
Morgan: So how long have you been teaching courses on special education.  

 

Ashton: I started adjusting courses on special education back in 2003.  

 

Morgan: Oh wow, and you said you were an adjunct so you were doing what else?   

 

Ashton: Doctoral work.   

 

Morgan: Oh interesting.   

 

Ashton: So I was a grad student. Well yeah.   

 

Morgan: OK. And before you started teaching did you have any experience working with 

students with disabilities?  

 

Ashton: I was a special ed teacher for two years and I was an inclusive sixth grade teacher for 

two years.  

 

Morgan: Can you touch on that a little bit for me. Like what influenced you to influence future 

teachers?  

 

Ashton: Sure. So my first job was teaching sixth grade in an inclusive setting and that was that 

was really cool. I then moved and took another job as a high school special ed teacher and I 

moved to a different state. I moved from New York to Virginia and the D.C. area and I wanted 

always wanted to go to teach high school special. That was just what I wanted to do. And so I 

had an opportunity to do that when I moved. (pauses to think) I was frustrated when I moved to 

Virginia with the way things were there things were different things were actually better in New 

York than they were in Virginia. This was back in the late 90s and I saw that we had students 

with a lot of needs and we weren't really giving them what they needed. And I as a teacher I 

wasn't qualified to give them all of my students were largely labeled with emotional and 

behavioral emotional; behavior disabilities and they were not getting supports for that for that 

disability all they basically got was me as a teacher and I'm not a counselor or a therapist and I'm 

not a social worker or any of those things. So what I saw was that I saw that there were students 



who very much could learn and wanted to learn but really didn't have the supports that they 

needed to be successful and so they often got kicked out and sent away. Years down the road I 

was back supervising student teachers probably around also 2003 in that window of time. And 

what I noticed, and I thought that maybe you know things would have changed in seven or eight 

years would have, something things of changed in almost ten years. And even back in New York 

now at that time things really haven't changed a lot. There were still a lot of students who were 

not having their needs met. And I was kind of dismayed that we weren't doing better. So I would 

say that as I continue to do my doctoral work a lot of my focus became on “why is the system 

not changing? Why are things not getting better? Why are we still not meeting the needs of 

students?” And so that's the mission I take him with me to a teacher ed, is we can't just keep 

doing the same thing. We have to do it differently. We have to see the problems that are there 

and we have to name the problems. And so that's kind of how as I saw throughout my career and 

throughout my history I have been able to see the problems and through becoming a Professor 

I'm learning a language and a structure and having a place where I can maybe do something to 

help those problems be less.  

 

Morgan: I like that because even like I see with my field placement like you see small little 

problems and that's because they're educated so long ago that times are changing but they're not 

necessarily changing. So you talked about the problems that you've seen, so during your 

professional career how often have you seen positive change?   

 

Ashton: Sure, I think that if you take a big step back we’ve made a lot of improvement in having 

students with disabilities including in general ed settings. We’re not where we need to be and if 

you are labled emotional behavior disabled you’re still largely excluded because those students 

tend to scare people and I don’t necessarily agree with that. But I think that we’re doing better at 

educating kids in general ed environments, we have a long way to go in that. I do think there are 

growing populations of people in power who are thinking differently about things, still a 

minority, but you have administrators who see things in ways that aren’t very different from the 

way that I see things. You have teachers, because I’ve been teaching and I am not the only 

person who teaches about the problems in special education, there are quite a few of us, so we 

are putting out new teachers who can see the problems and so by seeing the problems you’re 

doing good. So that’s a positive change if that makes sense. So, I feel like we have more 

important, more critical conversations that are being held and kids are being educated in gen ed 

environments, included more, there’s still a lot of room to improve though.  

 

Morgan: Yeah because you have a lot of like the 12-1-1 classrooms and they sound really great 

but they're also a segregated classroom. So I feel like the social part like the students need the 

social engagement of all of their peers not just the special education peers and that's what bothers 

me I think the most.  



 

Ashton: Well if we keep them in special ed classrooms with only kids with disabilities for 12 

years. When they exit the school system, how were we expecting them to fit into the general 

population when they've never ever been a part of it? And then we're surprised when they don't 

have jobs or when they don't have a social life or when they don't have… you know or they end 

up in jail or they make decisions. It's not surprising because they've never learned how to be in 

quote “the regular world.”  

