social status of persons with disabilities. Each annotation should be about 2 to 4 paragraphs.


4.
An analysis and comparison of two movies relating to disability. Choose one made before 1975; one after. 

B.  1. 
One novel, biography, play, or autobiography that has a major character with a disability. Examples are The deaf and dumb girl, In this sign, Dummy, Of mice and men, Creeps.


2. 
A personal reflection on one of our classes where you gained new insights into disability and its treatment.


3. 
A current TV show (movie, drama, or comedy) that has a person with a disability. 


4.
A biography of a person with a disability who contributed to the arts in some way. For example, Beethoven, Johnnie Ray, Stevie Wonder, Homer.

C.
1. 
One children's book that has a major character with a disability or has as its purpose to teach children about differences or disabilities. Explain briefly the theme and then how you felt the book would influence children.


2.
An Internet search for items written by persons  with disabilities. Provide brief explanations.


3.
An interview with a teacher who is including a child with a disability.

D.
 1.
Take classes in sign language. Present a log of time and personal reflections on learning sign and working with a deaf person.


2.
Borrow a wheelchair.  Spend a morning or afternoon at a mall or at the university (you need a friend for this).  Visit stores, restaurants, and bathrooms.  Write a reflective description of your feelings, how people reacted, and access.


3.
For a full day wear ear plugs or heavy gloves. Record all your perceptions and experiences.

4. Watch two or three hours of TV.  Note ads and shows in your log.  But also note the number of people with disabilities shown, how they were depicted, and so on.
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Almost all respondents selected a movie that relates to disability. The variety of films were as diverse as the students. Most popular was What's eating Gilbert Grape which respondents felt provided many examples of social and caregiver responses to difference — mental retardation and obesity. Other films popular were The eighth day, At first sight,  Little man Tate, The miracle worker, Slingblade, Mask, Mr. Holland's opus. The boy who could fly, The other sister, A child is waiting, One flew over the cuckoo's nest, Children of a lesser God, Scent of a woman, Flowers for Algernon, Of human bondage, Elephant man, Good Will hunting, Awakenings, and My left foot. 

For the entry on a case study (narrative) about a person you know or a child in a classroom with a disability, responses were diverse, often moving, as students wrote of relatives or friends with disabilities. Others selected children from classrooms in which they had experience, often accompanying the narrative with photographs, an IEP, or an interview with the classroom teacher or paraprofessional.

The annotated bibliography, a more formal type of entry, was not widely selected.  Nevertheless, one respondent wrote that the annotated bibliography was perhaps the most enlightening item within the portfolio. . . the evidence regarding the social status of [learning disabled] students was surprising.

Making an analysis and comparison of two movies relating to disability proved a difficult task. Respondents selected a variety of films to compare — At first sight and City lights; The miracle worker and Forest Gump; The Hunchback of Notre Dame and Mask; The miracle worker and Rainman; Mr. Holland's opus and The heart is a lonely hunter; One flew over the cuckoo's nest and Nell; Children of a lesser God and The miracle worker; The miracle worker and Nell. 

The novel, biography, play, or autobiography that has a major character with a disability provided varied responses. Participants focused on Ron Jones' The acorn people; Colleen McCullough's Tim; Jean Little's Little by little; A. Schmitt's Brilliant idiot; Blatt and Kaplan's Christmas in purgatory; Jeremy Fox's The chocolate man; and Lovey by Mary MacCracken. Most popular were David Freeman's play, Creeps, about people with cerebral palsy in a sheltered workshop and Steinbeck's Of  mice and men. 

When asked to present a personal reflection on one of our classes where you gained new insights into disability and its treatment, the responses were somewhat surprising. Almost all participants wrote on a class about students with behavioral disorders that included role playing, a case study, and IEP preparation.  One student commented that the class served to discover and implement a variety of different strategies to help children with disabilities thrive in our classrooms.

For a current TV show that has a person with a disability, respondents selected Sesame Street, Party of five, Touched by an Angel, and South Park. The most popular television show was ER with a doctor with a physical disability. A biography of a person with a disability  produced items on Beethoven, Claude Monet, Ray Charles, Stevie Wonder, and Mozart. 

The Internet search for items written by persons  with disabilities was designed to show how people transform their lives into different experiences — positive and negative. One respondent wrote that he especially enjoyed the Internet search. It opened a new world to me. The Internet sites, said another, were inspiring and humbling as many of the people who wrote about their disabilities were positive and hopeful And, I learned about the great sense of humor that many people with disabilities display over the Internet, but also Some of the stories that I read had me in tears.

