
“Educating Eric: A troubled student was put into regular classes. Then he killed the principal: Has the drive for ‘mainstreaming’ gone awry?”

5.12.07, The Wall Street Journal (subscription required), Robert Tomsho and Daniel Golden
In 2006, emotionally volatile special needs student Eric Hainstock, then 15 years old, walked into his Wisconsin high school and shot dead the school’s principal. Educating Eric involved a nightmarish tangle of issues: He was disruptive in class, was bullied by his schoolmates and faced serious problems at home. Years ago, children like Eric were routinely institutionalized, and many received no education at all. Starting in 1975, the milestone Individuals with Disabilities Education Act brought special needs students into public schools and, wherever possible, regular classrooms. By mixing with nondisabled children, the theory went, special-needs students would learn more, behave better and gain social acceptance. By 2005, about 54 percent of special-ed students were educated in “fully inclusive” settings – spending 80 percent or more of the school day in a mainstream classroom – up from 33 percent in 1990. (A special-education student costs nearly twice as much to educate as a regular student.) But, like the 1970s push to deinstitutionalize mentally ill adults, educational mainstreaming has produced troubling side effects. While many benefit, some special-needs students flounder in regular programs. Lacking adequate federal funding, public schools often are reluctant to pay for the services such students need. In many districts, mainstreaming has contributed to high teacher turnover and classroom commotion. Perhaps most alarming, evidence is mounting that special-education students account for a disproportionate share of school violence and disciplinary problems.
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