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Abstract

Joining life course and educational stratification
research with disability studies' conplinmentary enphasis
on structure and disabling barriers enables a nore

conpl ete anal ysis of the experiences and |ife chances of
primary and secondary school students who are classified
di sabl ed. Because the processes that affect life course
phases and transitions, as well as individual
opportunities, identities, and attainments are

cunmul ative, analysis of early differentiation is
necessary to understand how (special) education

| egiti mates and generates social inequality. Universal
conpul sory education |ed schools to develop a variety of
sorting nechani snms. Especially during the resulting
transitions within an educational system s |earning
opportunity structures, special educational needs are
identified, |abelled - and categorical boundaries drawn
around dis/ability - altering individuals' trajectories.
By stigmatizing, separating, and segregating students,
speci al education institutions in Germany and the United
St ates construct social inequality early in the life
cour se.

Life course perspectives enphasize the interrelation of
soci al structure and agency, the inportance of age and
generation, and the accunul ati on of di s/advantages over a
person's life course. Disability studies, while also attending

to individuals' lived experience of inpairnment, chronic
illness, and disability, has primarily focused on the key role
of social, institutional, and environnental barriers in

constructing disability. Together, these two young, energetic
fields provide nethodol ogical tools, concepts, and research
goal s that can profitably guide social scientific analysis.



The article begins with brief reviews of relevant |life course
and educational stratification literatures show ng how
institutional arrangements affect individuals' trajectories.
We gain insights into the construction of disability and
soci al inequality by exam ning how special education
structures individuals' |earning opportunities, affecting
identity and self-efficacy, but also later life chances.
Despite the additional resources that flow from
cat egori zation as a student who 'has speci al educati onal
needs' (SEN), being placed in special education often results
in separation fromthe regular classroomin the United States
("intra-school separation') or segregation fromthe regul ar
school in Germany ('inter-school segregation'). Because
di s/ advant ages cunul ate over the life course, the focus on
early opportunities and constraints is crucial. Thus, in the
third section, | refer to social-psychol ogical findings on the
negative inpact on students' self-efficacy of being placed in
| ow- st at us educati onal tracks and separated fromtheir peers.
Educati on policies and school practices relating to
students with SEN not only nmeld the devel oping identities of
speci al education students, but also of those who are not
di sabled. Early in the Iife course, schools play a significant
role in shaping each cohort's views of inpairnment and
disability (and diversity nore generally) by structuring
interactions between students in hierarchies. As the
proportion of all students receiving special education in both
Germany and the United States continued to increase over the
twentieth century, expandi ng special education organizations
i ncreasingly defined who woul d beconme di sabl ed.
Particul ar i mages of difference and nodels of provision are
i nposed t hrough formal policynmaking, processes of assessnent
and identification, and bureaucratic control. ' Speci al
education' and nedically based categories of inpairnent,
al t hough highly contested, are the bastions that exclude nmany
di sabl ed children fromordinary social and | earning
envi ronnents (Barton and Arnmstrong 2001: 702).
Bel ow, connections between |ife course and educati onal
stratification research, studies of classification and
cat egorical boundaries, and social psychol ogy are briefly
drawn out with exanples from cross-national research,
illustrating how diverse social scientific literatures and
disability studies can contribute to one another.

A life, of course, and chance

It is now generally acknow edged that gender, cl ass,
race, and cul tural background have enornous effect on the life
course and life chances (G llis 2001: 8816).

Disability studies' bold advances - signified by
international, multidisciplinary conferences, encycl opaedic
publications (e.g. Albrecht et al. 2001), and even explicit
connections with life course research (e.g. Priestley 2000,
2001) - have not yet fully succeeded in getting social science
to acknowl edge disability's enornous effects on the life
course and |life chances. Educational sociology too can profit



froma life course research focus on human devel opment within
social structure, and fromdisability studies' parall el
enphasi s on the organi zati onal and environnental barriers that
di sabl e people in every stage of the life course and in al
soci eti es.