For the interview with a teacher who is including a child with a disability, students interviewed school personnel as well as parents in order to ascertain their views on services for students with special needs. Responses frequently described instances where the goals and content of the program were inconsistent with the themes of the university classroom. They also described the anger and frustration of parents, 
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particularly those of children identified as gifted. Responses to one children's book that has a major character with a disability were extremely varied.

The set of simulation exercises (Group D) proved telling for students.  Being ‘normal’, said one participant, we do not see the little prejudices, prescriptions, and stereotyping that exists.  Wearing earplugs for a day gave one woman a greater awareness and therefore I will be more sensitive to the needs that may arise in my classroom.

When asked to reflect on their learning, the comments were remarkably similar to those reported by Altieri and Billinglsey (1997). Of the numerous comments, the following provide the major themes: The portfolio has helped me develop fairness, consistency, understanding, and caring. I was awoken to the honesty of love, support, and dependency, the dependency not only of the person with a disability but the care giver also.  I was continually amazed by the optimism and the perseverance of individuals with all sorts of disabilities.  Another wrote that she gained  a more enlightened perspective about disabilities.

We are all individuals first was the most valuable learning. I have learned to look beyond the mental or physical barriers to the inner person, where the true person is often hidden.  The portfolio is an excellent tool to see my own self growth while exploring disabilities for what they are and how they are perceived.  I learned much more than I hoped and my admiration for people with disabilities grew tremendously.  The overwhelming ideology still considers persons with disabilities as inferior to the general public — a common consensus.  I just loved how I learned from this assignment, and The process of assembling this portfolio has been the greatest learning experience of the semester.
In more concrete items, one student found he was able to locate resources for instructional purposes, too.  Another found that, There is room in this assignment to assume the role of scholarly researcher, the curious and questioning interviewer, the avid reader, viewer, critic and, of course, the efficient teacher assembling and annotating resources for future planning.

Lessons learned and implication for practice

Based on students' feedback, our own experience with an interactive teaching method, and the use of portfolios as a major measure, we can identify some features and draw some cautious conclusions and point to avenues for future research.  

Chiefly, preservice teachers may hold beliefs shaped by myths, misunderstandings, misconceptions, and subconscious assumptions.  Portfolios are one practice that have the potential to affect the attitudes and beliefs of preservice teachers.  As one student wrote, Knowledge will help alleviate the fear I currently feel when faced with someone with a disability.  Another finished with a better attitude toward integration of all students into the regular classroom.
Even with these positive aspects, some drawbacks emerged.  First, written responses may not truly reflect thinking.  Second, achievement and mastery is not easily showcased within the portfolios; we need to judge whether portfolios actually document growth in students.  Evaluation formed a difficulty.  Not only were the portfolios very labour intensive but the varied nature of the individual projects led to some concerns about reliability of scoring and the validity of the evaluative criteria.  To overcome this, two raters graded the portfolios individually to assure consistency in marks.

Interest was piqued in strands for future research.  As we continue to use portfolios we are developing a coding system for student responses and means to validate student and faculty perceptions.  Specifically, the Attitudes toward inclusion scale (Winzer, 1989) is being used as a pre- and post-course measure of attitudes.  Of particular interest is whether responses are influenced by the academic subject major and level of teaching of the preservice teachers and by the more meritocratic view of education that stresses subject competence rather than child-centred classrooms.
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Another demographic characteristic to be investigated is gender to determine if  females more responsive to this form of assessment. As well, Altieri and Billingsley (1997) saw dialogue among group members as a critical learning component. While students in this study were able to work in groups, almost all chose to work alone.

Conclusion

Teaching is more than a repertoire of behaviors and a teacher is more than a technical expert. While the skills associated with effective practice are a critical component, there is a significant knowledge and attitudinal base behind the observable behaviors of teaching. As teachers' beliefs and attitudes  inform practice and decision making, it is what goes on in the classroom that facilitates or inhibits inclusion. Therefore, an exclusive focus on only teacher behaviours ignores the fundamental needs of attitude modification.

If pervasive beliefs interfere with best practice, it is encumbent on teacher educators to modify attitudes. This descriptive paper presented an overview of portfolios that focuses on images of disability and societal perceptions. Based on the productions and comments of those participating in the portfolio assignment, the use of portfolios in which disability and its study is the core is seen as a viable means of modifying and improving the attitudes of teachers-in-training toward the concept of inclusion and toward students with special needs.
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Note

1. The author is grateful to the preservice teachers at the University of Lethbridge in 1998, 1999,  and 2000 who allowed the use of their portfolios for this study.

