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ABSTRACT
One critical responsibility of special education faculty lies in effectively preparing 
preservice teachers to meet the needs of students with disabilities. This article pro-
vides teacher educators with practical strategies for using contact-based interventions 
as a tool for informing preservice teachers about the unique challenges and strengths 
of students with disabilities. Faculty members from two different universities em-
ployed similar teaching strategies that integrated personal stories from self-advocates 
with autism into their introductory course curriculum. By collaborating with self-ad-
vocates and incorporating their personal perspectives within the courses, the pro-
fessors created a bridge between theory and practice, ensuring that future educators 
are equipped to support diverse learners. These narratives can enhance preservice 
teachers’ understanding while amplifying the voices of individuals with disabilities, 
thereby promoting empathy and informed practice. This article highlights the profes-
sors’ shared commitment to working with self-advocates and illustrates how others 
can leverage self-advocacy as a pedagogical tool to enrich their teacher candidates’ 
experience. Self-advocates themselves contributed to the article, demonstrating how 
authentic voices and lived experience can positively impact course design as well as 
preservice teachers’ perspectives about disability. 
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A ccording to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, approxi-
mately one in six children in the United States has been diagnosed with 
a developmental disability (Maenner et al., 2023). With a national trend 

toward more inclusive placements for students with disabilities, these students’ 
presence in general education classrooms is steadily increasing (Williamson 
et al., 2020). Approximately 67% of students with disabilities now spend 80% 
or more of their school day in general education classrooms (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2023). Yet, despite this shift, many educators enter the 
workforce with limited understanding of disability and may hold misconceptions 
about how to effectively support students with varying disabilities (Barned et al., 
2011).

Traditional teacher education programs have been rooted in general education 
philosophies and traditional special education practices, which may leave little 
room for hands-on experience or coursework that addresses inclusive practices. 
To help equip future educators with tools they will need to support students with 
disabilities in inclusive environments, teacher education programs must adjust. 
Because the decisions that educators make regarding students with disabilities sig-
nificantly influence their access to general education curriculum and environments 
(Ruppar et al., 2017), it is important for teacher education programs to include 
practical, inclusive teaching strategies that are grounded in respect, equity, and the 
lived experiences of people with disabilities.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF 
SPECIAL EDUCATION 
KNOWLEDGE IN INCLUSIVE 
CLASSROOMS

Over the past 50 years, schools have 
evolved from exclusive spaces to to-
day’s settings where general education 
teachers are required to meet the needs 
of diverse populations, including stu-
dents with disabilities. Under the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA, 2004) students with disabilities 
are entitled to a free and appropriate 
public education (FAPE) in the least 
restrictive environment (LRE). The 
LRE principle ensures that, whenever 
appropriate, students with disabilities 
are educated alongside their non-dis-
abled peers to the maximum extent 
possible to meet their individual needs. 
Commonly referred to as inclusion, this 
approach involves supporting students 
with varying abilities within the general 
education classroom. In order to effec-
tively prepare all teachers, both general 
and special education, to meet the 
expectations of the law and effectively 
serve students with disabilities along 
with their non-disabled peers, teacher 
education programs are evolving to 
include special education content and 
coursework for all preservice teachers. 
Because an introductory course on 
special education is sometimes the only 
disability-related course that general 
education preservice educators take, ex-
posure to authentic lived experience is 
a powerful way to increase the impact 
of such limited coursework (Clausen et 
al., 2023; Thompson et al., 2012). Spe-
cial education teacher educators must 
embrace this responsibility as they are 
typically the people who teach disabil-
ity-related content to most, if not all, 
teacher candidates at their institutions. 

According to the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES, 2024), 7.5 
million students—15% of all students 
within public school settings—aged 3 
to 21 were served under the IDEA in 
the 2022-23 school year.  Of school-
aged students receiving services, 95% 
were enrolled in regular schools, 2% 
were enrolled in separate schools for 
students with disabilities, 2% were 
partially placed in regular schools, 
and a combined 1% were educated in 
other environments (i.e., homebound, 
hospital, separate residential facility, 
correctional facility; NCES, 2024). Fur-
thermore, 67% of these students spent 
80% or more of their time in general 
education classrooms (NCES, 2024), 
highlighting the need for general educa-
tion teachers to have knowledge of in-
clusive practices that address the needs 
of students with disabilities. However, 
studies suggest that general education 
teachers are not always aware of the 
unique needs of students with disabili-
ties or how to create classroom spaces 
where everyone can achieve success 
(Bruggink et al., 2016; Byrd & Alex-
ander, 2020; Leko et al., 2015; Smit & 
Humpert, 2012). 

Effectively preparing general and 
special education teachers for inclu-
sive classrooms remains an ongoing 
challenge and a topic of debate among 
teacher educators (McHatton & 
Parker, 2013; Shade & Stewart, 2001). 
Teacher education programs aim to 
show teachers how to create inclu-
sive learning environments where all 
students have the chance to succeed. 
Nevertheless, many of these train-
ing programs often fall short when 
it comes to giving general education 
teachers the specific tools, strategies, 
and confidence they need to success-

fully work with students who have 
disabilities (Byrd & Alexander, 2020; 
Ingvarson et al., 2014; Rock et al., 
2016). As a result, many teachers feel 
unprepared to meet the diverse needs 
of students with disabilities in their 
general education classrooms.