Life course research, in referring to a 'sequence of
socially defined events and roles that the individual enacts
over tinme', derives its advantage from ' 'its flexibility and
capacity to enconpass many different types of cultural,
soci al, and individual variation (G ele and El der 1998: 22).
Ot her concepts such as age and generation, transitions,
trajectories, pathways, and cohorts are also highly rel evant
for disability studies, as they enhance the study of the
i nteractions between social structures and individual lives.
Life course research focuses on the consi derabl e consequences
of institutional arrangenents for individual |ife course
trajectories varying across tine and place (cf. Hogan 1989).
It contributes to our understandi ng of disability by
acknow edgi ng | ongi tudi nal changes in our social relations,
our everyday know edge, and our academ c concepts. As each
cohort devel ops particul ar nmeani ngs of disability,
generational aspects allow us to anal yze changes, but also
continuities, in disabling policies, institutions, and
envi ronments.

Those children with inmpairnents early in life - or
difficulties in neeting schools' normative | earning and
behavi oral requirenents - are selected out as they are
"di scovered'. But what counts depends on national and regional
educational policy and on |ocal school classificatory
practices. In Germany today, 5% of all students of conpul sory
school age are classified as having SEN, whereas nearly 12% of
all students aged 6-21 in the US have an individualized
education plan providing special education services; however,
in both countries these rates vary dramatically by
region/locality and disability or SEN category (Powell, in
press). Popul ation density, cohort size, and other denographic
factors also influence which students are renoved fromthe
regul ar classroom and how (special) education resources are
di stributed. Students' transitions into and out of speci al
education often have nuch to do with environnental and
organi zati onal conditions, independent of individual
characteristics, although the latter are nost often viewed as
t he causal factors.

A life course approach al so enphasi zes that | earning
difficulties and capabilities develop over tine, as a
student's past di s/advantages accunul ate; therefore,
educati onal systems in which schooling begins [ater, and those
that sort students earlier, place greater enphasis on famly
resources and socialization, and may be | ess forgiving of
devel opnent al del ays.

In the Program for International Student Assessnment study
of 15-year-olds' reading and nmath perfornmance, no OECD
country's educational systemreproduced social status
intergenerationally as consistently as Germany's (e.g.



Deut sches PI SA-Konsortium 2001), due to its early selection
and rigid stratification, which also |led to devel opnment of one
of the nost differentiated special school systens in the
wor | d.

Timng is a major factor, as transitions between school
types and grades often provide the nonent in which education
policy and school gatekeepers' decision-nmaking jointly
determ ne a student's future educational opportunities. He or
she will be sorted into a location within (US) or between
(Germany) stratified schools. In the former, tracking occurs
t hroughout a student's career but within an integrated
conprehensi ve school; in the latter, children are sorted into
differenti ated pat hways and school types, especially during
the transition between primary and secondary school .

Because there are limted preferred | ocations and nostly
downward nmobility, nost children will not benefit fromthe
best possible |earning opportunities. Once in special
education, a student's further learning is determned in |arge
measure by the curriculum interactions with classmates and
teachers, and services provided in the school, track, or
classroom At mcro-level, individual |ife course studies use
(aut o) bi ographi es to enphasi ze students' personal agency,
illumnating interpersonal connections and children's specific
experiential worlds in school.

Institutional |ife course research, by contrast, focuses
on regularities and patterns in these individual consequences
by analyzing | ocation-specific and time-specific structures,
such as policies and institutional arrangenents. Extraordinary
shifts in how societies treat people classified disabled,
often within just a few years or decades, highlight the
i nportance of enphasising the dialectical exchange of social
structures and individual lives (Riley 1989); of individuals’
life courses enbedded in and shaped by historical tinmes and
pl aces (El der 2001: 8820). As disability studies scholars aim
to nake sense of the conplex rel ationships between disabl ed
peopl e' s experiences and the opportunity structures and
constraints of barrier-filled contexts, they can profitably
use life course concepts to gauge those changes. To do so,
however, requires attention to groups and their dynamc
boundari es. For each historical period, social scientists nust
anal yze how disability is defined, who defines it, in what
contexts, and with what consequences (Barton 1998: 54-55).