 

Morgan: So I know you advocate for students with disabilities a lot and you do some stuff on 

campus with that, so what is like one major change or several major changes that you foreseen or 

encouraged here on campus.  

 

Ashton: This year I was asked to chair the President's Council on diversity and inclusion which 

is a college wide council where we've probably got about 25 people from across all academic 

areas and departments and divisions where we get together and we help guide the colleges work 

in Equity Diversity and inclusion. I work very closely with the Chief Diversity Officer Dr. 

Archie. He's the person who has appointed me to this job. And so what I get to do now is I get to 

know…the colleges is a flawed every structure is flawed, schools are flawed, every structure 

needs to get better and I teach my teachers to go out into a flawed structure and do better this 

year I'm doing that myself. I'm involved in the college as a structure and I'm trying to help it do 

better. So that's taking a lot of my time and my energy and it is incredibly rewarding and I and I 

like having that opportunity to do that.  

 

Morgan: So as one of your past students I obviously know about the ties program but in the 

interest of the transcript and everything. Can you tell me a little bit about the times program that 

you run on the weekends and what benefits come out of this program for not only the people 

with disabilities but the experience that your students get doing this.   

 

Ashton: Sure. So the Ties program I'll start with benefits to people in the community. So there 

are limited opportunities for people with disabilities particularly developmental disabilities to 

engage in meaningful community activities. And so this particularly although it's not limited to 

older kids older people once is once a person exits the public education system finding supports 

and community engagement activities is increasingly challenging if they live in assisted living or 

in a group home or, then they're not they are only able to engage in a certain type of activity. 

TIES is something that we can provide to people who are still living with their parents beyond 

school age so many of our participants will stay in school until they're 21. Some of our 

participants will, actually all of our participants over the age of 21 into their 40s are living with 

their parents. And so the TIES program provides a social experience for them in a space where 



maybe they wouldn't have as many opportunities. There are other opportunities we're not the 

only one, but it is one more space and to be able to socialize and hang out with college students 

and we range in age from 20 to even into our 40s as our college students do. So we provide 

meaningful peer interactions for people with disabilities in the community. We also get to 

provide, one of the things that, I encourage the students to do is to provide choice and freedom 

and the ability to tell what they do or do not like about whatever it is that we're doing and I feel 

like a lot of times programs for people with disabilities are more focused in on what are the 

objectives and what are we getting people to do and how can we measure their growth instead. 

And not really looking at well what do they want to do. And so I feel like we also provide a 

space where we don't have an agenda our agenda is hang out be social because humans need to 

be social. And so I think that that provides a very unstructured but very welcome space for some 

of our participants. As for the college students I noticed that a lot of people who want to become 

teachers don't have a lot of experience with people with disabilities particularly people with 

development developmental disabilities. We still are also segregating many to most of our 

students with developmental disabilities in schools. And I do believe that a lot of that segregation 

comes from fear, fear of not knowing how to meet the needs of a student who maybe doesn't 

speak using spoken language but uses sign or uses other communication boards, perhaps fear of 

not being able to give them everything that they need, perhaps fear of not understanding their 

behaviors. And so I feel like the TIES program gives my students an opportunity to get to know 

a human and to challenge that fear or to at least make them understand that there really isn't 

anything to fear there. So it's kind of rethinking what they may or may not think they know about 

themselves as someone who can be with or support a person with a disability. I also think that, 

and I alluded to it a little bit. It's important that they spend time with these our participants are 

community participants not being a teacher, not having a lesson plan, not having an agenda 

because in order to be a good teacher I believe you need to get to know your students, you need 

to get to know who they are and what they like. And often teachers it's, there's so much to do 

there's so many responsibilities that it's easy to kind of just be stuck in a lesson plan. So the TIES 

program really gives opportunities for getting to know people. I've added a second component I 

think since you were in my class because I'm not sure when you in my class?  

 

Morgan: Last spring.  

 

Ashton: So did we have to have the program leaders? Did I have former students running it?  