A FRAMEWORK TO AMPLIFY 
DISABLED VOICES IN 
TEACHER EDUCATION

A framework can help educators clar-
ify why certain practices are being in-
troduced or used so that practical ideas 
are not just activities, but a meaningful 
approach to learning. Disability Studies 
in Education (DSE) is a framework that 
provides teacher candidates with a crit-
ical approach for rethinking traditional 
special education practices and policies 
(Freedman, 2016). Grounded in an 
asset-based perspective, DSE empha-
sizes the social model of disability and 
challenges deficit- and medically-ori-
ented approaches. 

While conventional special educa-
tion models often dominate teacher 
education programs, integrating DSE 
into these programs can better prepare 
future educators to create inclusive 
and accessible classrooms (Ashby, 
2012; Broderick & Lalvani, 2017). It is 
essential for teacher candidates to not 
only understand disability through a 
DSE perspective but also explore how 
disability can be meaningfully embed-
ded in the curriculum to reduce barriers 
for students with disabilities (Collins 
& Ferri, 2016). By adopting inclusive 
instructional strategies and embracing a 
holistic view of diversity, teacher candi-
dates can position themselves as advo-
cates for equity and agents of change in 
their educational communities (Baglieri 
& Lalvani, 2019).

1 Although person-first language (e.g., person with a disability) is often preferred in professional and academic writing, the authors feel that practitioners should recognize that preferences within the 
disability community vary. This article intentionally uses a combination of person-first and identity-first language (e.g., disabled person) to reflect the voices of self-advocates and to respect individual and 
community choices. Some individuals embrace identity-first language as a source of pride and political identity, while others prefer person-first language to emphasize personhood over diagnosis. Although 
practitioners are encouraged to use person-first language when writing for publication, the choice to use both forms reflects a commitment to honoring varied perspectives and to promoting respectful, 
inclusive discourse.
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Collaborating with the Disability 
Community in Teacher 
Education

One way that DSE challenges tradi-
tional special education practices is by 
making the voices and lived experiences 
of disabled people1 a central part of 
teacher education. By hearing directly 
from the disability community, teacher 
candidates can reframe disability as an 
identity that is shaped by social, cultural, 
and political forces. Individuals with 
disabilities can name and challenge 
assumptions about normalcy, inde-
pendence, and notions of intelligence. 
When teacher candidates engage with 
narratives from the disability communi-
ty, they have opportunities to critically 
examine their own biases and consider 
how ableist practices may limit par-
ticipation and belonging in general 
education classrooms. In addition, the 
inclusion of perspectives from disabled 
individuals challenges the traditional 
hierarchy of higher education, in which 
non-disabled professionals’ voices are 

the only ones heard in discussions about 
disability (Bialka et al., 2024). More-
over, when teacher educators establish 
the importance of positive disability 
dialogue, it reinforces and models ways 
that teacher candidates can do the same 
in their future classrooms. Research 
has shown that leaving disability out of 
classroom conversations can negatively 
impact the educational experiences and 
identity development of students with 
disabilities (Mueller, 2021; Orr & Good-
man, 2010).

While traditional teacher education 
programs often rely on conventional 
special education models and textbooks, 
these materials may not provide the full 
picture of disability. For instance, they 
often frame disability as something that 
needs to be fixed and leave out disabled 
individuals’ perspectives and positions 
(Brantlinger, 2006). To move toward 
more inclusive and authentic teach-
ing, teacher educators should first find 
ways to engage with content created 
by disabled people themselves. Social 

media platforms such as Instagram, 
TikTok, and Substack have become rich 
spaces where disabled activists share 
knowledge, community practices, and 
advocacy efforts. These platforms offer 
accessible entry points for discovering 
creators whose work centers disability 
justice and education equity. Engaging 
with such content can help teacher edu-
cators diversify course materials and in-
troduce students to content that supports 
inclusive pedagogies and models the 
importance of valuing disabled voices in 
education. Additionally, to meaningfully 
incorporate disability perspectives into 
courses, faculty should intentionally 
select texts that reflect positive and 
diverse disability experiences. These 
might include memoirs, documentaries, 
podcasts, or other works created by peo-
ple with disabilities. Such sources can 
offer authentic insights that challenge 
a deficit-based model of disability and 
foster critical reflection among preser-
vice teachers. Table 1 offers a list of 
recommended materials to help teacher 

TABLE 1: Suggested Course Materials Centering Disabled Voices

Category Title Author/Creator(s) Year
Book Being Heumann: An Unrepentant Memoir of a Disability Rights Activist Judith Heumann 2020

Documentary Crip Camp
James Lebrecht and Nicole 
Newnham

2020

Documentary Deaf President Now
Nyle DiMarco and Davis 
Guggenheim

2025

Book
Demystifying Disability: What to Know, What to Say, and How to Be an 
Ally

Emily Ladau 2021

Book Disability Visibility: First-Person Stories from the Twenty-First Century Alice Wong 2020