Children and youth in special education often benefit
greatly from substantial resources, nyriad services, and
i ndi vidualized attention. But they may al so face
organi zational or |egal constraints on educational attainnent.
Life course research has focused on such rules and preferences
in organi zations and their legitimtion of personhood and
st andardi zed, institutionalized life courses (Kohli 1985).

Contenporary wel fare states categorize individuals at
each stage of the life course, determ ning not only econonic
and social well-being, but also which differences matter and
which are preferred or stigmatized. The bureaucratic state
| egal i zes and standardi zes using nultiple mechanisns including



| egal norns, entitlenment criteria, professional licensing, and
incentive distribution, all of which can have | arge uni ntended
effects (Mayer 1991: 182). The nunber of years of conpul sory
school i ng; psychol ogical and nedical eligibility criteria for
speci al education services; professionalization of school
psychol ogy, rehabilitation, and related fields; and financi al
incentives to |abel children are all areas in which state

st andards and bureaucratic regul ations influence individual
students' careers in (special) education. Fromthis
perspective, schools enphasize and institutionalize the
particul ar differences between children as they sort and
classify. These differences need not, but often do, produce
prejudi ce, negative stereotypes, and discrimnation anong
student groups, as each cohort is socialized in nmore or |ess
di sabling schools and fanmlies.

Life course perspectives entreat researchers to | ook at
lives not just in discrete segnents, but as self-referential,
cont extual processes of devel opment in which experience and
know edge accurul ate differentially according to positions in
stratified educational systenms and societies. Contenporary
studies of the life course attenpt to unify historical tine,
institutional time, and individual time by exam ning
i nteraction between individuals' neaning and deci si on nmaki ng,
institutional norns and rules, and structural constraints
(Heinz and Kr_ger 2002: 33). Thus, both major types of
sociological |ife course research descri bed above contri bute
to our deeper understanding of the effects of (special)
education and its consequences for individuals, cohorts, and
soci ety.

Educati onal systens: integrating to stratify?

Wthin Germany and the US since the md 1800s, conpul sory
schooling | aws expanded to enconpass ever nore diverse groups
of children, including those of |ow socio-econom c status,

m grants, and those with inpairnments (on US, Richardson 1999).
| ncreasi ng standardi zati on and differentiation of school
systens were the main responses to the chall enge diverse
student bodi es represented, and a variety of sorting

mechani sms resulted in age-graded schools defining the early
life courses of children and youth in a rigid series of
stages. Especially during these transitions within and between
school s, 'special educational needs' (SEN) or student
dis/abilities began to be identified, |abeled, and reified -
altering a classified student's educati onal pathway,
occupational trajectory, and |life chances. Because the
processes that affect |ife course phases and transitions, as
wel |l as individual identities and aspirations, are cunul ative
(cf. Mayer 1997), analysis of early opportunities and
differentiation is necessary to understand how disability and
soci al inequalities are constructed.

Li ke other tracks between or within schools, special
educati on has gatekeepers who utilize standardi zed neasures of
academ c performance and behavi oral nornms to sel ect diverse
students bodies into supposedly honbgenous groups at status



passages (e.g. noving between grades or school types). As
peopl e spend ever-|arger portions of their lives in education,
soci ol ogy has focused on understandi ng how di fferences between
and within schools produce individual achi evenent and
identity.

Stratification research repeatedly denonstrates the
critical roles that educational institutions play as they sort
students at early ages into pathways through school that
differ in their access to |ater educational and enpl oynent
opportunities.

Mobility within social structure determ nes individuals’
successes and failures, while 'nodes of access to
positions in social structure...determ ne how individua
efforts and abilities beconme |linked to social and
econom ¢ rewards', affecting individual beliefs about the
rel ati onshi p between personal efforts and achi evenents

(S°rensen 1986: 178).