 

Morgan: Yeah  

 

Ashton: So that's another thing that I've adopted recently. So my former students continue on as 

program leaders and they are doing a lot of the leading of it now which provides them with even 

more confidence in working with people with developmental disabilities but also managing their 



peers or being taking on leadership roles of understanding how complex sometimes it is to think 

about all of the things that go into creating a safe and inclusive environment. And that's what 

that's one of the things that I think that the program leaders get out of it is really understanding 

that we can we can make an environment very safe and successful and inclusive for someone 

with some minor adjustments and so that's giving them opportunities to look at that.  

 

Morgan: That was good. That was a lot of information. I like it that’s what I want. So during the 

duration of the times events and when everybody comes and hangs out together have you run 

into any challenges and can you touch on those a little bit.  

 

Ashton: Sure. Sometimes parents don't want let go. I don't know if this is where, if that's kind of 

what you're looking for there but the parents of the community participants they're very 

protective and rightfully so, every parent is very protective of their children. I have three 

children. I'm incredibly protective of them. But often times parents of kids with disabilities are 

on the defense because their kids are thrown out of programs or they're told about problems with 

them or every time they leave them something bad happens. And I think some of our challenges 

has been for some of the parents teaching them that a little space is OK and that their kid will be 

OK and understanding that maybe the parent needs to be out in the hallway for their own peace 

of mind but that it's good for their child and it's good for my students and it's good for them to 

have a little space between their child and themselves even for just a little bit of time.   

 

Morgan: You're kind of touching on my next question that there are people of all ages that attend 

the program and you've gotten to know pretty well over the years. Has any of their family 

members hindered their social development.   

 

Ashton: I think there are times of that. I think there are. I mean they're not every parent, every 

parent is different. But I do think that we have had some situations where you know we needed 

to talk to a parent about their child's behavior that day and that and that parent responded by not 

bringing their kid back and this was sometimes some of the people that have been around for a 

while. And I do think that it hinders their development because social development and I think 

also the parents some of the parents really feel like having objectives and assessments and 

outcomes is really, is really all that their kid needs and that a program like ours where “Well 

what are you working on.” We're hanging out because that's what people do. I think that the 

belief that there always has to be something to be measured and growth has to be always 

accounted for can hinder a kid's growth or a person's growth because they are not all children, 

but can hinder a person's growth. So yeah I do sometimes think, but not all the time. Sometimes 

the parents are really great and sometimes the parents are really close by because they need to be 

and we're grateful. So I think that it's hard, it's hard to know, it's a hard call to make but I would 



say that sometimes yeah a fear of, a fear, the parent's own fear can get in the way of the kid's 

growth.   

 

Morgan: The goes in the whole scope of students with disabilities and in schools and not in 

school, but if there was one thing you could change like right now without thinking about the 

cost and how it would be implemented what would it be and how come?  

 

Ashton: I would have no fewer than two teachers in every class, I didn’t even think about that 

until right now. It's not something I think about. I would say if I could have anything in the 

world, I think that every class would be better with two teachers a general and teacher and 

special ed teacher. I believe that that would be the best thing we can do and at the end if we have 

every class with that we don't have to cluster groups of kids with disabilities in general ed classes 

and call it the inclusive class. When you've got 10 kids with IEPs out of 25 students because 

that's not inclusive that's 10 kids with a lot of needs in one space. If every class had two teachers, 

we could have students with disabilities dispersed at a very low rate and their needs wouldn't be 

so overwhelming for some people because we would have enough resource management to make 

the space successful but instead we think about if the kid can't make it we need to get them out 

and put them someplace else. My argument would be what if we made what if we really put our 

resources into making our gendered environments a place where everyone could be successful, 

and I think to teachers would do that and would be good for all students. It would be good for 

your students as well. My kids have had situations where they've had either a T.A. a full time 

teacher's assistant in the class with their teacher or two teachers. And my own kids who don't 

have disabilities have found that to be beneficial. And so I think that that's best for me but that's 

something that I don't know that any budget would accept.  

 

Morgan: Yeah I agree with that. Just even Mrs. Hall the adjunct for the special research methods, 

I can’t remember the exact name of the course but she works in an inclusive class but she said 

that she has I think eight students with IEP’s.   

 

Ashton: That's a lot.   

 

Morgan: Yeah, that’s a lot, even with a coach teacher, so I can see light even she's like 

sometimes like overwhelmed with the day. Yeah. So I agree that that would be very beneficial.  