Documentary Forget Me Not Olivier Bernier 2021

Book Owning It: Our Disabled Childhoods in Our Own Words
Jen Campbell, James and 
Lucy Catchpole

2025

Book
Sipping Dom Pérignon Through a Straw: Reimagining Success as a 
Disabled Achiever

Eddie Ndopu 2023

Book Sitting Pretty: The View from My Ordinary Resilient Disabled Body Rebekah Taussig 2020

Book The Future is Disabled: Prophecies, Love Notes, and Mourning Songs
Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Sa-
marasinha

2022

Documentary The Ride Ahead: Love, Tattoos, and Other Disabled Things Samuel and Dan Habib 2024

Book We’re Not Broken: Changing the Autism Conversation Eric Garcia 2021

Note. This is a sample of materials that could be used in an introductory course on disability-related topics. All listed items center disabled voices and lived experience, as they were 
created by individuals with disabilities or their families. 
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educators get started.  
While texts and media can be effective 

in facilitating learning within teacher 
education programs, we advocate going 
beyond traditional teaching methods by 
focusing specifically on the power of 
lived experiences. Our experience high-
lights what can happen when teacher 
educators partner with the local disabil-
ity community and create opportunities 
in their courses for people with disabil-
ities to share their stories directly with 
future educators. This article represents 
collaboration on different levels. It is the 
result of the collaborative efforts of two 
faculty members within teacher educa-
tion programs from different institutions 
who each collaborate with self-advo-
cates from the autism community. We 
highlight how using contact-based 
interventions with disabled partners 
can bring essential insights to conver-
sations with preservice teachers and 
embed self-efficacy and collaboration 
into teacher education programming. By 
combining professional knowledge with 
the real-life experiences of people with 
disabilities, this article outlines how con-
tact-based interventions can advance the 
impact of teacher education programs 
and provides suggestions for potential 
adaptations by other institutions.

CONTACT-BASED 
INTERVENTIONS

Traditionally, contact-based interven-
tions have been used in the medical field 
as a means of reducing stigma sur-
rounding mental health (Gurung et al., 
2023). Described as “brief contact with 
a stranger that is quite different from 
naturally occurring contact, often com-
bined with an educational component,” 
contact-based interventions have been 
identified as the most effective approach 
for reducing stigma and discrimination 
(Jorm, 2020). For the purposes of this 
article, contact-based interventions 
are defined as differentiated learning 

experiences that combine classroom 
learning with presentations by individu-
als with personal stories related to class 
objectives. Direct contact with disabled 
people is intended to reduce stigmatized 
perceptions teacher candidates may hold 
about disability.

Recent literature emphasizes that 
preservice teachers’ attitudes toward 
educating students with diverse needs in 
inclusive classrooms are influenced by a 
variety of factors, such as their personal 
experiences, cultural backgrounds, indi-
vidual beliefs, and the inclusive teaching 
approaches presented during their teach-
er education programs (Beacham & 
Rouse, 2012; Forlin et al., 2009; Ismai-
los et al., 2022; Tiwari, 2024). Because 
experiences within teacher education 
programs impact the successful inclu-
sion of students with disabilities into 
general education classrooms, all such 
programs must adapt to more effective-
ly prepare preservice teachers with the 
knowledge, strategies, and confidence 
required to support the diverse needs of 
all learners. As demonstrated by Rosen-
baum et. al. (1986), high quality, direct 
contact with disabled people can be ef-
fective in decreasing stigma. Integrating 
contact-based interventions that feature 
personal stories of disability and self-ad-
vocacy is one way teacher education 
programs can offer students meaningful 
and direct interactions with individuals 
who have disabilities. 

Contact-Based Interventions 
Across Two University Programs

The authors of this article came 
together to discuss how contact-based 
interventions are currently being used in 
introductory special education courses. 
At The Ohio State University, this is the 
only course on disability that preservice 
general education majors take. The 
majority of preservice teachers who 
enroll are in their third or fourth year of 
programming, with some enrolled in stu-

dent teaching placements concurrently 
with this class. At Buffalo State Uni-
versity, preservice teachers are usually 
in their first or second year of program-
ming, hailing from varying education 
majors and age/grade levels (e.g., sec-
ondary English education, social studies 
education, music education, career and 
technical education, elementary educa-
tion, early childhood education). This is 
one of the few courses where preservice 
teachers will learn about disability. Since 
these preservice teachers will assume 
many different teaching roles upon 
graduation, we often reinforce the shared 
responsibility for providing differentiat-
ed instruction and supporting disabled 
students in general education settings.  

Across both universities, the introduc-
tory course addresses student learning 
objectives pertaining to the history of 
inclusion, accessibility laws, and differ-
entiated learning practices for students 
classified as having a disability under 
IDEA. Both instructors are faculty with 
backgrounds in special education and 
implement similar teaching strategies 
to leverage applicable assignments 
that shape perceptions of disability. 
They both integrate personal stories 
from self-advocates with disabilities, 
including texts by disabled authors, to 
reinforce inclusive pedagogies. Specific 
to this article, the faculty highlights first 
-hand accounts from two collaborative 
partners from the disability community: 
Kaylie Clinton and John Mitchell Uli-
barri, often called “Mitch.” 