Educati on not only determ nes societal patterns of
econom ¢ and political allocation, but also |legitimtes such
patterns. School systens distribute each cohort of children
into a society's adult stratification system (see Kerckhoff
1995). Despite sone acknow edgment of 'ability' as a key
construct in the determ nation of structural |ocation
(Kerckhoff 1993: 15-16), nost research fails to specifically
address children and youth in special education. This is
unfortunate, because special education students' |ife courses
denonstrate clearly how |ife chances are influenced and
determ ned fromthe very begi nning by educational policies and
t he gate keeping professionals who inplenment bureaucratic
rules in schools (see e.g. Tominson 1982; Skrtic 1995).

Appl yi ng school stratification arguments to speci al
education structures, they (1) socialize into the | owest
| evel s of educational hierarchies, (2) allocate into
categories with |ower attainment probabilities, and (3)
legitim ze inequalities, especially through nmedical nodel
classification systens and professionalized, bureaucratic
speci al education prograns that usually separate or segregate
classified students.

As 'disability' has been largely excluded from soci al
stratification research (but see Al exander 1976; Jenkins 1991,
Entwisle et al. 1997), so too special education is rarely
included explicitly in the tracking literature, even though
its analytical foci are the processes and outconmes of the
hi erarchi cal organi zati onal structures of schooling and
curriculumdifferentiation. While enpirical anal yses have too
often ignored the environnental opportunities that shape and
constrain student (and parental) choi ces about schooling (cf.
Al | mendi nger 1989: 231), tracking research does show how
processes of differentiation distribute children into |earning
opportunity structures.

Primary and secondary schools continue to inplenent



tensi on-l aden curricul ar assignnents (Lovel ess 1999), despite
reductions follow ng challenges to increase equality of

educati onal opportunity (Lucas 1999). Curricul um
differentiation has continuously been associated with

achi evenent inequality (Oakes 1985; Pallas et al 1994).

I ncreasingly, all students are expected to master a conmon
curriculumto neet national and state standards (Farkas 1996:
79-94). At the sane tine, teachers differentiate curricula
according to a variety of educational interests, abilities,
and needs (Heubert and Hauser 1999). However, npst research
shows that tracking increases variation in student perfornmance
bet ween groups without altering the average - higher tracks
gain nore than the | ower due to cunul ative di s/advantages from
track placenment (Kerckhoff 1995: 328).

St udi es of tracking suggest that we do change children's
academ c intelligence all the time. The entire process of
tracking is designed to do just that... By these
practices schools denonstrate the pliability of cognitive
skills as well as the powerful effect social factors have
on the success of individuals. Policies alter
intelligence (Fischer et al. 1996: 167).

El ementary schools sort students in three ways - being
hel d back, being placed in special education, and being
grouped for instruction by adm nistrative decision. These
i n-school tracks are nmore difficult to analyze precisely
because they are 'so far below the | evel of social
consci ousness that they are not even thought of as tracks'
(Entwisle et al. 1997: 80). Entw sle, Alexander and O son
argue forcefully for a focus on children at very early ages,
because 'rigid social stratification begins when children
start their formal schooling, or even before, yet nmuch of the
social sorting at this point in life is overlooked (1997: 4).
Their | ongitudi nal Begi nning School Study found that boys,

m nority group nmenbers, and poor children are nore likely to
fail a grade or be placed in special education classes in

el ementary school. Commonalities exist between processes of
educati onal allocation and selection for students of | ower
soci al cl ass backgrounds and students classified disabled (cf.
Carrier 1986). Decades of research findings show the often
dramati c over representation of many racial and ethnic

m nority groups in special education in the US (e.g. Losen and
Ofield 2002) and in Germany (e.g. Powell and Wagner 2002).

Separate cl asses, resource periods, and other 'special’
times during the school day |ead students to accept the
unequal features of the larger society as legitimte and
accept responsibility for their own structural |ocation (Oakes
1985: 144-145). A National Research Council review canme to the
conclusion that students are indeed worse off in |ow tracks
than they would be in higher tracks: 'The npbst common reasons
for this disadvantage are the failure to provide students in
| ow-track classes with high-quality curriculumand instruction
and the failure to convey high expectations for such students’



academ c performance' (Heubert and Hauser 1999: 102). Recent
cross-national, |ongitudinal research shows that rich academ c
curricula can indeed pronote high | evels of student

achi evenent, even in |lower tracks (e.g. Ganoran 1997).