 

Ashton: The rate of people with disabilities in our, in our world is no less than 20 percent say 

something on the order of 15 percent of people would identify as having a disability which 

means that every classroom should have no more than 20 percent of the students being identified 



as having a disability. We do not have that in our inclusive classes, we tend to cluster students, 

so now you get two thirds of the class having a disability or a third to two thirds.  

 

Morgan: When you hear a derogatory term used towards or for students and people with 

disabilities like how does that affect you?   

 

Ashton: How does it affect me when I hear someone use a derogatory term about people with 

disabilities? It upsets me. I mean it absolutely upsets me and I will often correct that person and 

say you know there's another way that you could say that but it really it makes me feel more 

driven to do the work that I do with the college and in my classroom because I do think that we 

are getting better as a society about using derogatory words and I think the R word is one that is 

largely removed from most people's common language. But there are other words that we use 

that perhaps carry meaning and no offense to it that we don't even think about and so I think 

sometimes you have to, you have to hear the language that people use and try to understand it 

and then try to educate them. But there's a lot of different layers of offensive language. There's 

the horribly offensive language and then there's something like saying calling someone crazy, 

that's actually marginalizing people with mental health issues and so there's a lot there's a lot that 

we can do with language.  

 

Morgan: Moving a little bit (question wise) what acts and laws passed surrounding students with 

disabilities had the most impact in your opinion like the most beneficial impact?  

 

Ashton: Well I mean I think the IDEA federal legislation has had the most beneficial impact, that 

was 1975 when that came into play as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act and that 

was what it was called in 75. I think that really brought the education of kids with disabilities 

into the light up until that point we really were just not accountable or responsible for educating 

people we didn't think we could and so I think that that set the tone. And a lot of that law has 

stayed the same since 1975 and a lot of it…so other parts of it have evolved, but I do think that 

that definitely has set the tone for us. I also think that it can be limiting in terms of inclusion that 

law can be problematic because it sets up an expectation that you can have kids in these 

segregated 6-1-1, 6-1-4 settings the fact that that's an option means people will choose it. So the 

law sets up a space where you can it uses some hazy language that's very subject to interpretation 

which can result in some kids legally being put in very segregated settings that probably is not in 

their best interest. So the law is good, however it leaves a space for some decisions to be legally 

made that are not great.  

 



Morgan: Just a few more, have you yourself ever witnessed mistreatment of students with 

disabilities in the professional setting? And what about it like a more personal setting and that 

could be people with disabilities not just students.  

 

Ashton: So back in my teaching?  

 

Morgan: Any example or multiple if you have.   

 

Ashton: OK so it could be at the college level or…?   

 

Morgan: Yeah   

 

Ashton: OK. Yeah I do. I do think that you know, I can talk about the college level and 

mistreatment, I'd say that that's a that's a tricky word but I think, I think that not providing all of 

the accommodations that a student needs is mistreatment. I think that sometimes we don't 

provide students with the supports and the accommodations, the modifications that they need 

because either we don't have the resources we don't think they really need it or we make 

decisions. And I think that the fact that students with disabilities constantly have to prove that 

they need their supports is also mistreatment, that they're having to prove that they, over and 

over again that that they, that they need, that they're worthy of the supports and accommodations 

that they're getting and I think that that takes a toll.   

 

Morgan: Yeah   

 

Ashton: And I think it does also end up with some students not getting what they need. By more 

personal setting, what do you mean by that?  

 

Morgan: Well like outside of the classroom because you do a lot more advocating and just 

communication in general with people with disabilities and even like the TIES program all that 

kind of stuff.  

 

Ashton: Well actually yes and I'm probably going to jump back to that. I have a lot of 

conversations with my students about what's going on in schools. And they share when I've when 



I taught the methods class that you're that you're in right now, I would have a lot of time each 

week talking about what's going on in the field. And there was a time when a student shared a 

story with what was going on that I knew was clearly illegal and detrimental to the student. And 

with their permission they made they made an anonymous statement that I forward to, forwarded 

to disability rights New York so that they would go in and investigate what was going on at that 

school because what the decisions that were being made by the person who identified as a special 

ed teacher were actually in violation of the IDEA law. And so I used my position of power then, 

I hadn't thought about that, but I used my position of power then to kind of say I think you 

should go to this school and I don't know what happened from that because I'm not part of that 

but I had the right people going in. So when I hear or see of things that are really not OK I like to 

have an action plan. I like to do something at least to feel like I've done something. But yes.   