Meet the Self-Advocates:  
Kaylie and Mitch

Kaylie is a 21-year-old graduate 
of Williamsville South High School, 
located just outside Buffalo, New 
York. She is an avid learner with a wide 
range of interests, including reading, 
writing, musical theater, and cheering on 
her favorite football team, the Buffalo 
Bills. Kaylie’s passion for advocacy and 
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education has led her to engage with 
preservice teachers by sharing her lived 
experience as a person with a disability. 
Her journey as a communicator began in 
her teenage years, when she was invited 
to respond to a book written by fellow 
spellers—individuals who use spelling 
to communicate. Since that time, her 
writing and public speaking have contin-
ued to evolve. Most recently, Kaylie pre-
sented at the TASH National Conven-
tion, where she spoke to professionals, 
families, and individuals with disabili-
ties, answering questions and offering 
insight. Her work reflects a commitment 
to fostering understanding and inclusion 
in educational spaces. Dr. McCabe and 
Kaylie initially connected through an 
email inquiry from Kaylie that had been 
printed and displayed above the copier 
at the university. The email expressed a 
desire to be a guest speaker in education 
classes, so Dr. McCabe reached out to 
her for a collaboration. 

Mitchell is an author and advocate 
whose work centers on sharing his ex-
periences as an individual on the autism 
spectrum. He has written three books 
(soon to be four) about his childhood, 
offering insight into life on the spectrum 
from a deeply personal perspective. In 
addition to his published work, Mitch 
hosts a blog and podcast titled Rules for 
a Greattastic Life, where he reflects on 
his adult experiences and continues to 
build understanding and connection. He 
currently works at New Story Schools, 
the same institution he attended follow-
ing his diagnosis, bringing his journey 
full circle. Beyond storytelling, Mitchell 
is passionate about building friend-
ships—a meaningful pursuit shaped by 
the limited social connections he experi-
enced growing up. Dr. Fast and Mitchell 
initially connected when he was a high 
school student working in her son’s 
classroom. After Mitch graduated, Dr. 
Fast reached out to ask if he would share 
his personal experiences with inclusion 

and exclusion as part of her university 
coursework. This connection has since 
grown into an effective partnership that 
offers preservice teachers meaningful 
collaboration.

Why Contact-Based 
Intervention?

Ed Roberts, a leading figure of the 
international disability rights movement, 
emphasizes that “when others speak 
for you, you lose” (Charlton, 1998). 
When aligned with content that priori-
tizes knowledge from those with lived 
disability experience, contact-based in-
terventions can help ensure voices from 
the disability community are recognized 
and heard within preservice teacher 
training. By implementing such inter-
ventions, teacher educators can offer 
teacher candidates a critical, asset-based 
framework that challenges them to resist 
deficit-driven special education models 
(Ashby, 2012; Broderick & Lalvani, 
2017).

Contact-based interventions introduce 
personal stories from individuals with 
disabilities into learning, often offering 
powerful insights that can reshape how 
we prepare future educators. Rather than 
relying solely on textbooks or tradi-
tional methods, hearing directly from 
people with lived experience brings a 
human-centered perspective that is often 
missing in teacher training. For exam-
ple, Kaylie shared that speaking with 
university students helps her feel seen 
“as a person first, rather than a label,” 
and Mitch reflected on how becoming 
an advocate allowed him to be the kind 
of support he once needed as a student. 
These reflections remind us that educa-
tional systems have historically over-
looked or marginalized disabled voices 
and that meaningful change begins 
by listening. This article centers those 
voices, offering practical ways to bring 
lived experience into the classroom and 
strengthen inclusive practices in teacher 

education programs.
Integrating the voices and personal 

narratives of individuals with disabilities 
into teacher education courses enriches 
learning and promotes inclusive educa-
tional practices. Faculty aiming to foster 
inclusive learning environments should 
intentionally invite disabled people to 
share their perspectives on relevant 
course topics. Both Mitchell and Kaylie 
tell personal stories about navigating 
both inclusive and exclusionary educa-
tional settings. These authentic stories 
not only humanize course content but 
can deepen student understanding and 
empathy.

Integrating Contact-Based 
Intervention into Teacher 
Education Coursework

Across both universities, con-
tact-based interventions have been used 
to successfully promote similar goals 
and emphasize that teachers have the 
ability to impact and serve all students, 
including those with disabilities. In 
addition to knowledge-based instruction 
and theory of education, coursework is 
designed to offer students with examples 
of lessons, strategies for differentiation, 
and experiences that lead to real-world 
applications of inclusive practices in 
everyday environments, both in the 
classroom and beyond. In addition to 
these experiences, both instructors also 
involve stories from experts with lived 
experience of disability. In this way, 
self-advocacy is leveraged as a peda-
gogical tool and a powerful strategy 
for promoting inclusion, empathy, and 
understanding of the needs of disabled 
students. These interventions and part-
nerships have proven to be effective and 
can be adapted for use in other teacher 
education programs. In the following 
section, we offer suggested steps for 
teacher educators to effectively incor-
porate contact-based interventions into 
their courses. 