In sum tracking does not pronmote the devel opnment of
qual ity schooling, but instead restricts |lowtrack students’
academ c achi evenent, produces negative expectations anong
their teachers, and hinders devel opnment of their positive
sel f-concepts and self-efficacy (Ansalone 2001). Mobility out
of special education is also |imted, due in part to the
self-fulfilling prophecy of | ow expectations begetting | ow
achi evenent in |low status tracks (e.g. Eder 1981). Thus,

it is hard to overrate the inportance of hel ping
youngsters avoid being held back or placed in Special
Educati on because avoi ding these placenents nakes a
trenmendous difference in their long-termlife chances -
nmore of themw Il continue in school, and not drop out of
hi gh school before high school graduation (Entw sle et
al . 1997: 18).

What are the mechani sns that regul ate students'
transition into | owstatus schools or tracks? How is the
resulting stigmatization and institutionalized discrimnation
| egiti mated? The next section briefly reviews classification
systens' functions and asks why deval ued categories and their
corresponding tracks continue to be used, before turning to
specific psychol ogi cal and occupational inplications of
participating in such special education tracks.

Cl assification and the | owering of expectations and
self-efficacy Educational classification systens, interacting
with | ocational, cohort-specific, and generational notions of
dis/ability and behavioral norns, provide school gatekeepers
with the categories they use to nake sorting decisions about
i ndi vi dual s' educational pathways. Individuals construct what
it means to be 'disabled or 'have SEN in a given school
(using official categorical policy distinctions but nodified
in everyday interactions). Labeled students in each cohort
construct their own meani ngs, nmaking of these categories what
they will (Hacking 1999), yet the resulting boundaries and
separations affect not only growing identities but also life
course trajectories. As the social nechanismthat |inks
macro-| evel ideologies of "ab/normality', and beliefs about
"dis/ability', with educational policies and school practices,
classification systenms institutionalize the meanings, |abels,
and categories that establish |asting synbolic and soci al
boundari es between groups, constructing but also legitimating
inequalities in Germany and the US (see Powell| 2003).

Whil e categories of dis/ability have been continuously
revised (nost recently due to disability critiques of the
medi cal nmodel ), the categories and processes of classification
resist change. Simlar to other Western bureaucratic
adm ni strations run by professional gatekeepers, special



education and its classification systens - based on the

i deol ogy of 'normal cy' derived fromstatistical science (Davis
1997) - devel oped at the nexus of the nodern social sciences,

i ndustrializing nation-states, and social policies
(Rueschemeyer and Skocpol 1996: 310). Defining nental,

physi cal and intell ectual 'normalcy' and assessing popul ations
has become a preoccupation of nation states and international
organi zations alike (Marks 1999: 53).

I n both Anmerican and German schools, the group of
students classified as 'disabled or as 'having SEN has grown
since the begi nnings of special education in the early
ni neteenth century. While special educational categories,
their definitions and denographi cs have shifted over tinme in
both countries, these statistically-based systens and the
institutions they both justified and stabilize resist repeated
attenmpts to replace themw th inclusive, non-categorica
education for all children. Classification systens join
everyday | abels with specialized '"disability' categories as
t hey provide the know edge required in school decision-making
and control of status passages (e.g. referral to special
educati on assessnent), stabilize professional distinctions
(e.g. teacher training), and flexibly respond to advanci ng
di sci plinary know edge, policy refornms, and social forces.

Definitions of "disability' are continuously changi ng,
culturally variable, and highly contested (cf. Altman 2001).
Focusi ng on cross-cultural research in education and
disability, Peters (1993) draws a "'neritocratic' nodel of
sel ection, |abeling, and separation followi ng a two-step
process: (1) the assunption that objective assessnents of
abilities are possible, and (2) the ascription of intellectual
or physical characteristics to individuals, with "disability’
paramount, making all other qualities, interests, and
intelligences inconsequential. That process requires
cat egorical boundaries to be drawn, and offici al
classification systens guide it throughout, but always
interpreted in specific contexts.

