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The landscape of contemporary education is defined by its commitment to diversity, equity, and the specialized 

support of students with diverse learning needs. Central to this mission is the study of exceptionality—a term that 

encompasses both students with disabilities and those who are gifted and talented. As explored in the foundational 

work of Richard M. Gargiulo and Emily Bouck in Special Education in Contemporary Society: An Introduction to 

Exceptionality, the field has transitioned from a medical model of deficit to a social and educational model of

empowerment. This article provides a technical and in-depth examination of the frameworks, legal mandates, and

instructional strategies that define special education today.

The Evolution of Special Education: Historical and Philosophical 
Foundations

To understand the current state of special education, one must analyze the shift from institutionalization to 

inclusion. Historically, individuals with exceptionalities were often excluded from public education. It was not until 

the mid-20th century that advocacy and litigation began to dismantle these barriers. The evolution is characterized 

by three distinct phases: the Era of Isolation (pre-1950s), the Era of Integration (1960s-1980s), and the current 

Era of Inclusion and Empowerment.

Modern pedagogy, as emphasized by Gargiulo, moves beyond mere academic instruction. It requires an 

awareness and understanding of the human side of exceptionality. This involves recognizing that a disability is 

only one aspect of a student’s identity. The philosophical shift toward Person-First Language(e.g., "a student with

autism" rather than "an autistic student") reflects this deeper awareness of the individual's dignity and potential.

Core Concepts: Defining Impairment, Disability, and Handicap

In the technical study of exceptionality, it is critical to distinguish between three frequently conflated terms. Precise

terminology ensures that educators and clinicians communicate effectively regarding a student's needs and legal

rights.

•  Impairment: This refers to the loss or abnormality of a psychological, physiological, or anatomical structure or 

function. It is a biological or medical condition (e.g., a damaged cochlea).

•  Disability: This is a functional limitation that interferes with a person’s ability to perform specific tasks, such as 

walking, talking, or learning, resulting from the impairment.

•  Handicap: This describes the challenges or disadvantages a person encounters when interacting with the 

environment. A handicap is often imposed by society or the physical environment rather than the disability itself 

(e.g., a building without a ramp).

By focusing on reducing the "handicap" through Universal Design for Learning (UDL)and assistive technology,

educators can mitigate the impact of a disability on a student's educational progress.

The Legal Framework: IDEA, Section 504, and the ADA

Special education is governed by a rigorous set of federal mandates in the United States, primarily the Individuals 



with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). This legislation ensures that all children with disabilities have access to a 

Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE).

The Six Principles of IDEA

1.  Zero Reject: Schools must enroll all students regardless of the severity of their disability.

2.  Nondiscriminatory Evaluation: Evaluations must be unbiased and conducted using multiple assessment tools.

3.  Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE): Education must be provided at public expense and meet the 

unique needs of the student via an Individualized Education Program (IEP).

4.  Least Restrictive Environment (LRE): Students with disabilities must be educated with their non-disabled 

peers to the maximum extent appropriate.

5.  Procedural Safeguards: Legal protections for students and parents to ensure participation and resolve 

disputes.

6.  Parent and Student Participation: Shared decision-making between the school and the family.



Feature IDEA (Special Education) Section 504 (Civil Rights) ADA (Civil Rights)

Scope Education Act; provides 
federal funding.

Civil rights law; prohibits 
discrimination.

Broad civil rights law; 
applies to all public entities.

Eligibility 13 specific disability 
categories.

Broader definition of 
disability.

Broadest definition; 
includes employment and 
transport.

Documentation Individualized Education 
Program (IEP).

504 Accommodation Plan. Not strictly defined, but 
requires accommodations.

Ages Birth to 21 years. All ages. All ages.

Technical Analysis: The IEP Development Cycle

The Individualized Education Program (IEP)is the legal and pedagogical roadmap for a student with an

exceptionality. Developing an effective IEP is a technical process involving a multidisciplinary team (MDT). The

workflow generally follows this sequence:

1. Referral and Initial Evaluation

When a student struggles significantly, a referral is made for evaluation. This requires a comprehensive battery of 

tests, including cognitive assessments, academic achievement tests, and Functional Behavioral Assessments 

(FBA)if behavioral issues are present. The goal is to determine if the student has one of the 13 categories of

disability recognized by IDEA and if that disability adversely affects educational performance.

2. Determination of Eligibility

The IEP team meets to review the assessment data. Eligibility is not granted solely on a medical diagnosis; there 

must be a demonstrated educational need for specialized instruction.

3. Drafting the IEP Document

An effective IEP must include several core components:

•  Present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAFP): A baseline of the student’s 

current strengths and weaknesses.

•  Measurable Annual Goals: Specific, observable, and measurable targets for the student to achieve.

•  Special Education and Related Services: Specification of specialized instruction (e.g., 30 minutes of speech 

therapy twice a week).

•  Accommodations and Modifications: Changes to how a student learns (accommodations) or what they learn 

(modifications).

Pedagogical Frameworks: UDL and Differentiated Instruction

Modern inclusive classrooms rely on two primary frameworks to address exceptionality: Universal Design for 

Learning (UDL) and Differentiated Instruction (DI).

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

UDL is a proactive approach that aims to design curriculum from the outset to be accessible to all learners. It is

based on three neuro-educational pillars:



•  Multiple Means of Representation: Providing content in various formats (text, video, audio, hands-on).

•  Multiple Means of Action and Expression: Allowing students to demonstrate their knowledge in different ways 

(writing, speaking, drawing, building).

•  Multiple Means of Engagement: Using diverse strategies to motivate students and sustain their interest.