FAST ET AL.  |   55

Step One: Remind Teacher 
Candidates that Education  
is a Journey

Many preservice teachers begin their 
careers with limited classroom experi-
ence, which can feel overwhelming at 
first. As such, it is important to remind 
them that teaching is a journey—one 
that starts with curiosity, openness, 
and a willingness to grow. Just like 
the excitement of setting out on a new 
trip, the early stages of teacher educa-
tion should be filled with energy and a 
positive mindset. Research suggests that 
a teacher’s belief in their ability to work 
with students with disabilities predicts 
their attitude and willingness to engage 
in inclusive settings, with stronger sens-
es of personal efficacy linked to more 
positive attitudes (Brownell & Pajares, 
1999; Lifshitz et al., 2004; Lopes et al., 
2004; McHatton & Parker, 2013). One 
way to strengthen this sense of efficacy 
in preservice educators is by exposing 
them to the lived experiences of people 
with disabilities. Encourage your content 
experts to share their own journeys as a 
way to inspire new teachers, as Kaylie 
and Mitch do in the following stories. 

Kaylie’s Words:  My educational 
journey was a “long and winding 
road” (thanks, Dad, for my love of 
oldies!) I started at a school for Au-
tistics. At that time, I couldn’t really 
communicate, so I think the teachers 
assumed I was developmentally 
disabled. They used ABA [Applied 
Behavior Analysis], which was more 
training than teaching. I didn’t learn 
much, but to be honest, the repeti-
tion was a comfortable way to get 
through the day. The food rewards 
weren’t too bad either!

Beginning in sixth grade, I went 
to a public school, where I was 
in a self-contained class. I had 
also begun to learn to type, which 
caused an explosion of learning, or 
rather, my ability to demonstrate 

my learning. I had been absorb-
ing my whole life, but now I could 
“wring out” what I knew! Because 
of this, I began to be mainstreamed 
into academic classes the following 
year. 

Mainstreaming rocked! I learned 
so much, and I loved the challenge. 
One advantage in middle school 
was that my aide support was 
consistent, and I was comfortable 
with her. That made a huge differ-
ence. In high school, I often felt 
like a burden—or an afterthought. 
I was assigned to support staff who 
were not trained to work with me; 
some were even afraid of me. That 
lack of that consistency affected my 
success in high school, something 
I am still upset about, years after 
graduation.

Don’t get me wrong—I learned 
a ton in high school! But without 
consistent support from someone 
trained to work with me, I couldn’t 
communicate my learning, or when 
I was confused or overwhelmed. 
That led to outbursts, which, frank-
ly, scared teachers and peers, and 
further alienated me. High school 
was, many times, a very lonely 
period of time. But I persevered and 
earned a Regents Diploma, some-
thing I am very proud of!

Mitch’s Words: My education-
al experiences vary based on the 
grade I was in and the school I was 
attending. Elementary school was 
not good for me due to the lack of 
support that was necessary for me, 
since I was undiagnosed. Middle 
school was a better experience 
for me because, now that I was 
diagnosed with autism, I had better 
support in the new school. Howev-
er, during those years, I was strug-
gling with internalized self-doubt 
because instead of simply being 
quirky, I had to learn how to live 

with a disability. My years in high 
school were the most successful of 
all my years of schooling because 
of the internship program offered. It 
gave me the freedom to learn in the 
way I needed, and it also gradually 
helped me become more confident 
as an autistic person.

Step Two: Model Success  
Through Stories 

When teaching in inclusive settings, 
many teachers report uncertainty, 
negative attitudes, and a lack of com-
petence and confidence regarding the 
integration of disabled students (de Boer 
et al., 2011; McHatton & Parker, 2013).  
Similarly, research by Shade and Stewart 
(2001) indicates that teachers may feel 
simultaneously hopeful about the goals 
of inclusion and overwhelmed by the 
challenges it presents. It is common for 
both new and experienced teachers to 
question their ability to effectively sup-
port diverse learners. These doubts are 
understandable, but they also highlight 
the need for practical, relatable examples 
in teacher education. As a teacher educa-
tor, you can ask self-advocates to high-
light things that teachers have done to 
support their learning as well as actions 
that have created barriers for them in 
the classroom. When Kaylie and Mitch 
share first-hand accounts with preservice 
teachers, they provide contextual exam-
ples that can support teacher candidates’ 
confidence levels and generate ideas for 
future inclusive teaching strategies.

Kaylie’s Words: I think teach-
ers have a lot of power to make 
school successful. Special educa-
tion teachers should communicate 
constantly with general education 
teachers. They need to be their 
students’ greatest advocate, and 
need to work with general ed-
ucation teachers, support staff, 
and administration to coordinate 
the students’ programs and sup-
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port services. General education 
teachers should not hesitate to ask 
for help when needed and should 
include individuals with disabilities 
as much as possible. When this was 
done for me, school was fun, I was 
held to high expectations and was 
successful!