El aborated cl assification systens bear witness to the
ri se of professional dom nance in Western industri al
soci eties. Most often, classifications of people with
i npai rnments and di sabl ed people rely on judgnents based on
clinical, but neverthel ess subjective, reasoning of nedical
doctors, psychol ogists, and other trained professionals
(Al brecht 1992). These systens, used to control status
passages, borrow nedicine's netaphors and net hods, but al so
its enormous cultural legitimacy (Stone 1991). They operate
with a nodel of clinical judgnent and treatnent that
enphasi zes i ndi vidual assessnment, diagnosis, and placenent
(Bi klen 1988: 129). Furthernore, the disparities between
expert gatekeepers' ideology and self-presentation and their
actual practices are often significant, as they sort people
into fixed status categories they thensel ves define in their
pr of essi ons' theoretical constructions (Stone 1991: 218).
Boundari es between categories in systematic classifications
are policy choices with clear ram fications, just as the



classi fying of people ambng them represent a political process
whi ch can be enpirically examned (Starr 1992). In practice,
classification is sinultaneously the main educational sorting
mechani sm t hat school gatekeepers use to identify children for
assessnment and the scientific rationale that legitinm zes

eval uati ons of students.

When students are categorized based on teachers’
eval uati on of individual conpetence or "ability' in a plethora
of diagnostics and assessnents, it marks a turning point in
t hose students' educational careers that henceforth inpacts
the | earni ng opportunities that teachers, classmates, and
others will provide themin Anerican schools (e.g. Cicourel
and Kitsuse 1963, Mehan et al. 1986, Mehan et al. 1996) and
bet ween German school types (Gonolla and Radt ke 2002).

Evi dence suggests that existing classification systens serve
t he purpose of diagnosis at the expense of treatnment
(McDonnel |, et al. 1997: 85). The effectiveness of any

di agnosti c categories have been seriously questioned because
the intuitively appealing basic assunption behind them - that
of increased treatnent utility - has not been borne out by
enpirical research (Slate and Jones 2000). Categorical |abels
often are m sl eading, allow m sdiagnosis, and facilitate
negative stereotyping (Mertens and McLaughlin 1995: 61).
Because of their ubiquity, their scientific bases, and their
interpretation by prestigious professions such as nedicine and
psychol ogy, these classifications defend the status quo as

t hey appear rational, scientific, and neutral (cf. Bourdieu
1984: 466-477). These classificatory judgnents are not only

hi ghly subjective, in conjunction with tracking but wield the
power to alter individual trajectories through life,
particularly at status passages in ever nore inportant

educati onal careers.

Anmong the nyriad psychosocial inplications of these
| earni ng opportunity structures are changed expectations
(among teachers, parents, peers, but also students thensel ves)
and stigmatization, |essened self-efficacy or conpetence,
opportunity restrictions or discrimnation, and civil and
social rights limtations (cf. Hobbs 1975). The rel ated
concepts of stigma, prejudice, negative stereotype, and
di scrim nation together contribute to oppressive, disabling
envi ronnents, affecting individuals' identities and
psychosoci al resources (see Fine and Asch 1988; Link and
Phel an 2001). The stigmatization of individuals by |abeling
has far-reachi ng consequences for their lives and for their
soci eti es.

In terms of school performance, a variety of constructs,
such as conpetence and self-efficacy, describe skills and
experiences inparted in (special) educational structures that
af fect educati onal (non)attai nnment. Bandura descri bes the
i nportance of social interaction to the utilization of skills,
and people's difficulties in benefiting fromtheir skills or
intelligences when their status is | ow

When people are cast in subordinate roles or are assigned



inferior labels, inplying limted conpetence, they
performactivities at which they are skilled | ess well

t han when they do not bear the negative |abels or the
subordi nate rol e designations. O fering unnecessary help
can al so detract froma sense of conpetence and thereby
vitiate the execution of skills (1990: 315-347).