 

Morgan: So similar to calling Child Protective Services if anonymously or being a mandated 

reporter.  

 

Ashton: Yeah. I mean I'm not a mandated reporter, but my conscience says this is not OK and I 

relayed this situation to the, they were lawyers from disability rights New York and I said this is 

what I was told. And they're like “Yeah we're gonna.” And then it's interesting they have, they go 

into schools all around. And so they have, they're always there, they're in and out just checking 

on things. And you know they said this is what we do. So there are, there are people who will go 

in that are not affiliated with the school district, who will go in and ask important legal questions 

about what's being done. So yeah. And I think a lot of what doesn't get done, the mistreatment of 

students with disabilities is tied to funding and supports and services not being adequate.  

 

Morgan: In the past there were special homes and schools for students with disabilities that out 

casted them and held a stigma all over them as not being quote “normal.” Can you tell me some 

of your feelings towards this because I remember we touched on that quite a bit in the class that I 

was with you.  

 

Ashton: Sure. I'm gonna say we still have those schools.   

 

Morgan: So this is not in the past.   

 

Ashton: Not in the past. Some of the more horrific things we've seen when we saw Willowbrook, 

if that's what you're thinking of, those I tend to share those stories or show that video of that, so 

that people understand why we have the laws that we have, IDEA is flawed. It absolutely is a 

flawed law. There is there are problems with it, but it brought us from a place where people with 



disabilities were treated inhumanely and abused. That said we still have segregated schools 

largely for students with intellectual disabilities and emotional behavioral disabilities where we 

still have schools that have padded rooms. We still have schools where kids are isolated. We still 

have schools where physical restraint is used. We still have schools where kids never see their 

peers and they only spend their day with five other kids with volatile behaviors. I feel that this is 

one of the greatest failings of our education system that we still have them today. I now start to 

teach, I don’t know if I was doing it when you were with me, but I teach about the school to 

prison pipeline and how when we segregate and marginalize students for all of their education 

we've really given them a clear path to prison because they have never integrated successfully or 

meaningfully into society. And so even you know we need to find ways to keep to provide 

supports for students even with the most challenging behaviors or what we might consider the 

most limited ability to be in with the  general education community because that's where they're 

going to spend the next 80 years of their life. 60 years or however long someone's gonna live, 

you get your first 20 years and then at that point they need to fit into the world. So I feel like 

these segregated schools that we're still using really set up so many students to either never make 

it into society or to continually spend the rest of their lives trying to fit in or trying to fake it or 

trying to figure out what the rest of the world knows that they don't know.  

 

Morgan: So just like wrapping it up a little is there anything else with your experience with 

special education and teaching special education that you'd like to just touch on and add 

anything?  

 

Ashton: I mean you've touched on a lot of really good topics and I probably went on some 

tangents for you. I think that the key to, one of the keys to advancing special education is to 

demystify it, is to make my colleagues here at the college understand that what I teach in my 

class is relevant to their work in literacy or science, math, or whatever it is that they teach 

teachers in that special ed is relevant, disability understand disability is relevant to their work. 

One of my colleagues is taking, actually is taking my class to get a certification requirement, 

sometimes we have to take classes and so she's taking my class, but she's not in disability so this 

is her disability class and she's a literacy person and midway through reading the books she's 

like, “Why didn't I know this and why doesn't everyone else know this?” And this is going to 

change what I do in my literacy classes because now that I know this about disability and how 

you know, how what we need to understand about people with disabilities, she's going to change 

what she does and I think that if we can make it clear that understanding disability and special 

education is relevant to everyone and not terrifying then I think we can all, because in order to 

become more inclusive it can't just be special ed. It has to be all the teachers and we all have to 

be onboard. So I guess that's where I would leave it, is we need to demystify special education 

and it doesn't mean that there aren’t people disabilities, it doesn't mean that people don't need 

intense supports. It means that we can absolutely provide these collaborative and inclusive 

settings. If we just share a common goal   



 

Morgan: I like it.  

 

  

 

 