School was less successful 
when mainstreaming wasn’t well 
planned. General education teach-
ers shouldn’t be “surprised” by a 
mainstreamed placement, or left to 
fend for themselves after the student 
arrives. Most importantly—train 
the support staff! It is extremely un-
fair to them, the general education 
teacher, and the student, as well as 
their non-disabled peers, to go into 
a situation completely unprepared. 
Setting up students for success is 
time consuming and political, but 
so very necessary!

Mitch’s Words: Before I was 
diagnosed, my peers didn’t know 
what was “wrong with” me. At 
that time, I had a crush on my best 
friend Sam. When my teachers 
noticed our connection and gave 
her the responsibility of being my 
peer buddy, this made my time in 
elementary school better. 

There were also times when 
teachers made my life more chal-
lenging. I was diagnosed before 
Autism had become a pop culture 
thing (early on it felt like it was 
just Rain Man and me who had 
it). So, before I was diagnosed, 
my classmates thought I was just 
a little weird for no reason; in my 
first year of middle school, before I 
transferred to a different school, it 
felt like the teachers were reinforc-
ing, and even actively participating, 
in that belief. 

Kaylie’s and Mitch’s insights are an 
example of how lived experiences, both 
positive and negative, are essential in 

shaping inclusive and effective teacher 
education. During her presentations, 
Kaylie emphasizes the critical role 
teachers play in student success, noting 
that when special and general education 
teachers collaborate, communicate, and 
advocate together, students thrive. She 
shares that her most positive school ex-
periences came when she was included, 
held to high expectations, and supported 
by a well-prepared team, including a 
support staff who understood her needs. 
In contrast, poorly planned mainstream-
ing efforts left her feeling unsupported 
and set up for failure. Mitch’s reflections 
echo this need for intentionality. Before 
his autism diagnosis, he often felt mis-
understood by both peers and teachers. 
However, when educators recognized 
his strengths and created opportunities 
for connection, specifically through the 
use of a peer buddy, his school experi-
ence improved. Both voices highlight 
that inclusive education is not just about 
placement; it is about preparation, em-
pathy, and educators’ willingness to see 
and support the whole student.

Step Three: Amplifying Lived 
Experience in Teacher Education

Incorporating self-advocates into 
teacher education models the importance 
of amplifying student voice in inclu-
sive education. When individuals with 
disabilities share real-world examples, 
they highlight the importance of differ-
entiation and individualized support and 
reinforce the need to create classroom 
environments that are responsive to all 
learners. In addition, these partnerships 
can allow preservice teachers to share 
their thoughts and questions in a space 
that is welcoming and inclusive. 

Actively involving preservice teachers 
in the process of contact-based interven-
tions can make them more meaningful 
experiences. You might prepare students 
ahead of time by using differentiated 
learning techniques, such as free-writes, 

jigsaws, or turn-and-talk activities, to 
help them generate thoughtful questions 
and ideas. These strategies not only 
encourage reflection but also ensure 
that teacher candidates are ready to 
engage in meaningful dialogue with 
guest speakers.

For online or virtual visits, instructors 
can invite preservice teachers to submit 
questions in advance and share them 
with the presenter. This helps create a 
more personalized and purposeful ex-
perience for everyone involved. Wheth-
er in person or online, these interactive 
approaches help preservice teachers 
connect theory to practice, model inclu-
sive teaching strategies, and recognize 
the value of lived experience in shaping 
their understanding of disability and 
inclusion. In these stories, Kaylie and 
Mitch share what it is like to have this 
voice and to interact with preservice 
teachers in the university classroom. 

Kaylie’s Words: I love the advocacy 
work I’m doing at the university level! 
First off, it allows me to spend time 
with non-disabled peers, which is so 
much fun! I really like the idea that I 
can teach them—being the “helper” 
rather than the “helped” is a wonderful 
reversal of roles. I think it also allows 
college students, especially those 
going into education or other “helping 
professions,” such as occupational 
therapy, physical therapy or speech/
language pathology, to meet an individ-
ual with a disability in a more casual 
way. 

I encourage the students to ask 
questions, and they don’t disappoint! 
I feel like answering questions teach-
es the students to see me as a person 
first, rather than a label or diagnosis. 
Answering questions is my favorite part 
of presenting—questions range from 
personal, like how I met my boyfriend, 
to very thoughtful, like how it feels to 
be unseen and unheard. Answering 
these questions allows me to be com-
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pletely honest with them and shows the 
students how much we are alike.

Mitch’s Words: It’s a little surreal. 
When I was in high school, I wished 
that there had been advocates helping 
my teachers out in my early education, 

and now I’ve hopefully become what 
young Mitchell wanted for another kid. 