Label ed individuals may suffer a reduced sense of
personal efficacy fromthen on. Students placed in | ower
tracks risk |losses of self-efficacy and aspirations, even if
nore resources are nmade avail able to neet their SEN, which
have traditionally justified segregated educati onal
environnents. While placenent in 'l ower-level' schooling can
detract from self-esteem notivation to |earn, and expenditure
of effort in school, differing views of track placenent's
i nfluence on achi evenent orientations suggest that (1)
soci alization processes such as teacher-student and peer
rel ati onshi ps nedi ate that influence, or (2) students adjust
their aspirations according to their self-placenents and their
predecessors' fates (Mortinmer 2000: 21-22). Continuing
discrimnation - despite disability anti-discrimnation
| egislation enacted in the United States (Scotch 2001),
Germany (Heiden 1996) and some forty other countries -
depresses aspirations of disabled children and youth as they
grow up in societies in which disabled people's contributions
to society are systematically underval ued. Having | ow
self-efficacy is associated with having expectations of
failure and not being able to control life situations.
Furthernmore, 'personal efficacy is positively related to
heal th, nmorale, cognitive functioning, and econom c
wel | -being" (Lachman 1985: 188).

Stigmatized individuals may invest heavily in a variety
of psychol ogi cal and behavi oral coping strategies to
counteract |owered self-efficacy and sel f-esteem Students’
percei ved self-efficacy, not their actual academc
performance, is the key determ nant of their perceived
occupati onal self-efficacy and aspirations (Bandura et al
2001) .

Research on "multiple intelligences' (Gardner 1993) or
"successful intelligence' (Sternberg 1999) denonstrates the
extraordi nary variety of human abilities and the arbitrariness
and limtations of currently used concepts and psychonetric
nmeasures (see Sternberg and Kaufman 1998). But |ife course
perspectives highlight additional effects beyond the
i ndi vi dual student's own deflected trajectory due to
psychol ogi cal pressures resulting from oppressive school
structures. Each cohort is socialized to think of dis/ability
and SEN using particular (nmore or less) stigmatizing
categories. The resulting beliefs and categorical boundaries
drawn in everyday interactions produce disabling social
barriers. Education reforns ensure that each cohort of
students experiences an environnent in which specific types
and measures of intelligence and dis/ability are used or
val ued. By enphasi zing commonal ities, cooperation, and



i ndi vi dual strengths instead of weaknesses, nore inclusive
education may further reduce stigmatization and institutional
di scrim nation throughout the |ife course.

Concl usi on

In the US (less so in Germany), each succeedi ng
generation of disabled students has been increasingly
"integrated' - first into public schools and nore recently
into regular classroons. For recent cohorts of students in the
US, 95% of children and youth classified as having SEN do
attend their | ocal regular schools, although npst of them
spend sone of their school day in separate classes. In
contrast, nost of the Federal Republic of Germany's states
(LSnder) mmintain segregating special schools, with only
around 10% of all children and youth classified disabl ed
attending their local regular schools. Although with
substantial variation by region and category, educati onal
attai nment rates of students classified as having SEN are al so
much higher in the US than Germany (Powell, in press), despite
a high school dropout rate for youth with disabilities tw ce
as high as for those wi thout (Phelps and Hanl ey- Maxwel | 1997:
218).

Results of the only representative |ongitudi nal study of
post-secondary outconmes for Anerican youth with disabilities
(the National Longitudinal Transition Study of Special
Educati on Students) show that nore tinme in regular education
in high school for students with disabilities was associ at ed
with better results as a young adult, but additional research
is needed to nore fully understand why. 'Across a nunber of
anal yses of post school results, the nessage was the sane:

t hose who spent nore time in regular educati on experienced
better results after high school' (US Dept. of Education 1995:
Ch. 3d). In Germany, not all special schools even offer the
required entry certificate for further training or tertiary
education, a glaring constraint on further |earning
opportunities for students classified as having SEN (Krappmann
et al., forthcom ng).

On these multiple levels of self-efficacy and identity,
speci al education institutionalization, and educati onal
policies, |learning opportunity constraints and stigmatization
early in school reduce efficacy and aspirations and
educational attainnent, affecting | ater occupational success:
"Experience within categorically differentiated settings gives
partici pants systematically different and unequal preparation
for performance in new organizations' (Tilly 1998: 10).

