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Mainstreaming: 

Does It Matter? 

By Burton Blatt, Ed.D. 

With the wisdom and technology 
of our age, could we teach Helen 
Keller as Anne Sullivan did . . . 

Like most arguments in education, the 
acurrent mainstreaming debate will soon be 

forgotten — even by its zealous participants — 
and its passing will go unlamented, if not entirely 
unnoticed. Its demise will occur not because "this" 
was right or "that" was wrong, but rather because 
it never really mattered. A more genuine problem, 
often misunderstood by the debaters themselves, is 
this: Are teaching and learning more related to 
process or substance, to interactions or structures? 
But even that question has a troubling appearance, 
becoming an embarrassing falsehood when applied 
to the arts. Among writers, painters and 
composers, the question is meaningless. The artist 
simply creates, knowing that his work is not easily 
categorized nor subject to the simplicities of 
thoughtless people in search of easy truths. Just 
possibly, the mainstreaming debate is also a 
charade, evolving from simplistic conclusions, 
drawing our attention from serious problems and 
focusing our energies on the trivial, the obvious 
and the unimportant. 

Teachers have long recognized the inconsequence 
of administrative rules, unique curricula or special 
pedagogies as determiners of behavior. Human 
beings are seldom so talented as to create 
environments that elicit desired responses with 
lawful consistency. It may well be a fortunate 
imperfection, for out of this "flaw" comes one of 
the few human traits that offer hope for continued 
variation among people. (Skinner's dismay is 
another's joy.) Unfortunately, we find it necessary 
to deny our inability to order things. There will 
always be those who would "do something" in 
pretense of accomplishment and who would "claim 
much" in pretense of change. Undoubtedly, much 
of human action is related to the search for order, 
predictability and influence. Alas, the work of the 
alchemist is now the work of the pedagogue. 

Conventional research programs have been of 
little value in providing answers to the 
mainstreaming-segregation issue. Partially, our 
empirical failure may be attributed to a 
misunderstatnding of the variables. Belief systems 
within education would appear to be inflexibly 
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attached to the notion that the pedagogical map 
{organization, curriculum and method) composes 
the most significant factor, contributing most to 
differences in achievement among otherwise equal 
groups or individuals. As a consequence, we study 
the relative effectivenss of diverse methods, unique 
settings or one curriculum in relation to another. 
And, as we proceed in our investigations, the 
nature of the child or the personality of his teacher 
are presumed peripheral to the comparisons being 
made. Of course, controls are employed but merely 
for the purpose of neutralizing the peripheral or 
"intervening" factors while curriculum, method or 
school are examined. 

The research approach hasn't worked. It hasn't 
worked precisely because the major goals of the 
researcher have been at odds with the major 
objectives of education for the mildly retarded. My 
assertion deserves explanation: First, special 
education has sought historically to secure warm 
and receptive teachers. By contrast, and in order to 
focus on variables presumed more crucial, 
researchers have tended to neutralize the effect of 
teachers. Second, special education has sought to 
subordinate typical currícular goals to the objectives 
of social growth and interpersonal relationships; 
nevertheless, educational researchers have 
continued to study academic aptitude and school 
achievement. And third, the objectives of special 
education have focused on the child, while research 
has centered on the method, the program and the 
organization. Not surprisingly, the proliferation of 
research and literature on "best approach" 
programs has done little to solve our problems or 
settle our debates. What we have finally learned — 
if we have learned anything — is to reject the 
dichotomy of special versus regular class attendance 
as the crucial factor in a child's academic progress. 
Indeed, the current data consistently suggests that 
children's experiences are not systematically 
different from one class to another., from program 
to program or curriculum to curriculum. 

Is ma instreaming a valid educational issue? I 
conclude that it is not! The program, the 
curriculum, the label, the organization — the most 
obvious components of education — are strangely 
irrelevant to the relationships we seek to 
understand. Those educational components which 
do matter — largely ignored in our research — are 
the teacher as a human being who teaches and 
learns, children as learners with potentials and 
rights, and the environment — rich, flexible and 
thoughtfully created. (At the same time, one senses 
the futility of segregation. The environments 
people need are more often obtainable and more 
easily created in the heterogeneous "normal 
world." But that is another debate.) 

How far have we come in our ability to educate 

the child with special needs, the diffent individual? 
Would mainstreaming help our cause or harm it, or 
make no difference? With the wisdom and 
technology of our age, could we teach Helen Keller 
as Anne Sullivan did or instruct Victor as Jean Itard 
once taught that "wild savage"? And if we could, 
would we not also be marked in history as noble 
people, kin to those who have glorified human 
potential and honored the human traits of 
compassion and decency? 

There was a uniqueness that marked the 
education of Helen Keller, Victor and the 
innumerable others who dot the history of the 
special education profession. Was it a segregated 
program, the mainstream, a curriculum or "a 
something" codified and lawful that caused those 
people to learn and to change? It was not! There 
was a human spirit who sought an understanding 
with itself and with the finite world. And there was 
a great teacher. Inevitably, there was the 
interaction. That's what mattered. • 
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