Kaylie’s and Mitch’s reflections pow-
erfully illustrate why amplifying the 
voices of individuals with disabilities 
is essential in teacher education. Kaylie 

shared how meaningful it is to engage 
with university students as a peer and 
teacher—flipping the traditional dy-
namic of being the one helped to being 
the one who helps. Her favorite mo-
ments come from answering students’ 

Challenging Assumptions: Hearing directly from self-advocates helped teacher candidates confront and rethink their assumptions about 
disability. 

• “We cannot underestimate the ability of students with disabilities, especially those that are highly capable of the same things that stu-
dents without disabilities are.”

• “This is a little hard for me to admit but speaking and interacting with Kaylie made me a little more aware of my unintentional bias or 
maybe misunderstanding about her disability. I enjoyed her sense of humor and really appreciated her vulnerability. It was so eye-open-
ing.”

• “Something that really stood out to me in your presentation is the importance of teaching children boundaries in friendships and all rela-
tionships. I think this is something that some adults may assume to be common sense but is an extremely important lesson for all students 
to learn and practice.”

Value of Lived Experience: Teacher candidates found the personal and honest sharing by the presenters to be powerful and eye-opening, 
offering insight into the lived experience of disability. 

• “Hearing about your journey allowed us to see the world through your eyes, which sparked meaningful discussions and reflections 
among my classmates and I.”

• “I’ve never interacted with family members or friends who are on the autism spectrum, so hearing about your struggles with classmates, 
teachers, and even self-confidence was striking. And I say that because I’ve learned everyone on the autism spectrum has different experi-
ences and stories to tell, so hearing yours is eye-opening.”

• “I know that the saying goes, ‘If you meet one kid with autism, then you’ve only met one kid with autism,’ but it’s a lot harder in practice 
to not resort to generalization to an issue. Kaylie showed me other aspects of the experiences of autism that I had not considered before.”

High Expectations and Support: Teacher candidates empathized with the need to hold high expectations while providing supports for 
students with disabilities. 

• “Some key insights I learned today were to always hold your students up to a high standard to be met. Kaylie emphasized the fact that if 
she wasn’t held to a higher standard and wasn’t given the opportunity, she would not have gotten to where she was today.”

• “Be aware of students’ disabilities in order to support their needs but never use the disorder as a crutch or a reason to doubt the stu-
dent’s true abilities.”

• “Hearing a self-advocate with complex communication needs has deepened my understanding of inclusion. It emphasized the impor-
tance of respecting diverse communication styles and providing tailored support.”

Relevance and Lasting Impact on Practice: The presentations were viewed as highly relevant to teacher preparation and inspired candi-
dates to apply inclusive practices in their future classrooms and commit to continue learning from the disability community.  

• “Hearing Kaylie’s presentation gave a better and more direct insight into life with her disability which leads to a greater understanding of 
how to approach students in similar situations.”

• “I loved how she said that every student has something to offer and that it is the teacher’s job to help find that. I think that brought to 
light why I want to go into this career path.”

• “Mitchell, thank you for coming into our classroom and sharing your story with all of us. I really enjoyed hearing your journey growing up, 
and how differing circumstances affected not only your performance in school, but your emotional well-being. Touching on both of these 
subjects really put into perspective and reinforced the idea of how much of an impact a teacher (as well as school members) has on their 
students’ lives long-term.”

FIGURE 1: Responses from Teacher Candidates
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questions, which allow her to be seen 
as a whole person, not just a diagnosis. 
Mitch echoed this importance, reflect-
ing on how his role as an advocate now 
fulfills a need he once had as a student 
to help his teachers understand him 
better. 

THE IMPACT OF CONTACT-
BASED LEARNING: YES! IT 
WORKS.

Existing literature, including find-
ings on the effects of training, suggest 
that contact-based interventions are 
an effective way to decrease stigma 
and increase knowledge of disability 
among preservice educators (Gilles-
pie-Lynch et al., 2015). In exploring 
whether contact-based interventions 
were effective in our university class-
rooms, we used two different strategies 
to assess preservice teachers’ knowl-
edge and perspectives. First, preservice 
teachers completed surveys before and 
after a classroom visit in which a guest 
speaker shared personal stories, offered 
feedback, and answered questions, 
creating a space for authentic dia-
logue. While the survey tool had some 
limitations as far as alignment with the 
course goals, the results still revealed 
meaningful changes in student thinking. 
Key takeaways include:

•	 Understanding individual 
differences: Before the visit, 
some preservice teachers be-
lieved children with autism were 
very similar to one another. 
After hearing the speaker’s story, 
nearly all recognized the diversi-
ty within the autism community, 
showing increased awareness of 
individual differences.

•	 Support for inclusion: Preser-
vice teachers already believed 
in inclusive education, but after 
the presentation, more expressed 
strong confidence in integrating 
autistic students into general 

education settings. Their views 
became more nuanced, reflecting 
deeper consideration of what 
inclusion truly means.

•	 Clarifying misconceptions: A 
significant number of preservice 
teachers initially were not sure 
whether children with autism 
could “outgrow” it. After the 
intervention, nearly all correctly 
understood that autism is a life-
long condition, and uncertainty 
dropped to zero.