Speci al education school -l1eavers in Germany and the US have
significantly reduced further educational and enpl oynent
opportunities. Their limted | abor market opportunities result
not only fromreduced | earning and self-efficacy in |ower
school tracks, but also from stigmatization and statistical

di scrim nation by enployers. Solga (2002: 161) has shown that
enpl oynment opportunities of people with | ess educati onal

attai nment can be explained by increasing 'stigmatization by



negative selection' due to changes in group size, group
conposition, and enployers' perceptions of graduates from | ow
status tracks over the course of educational expansion.

Despite universal conpul sory education, speci al
education's classification and tracking systens continue to
systematically exclude many children and youth from | earning
opportunities, high expectations and rich curricula that would
prepare them nore adequately for their futures. Little
I magi nation is necessary to picture the | ong-term consequences
of (special) education institutions, their classification of
students, and resulting stigmatization and institutional
di scrim nation: The disabling societies in which we |live are
ext ensi ons of the school inequalities that we have
experi enced.

Separate special education structures not only construct
disability, they fail to prepare not-yet disabl ed people for
their own futures. G ven the ubiquity of chronic illness,

i npai rment and disability, especially as people live |onger,
we need to (1) recognize common difficulties produced by

di sabling environments and (2) | egislate universal policies
fl exi bl e and adapt abl e enough to neet constantly changi ng
needs (Zola 1989). Like earlier shifts to educati onal
inclusion and away from separation and segregation of girls
and ethnic and racial mnority children, today's inclusive
educati onal nodels for disabled children prom se significant,
but gradual, change.

At the intersection of disability studies and |life course
research, as in the social sciences nore generally, the
conpari sons of policies on the macro-1level, organizations on
t he neso-|evel, and individual experiences on the mcro-Ievel
- if brought into dialogue - deliver deeper insights than are
possi bl e on one level or in cross-sectional analysis.
Conceptually, life course research offers a variety of
conplinmentary strategies for the social sciences to address
the issues raised here. ldeally, over tinme, conparatively, and
on nultiple levels, '...a research program of cross-nationa
conparison of |ife course patterns should be conducted (Mayer
1997: 223; O Rand 2000).

First attenpts to account for cross-national disparities
in special education placenents, attainnents of school -l eavers
from speci al education, and inplenmentation of inclusive
educati on have been made (e.g. Meijer 1998; OECD 1999).
However, thus far, neither existing |ongitudinal social
sci ence data sets nor the social science disciplines -

i ncluding the subfields presented here - have adequately
addressed disability in its conplexity and richness (cf.
Altman and Barnartt 2000).

For special education, such longitudinal, multilevel, and
cross-cultural research is necessary to explain the
consi derabl e variance in classification, educational
attainment, and life chances by disability or special needs
cat egory, region, and cohort that could only be suggested
here. G ven the significant change in special education
br ought about by the disability nmovenment and by parents of



children with disabilities over the past several decades (e.g.
Heyl 1998), social scientific research nust also keep up with
t he pace of often rapid change in |Iocal schools and | arger
contexts, especially as inclusive education devel ops beyond
pil ot school projects.

On the other hand, the gl obal novenment toward school
integration and inclusion of children with SEN needs to nore
fully utilize and respond to research results that uncover the
conpl ex factors and nechanisns that result in students’
pl acenment in | ower educational tracks and, nore chall engi ng
still, why the link between participation in special education
and | essened chances over the |ife course remains so strong.

I nternationally, there is some cause for optim sm beyond
the prom se of increased nultidisciplinary attention to these
i ssues. Despite resistance to inplenmentation of inclusive
education reforms (cf. Loxley and Thomas 1997), nations such
as Norway and Italy have elim nated segregating speci al
school s altogether. Led by the disability nmovenent, societies
and international organizations alike are increasingly
unwi Il ling to condone educational separation and segregation
and their negative |ife course consequences of stigmatization,
di scrim nation, and increased social inequality.
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