Differentiated Instruction (DI)

While UDL focuses on the curriculum, DI focuses on the teacher’s response to student differences. Teachers

differentiate in four areas:

1.  Content: Providing different levels of reading materials.

2.  Process: Using tiered activities or flexible grouping.

3.  Product: Offering various options for final projects.

4.  Environment: Modifying the physical layout of the classroom.

High-Incidence vs. Low-Incidence Exceptionalities

Educators must be prepared to support a wide range of exceptionalities, which are often categorized by their

prevalence in the general population.

High-Incidence Exceptionalities

These disabilities account for approximately 80% of all students served under IDEA. They include:

•  Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD): The most common category, involving deficits in reading (dyslexia), 

writing (dysgraphia), or mathematics (dyscalculia).

•  Speech or Language Impairments: Difficulties with articulation, fluency, or receptive/expressive language.

•  Other Health Impairments (OHI): This category often includes ADHD and other chronic health conditions that 

limit alertness.

•  Emotional Disturbance (ED): Behavioral or emotional responses so different from the norm that they 

adversely affect educational performance.

Low-Incidence Exceptionalities

These occur less frequently but often require more intensive support services:

•  Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): Characterized by social-communication challenges and restricted, 

repetitive patterns of behavior.

•  Sensory Impairments: Deafness, blindness, or deaf-blindness.

•  Orthopedic Impairments: Physical disabilities like cerebral palsy or muscular dystrophy.

•  Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI): Acquired injury to the brain caused by external physical force.

The Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) Model

To ensure that students receive the right level of support without unnecessary labeling, many schools implement 

MTSS, which incorporates Response to Intervention (RtI) and Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

Supports (PBIS).

The Three-Tiered Logic

1.  Tier 1: Universal Prevention (80-90% of students): High-quality core instruction and positive behavior support 

for all students in the general education classroom.

2.  Tier 2: Targeted Intervention (5-15% of students): Small-group instruction for students who do not respond to 

Tier 1, focusing on specific skill gaps.



3.  Tier 3: Intensive Intervention (1-5% of students): Highly individualized, data-driven interventions for students 

with the most significant needs, often leading to a special education referral.

Practical Implementation: Collaborative Teaching Models

Inclusive education is best achieved through Co-Teaching, where a general education teacher and a special

education teacher share responsibility for a classroom. Below is a comparison of the primary co-teaching models:



Model Description Best For...

One Teach, One Observe One teacher delivers instruction while 
the other collects data on student 
behavior or performance.

Initial assessments or behavioral 
tracking.

Station Teaching Instruction is divided into parts; 
students rotate through stations led 
by different teachers.

Covering multiple topics or 
differentiated skill work.

Parallel Teaching The class is split in half; both teachers 
teach the same material to smaller 
groups.

Increasing participation and lowering 
student-teacher ratio.

Alternative Teaching One teacher works with a large group 
while the other works with a small 
group for remediation or enrichment.

Pre-teaching, re-teaching, or 
advanced challenges.

Team Teaching Both teachers deliver instruction 
simultaneously to the whole class.

Modeling dialogue and diverse 
perspectives.

Exceptionality and the School-to-Prison Pipeline: A Technical Warning

Research indicates a significant correlation between unidentified or unsupported exceptionalities and juvenile

delinquency. The snippet mentioning "Prevention And Intervention Programs For Juvenile Offenders" highlights a

critical failure in the contemporary system: when students with learning disabilities or emotional disturbances do

not receive adequate support, they are disproportionately subjected to exclusionary discipline (suspension/

expulsion).

Technical data suggests that over 30% of incarcerated youth have a disability, compared to roughly 12% in the 

general population. Addressing this requires Trauma-Informed Care and robust Functional Behavioral 

Assessments (FBA) to replace punitive measures with restorative and therapeutic supports. Ensuring that the 

Behavioral Intervention Plan (BIP)is implemented with fidelity is not just a pedagogical best practice; it is a civil

rights necessity.

The Role of Families in the Special Education Ecosystem

Gargiulo and Bouck emphasize the "human side" of special education, which includes the family's perspective. The 

family is the constant in the child's life, while teachers change annually. Effective educators must navigate the 

Family Systems Theory , which views the family as an interconnected unit. A child’s disability affects every

member of the family, and the family’s response—whether it be grief, advocacy, or cultural interpretation—affects

the child’s success.

Cultural and Linguistic Diversity (CLD)

A critical challenge in modern special education is disproportionality—the overrepresentation or 

underrepresentation of certain racial and ethnic groups in special education. This often stems from a lack of 

culturally responsive assessment tools and a misunderstanding of linguistic differences versus learning disabilities. 

Teachers must apply a Cultural Reciprocityframework to collaborate effectively with families from diverse

backgrounds.



Future Directions: Technology and Neurodiversity

The future of the field is being shaped by two major trends: Assistive Technology (AT)  and the Neurodiversity 

Movement.

•  Assistive Technology: From high-tech augmentative communication devices to low-tech pencil grips, AT is 

essential for bypassing functional limitations and allowing students to access the general curriculum.

•  Neurodiversity: This paradigm views neurological differences (like Autism and ADHD) as natural variations of 

the human genome rather than "defects" that need to be cured. This shift in thinking encourages educators to build 

on the unique strengths of neurodivergent learners rather than focusing solely on remediation.

In summary, the study of exceptionality in contemporary society is a complex, interdisciplinary endeavor that

requires a balance of legal compliance, technical proficiency in assessment, and a deep, empathetic understanding

of the human experience. By implementing evidence-based practices like UDL and MTSS, and by fostering genuine

partnerships with families, educators can create an environment where every student—regardless of their

exceptionality—has the opportunity to thrive and contribute to society. The work of Richard Gargiulo and his

contemporaries continues to provide the essential theoretical and practical foundations necessary for this vital

mission.
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