•	 Value of peer relationships: 
Preservice teachers increasing-
ly affirmed the importance of 
encouraging interactions be-
tween students with autism and 
their typically developing peers, 
recognizing these relationships as 
key to successful inclusion.

•	 Role of general education 
teachers: While most preservice 
teachers disagreed with the idea 
that only special education teach-
ers can support autistic students, 
the post-survey showed a broad-
er range of opinions. This shift 
suggests that preservice teachers 
began to see the role of general 
educators as part of a larger sup-
port system.

•	 Confidence in teaching: After 
the presentation, more preservice 
teachers strongly agreed that 
general education teachers can 
make a meaningful difference 
for students with autism. This re-
flects growing confidence in their 
own ability to support diverse 
learners.

Secondly, we collected exit tickets 
from preservice teachers after Kaylie 
and Mitch presented at each univer-
sity. Our students found the presen-
tations highly valuable, informative, 
and engaging. Responses written by 
preservice teachers indicated that 
hearing from self-advocates challenged 

their own assumptions about disabil-
ities. Many appreciated the speaker’s 
honest and personal sharing of life and 
school experiences, which provided an 
impactful and eye-opening perspec-
tive on lived experience of disability. 
Preservice teachers reflected on the im-
portance of holding high expectations 
and providing support for their future 
students. Kaylie’s and Mitch’s presen-
tations were praised for being direct, 
thoughtful, and rich with practical strat-
egies and insights applicable to general 
education settings. Notably, preservice 
teachers wrote about how learning from 
self-advocates will impact their future 
practice and indicated their willingness 
to continue learning from the disability 
community to incorporate more inclu-
sive teaching practices in their future 
classrooms. Figure 1 provides a sample 
of responses from teacher candidates. 

Overall, the inclusion of Autistic 
guest speakers helped preservice teach-
ers move beyond textbook knowledge. 
It gave them a chance to hear directly 
from individuals with lived experience, 
reinforcing the importance of listening, 
empathy, and inclusive practices. For 
faculty looking to enrich their courses, 
inviting self-advocates into the class-
room can be a powerful way to connect 
theory with real-world understanding.

IMPLICATIONS FOR 
PRACTICE

Preparing effective educators be-
gins long before they enter their own 
classrooms, making the quality of 
preservice teacher education a critical 
factor in long-term success. Kaylie and 
Mitch have proven to be an invaluable 
source and wealth of information for 
our preservice educators. In explor-
ing the implications of contact-based 
interventions, outcomes span two key 
areas: first, providing higher education 
professionals with strategies to more ef-
fectively design, structure, and deliver 
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disability-related content in teacher ed-
ucation programs; and second, offering 
practical insights and resources directly 
applicable to preservice teachers as 
they navigate their training. 

Hearing stories from individuals 
with disabilities who once navigated 
the education system themselves is 
a valuable experience, not only for 
preservice educators but also for faculty 
who work in teacher education pro-
grams. The firsthand accounts of people 
with lived experience offer insights 
that traditional training materials often 
miss. While faculty may be experts in 
pedagogy, policy, or research, con-
tact-based interventions bring a human 
dimension that deepens preservice 
teachers’ understanding and challenges 
their assumptions. Ultimately, when 
teacher educators also engage with 
these voices, they are better equipped 
to prepare future teachers who are not 
only knowledgeable but also compas-
sionate and inclusive in their teaching. 
Kaylie shared, “I think college pro-
fessors need to put aside textbooks in 
favor of real, immersive learning. There 
needs to be a balance between book 
learning and practical experiences. 
Having individuals with disabilities in 
the classroom provides this exposure in 
a more comfortable way.”

FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND 
CLOSING THOUGHTS

Positive and negative narratives of 
lived disability experience in education-
al settings can challenge assumptions 
about disability, encourage reflection on 
ableism in traditional special education 
practices, and promote strategies to 
improve educational experiences and 
outcomes. When designing coursework 
to inform preservice educators about the 
importance of recognizing and serving 
students with disabilities in classroom 
settings, teacher educators can collab-
orate with disabled individuals as an 
effective way to humanize disability and 
encourage critical thinking about equity 
across educational settings. This type 
of feedback goes beyond textbooks and 
theory, providing future teachers with 
authentic advice. 

As we reflect back on the informa-
tion shared throughout this article and 
look ahead to new practices that can be 
used in teacher education, Kaylie’s and 
Mitch’s voices remind us why collabo-
ration is so important. Their stories offer 
an essential perspective, not only for 
preservice teachers but also for facul-
ty involved in teacher education. By 
creating space for these voices, we move 
closer to building classrooms that are 
truly inclusive, empathetic, and respon-
sive. In the words of Kaylie, “Individu-
als with disabilities are individuals first, 
and disabilities second. It takes time 
and effort, but it is essential for teachers 
to get to know their students.” And, in 
Mitch’s words, “You, as authority figures 
in school, have the ability to shape a 
special needs child’s life, whether they 
are in your class or in a coworker’s 
class.” Use of contact-based interven-
tions and continued research into the 
benefits of this strategy will contribute 
meaningfully to teacher education strat-
egies for promoting inclusion through 
collaboration. 
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