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1999). Oscar Arias, Nobel Peace Prize winner and
former President, reflected this Costa Rican veneration
for education in his recent statement that, “The only
manner in which we will have a more prcsperous Latin
America will be to have an educated Latin America™
{La Nacién, 2001, p. 6). Special education has been part
of the Costa Rican public education system for more
than 60 vears and has grown from serving a class of 8
students in 1940 to a system that educated a population
of 70,743 studeats in the year 2000 (Monge Chavarria,
2001).

What is notable about special education in Costa
Rica is not only that it takes place in an economically
adverse setting, but that this country has developed ed-
ucational service models that serve to cistribute the
expertise of special educators. These models suggest
how disability services might be delivered in other jo-
cations where the number of trained personnel is lim-
development of niclusion in ited. In addit:on, Costa Rica has developed progressive
and inclusive laws that affect the education and adult
iives of individuals with dissbilities. Finally, the countrv
= : uses a cross-categorical approach to qualifying students
for services that emphasizes the aducational needs of
v, Costa Rica is considered a developing students, rather than their disability. The purpose of
Tage per capita af‘o'ne 0; 3 960 this article is to give a historical overview of the devel-

£ opment of inclusive practice in Costa Rica.
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History of Services for Individuals
with Disabilities

Little has beer written about the treatment of indi-
viduais with disabilities in Costa Rica before the 20th
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“In referring tc the historical development of services with
Y i ~ disabilities or to current Costa Rican categorization of indj-
literacy rate is estiriated ¢ viduals with disatilities, terms and language are translated so

d Nations, 200G; { that they ciosely reflect the original intent of a word or a
phrase, rather than being transiated literaliy. In some cases,
c_ iests for reprinis to disability-related rerminology reflects current Costa Rlcan us-
v, Department age rather than Cerent usage ir. the United States (e.g
tal retardation” rather than “cognitive impeirments”). All
Spanish-English translations have been made by the author.




the Institute for Reeducation, a private school for ado-
lescents with mental retardation, was created. With
these two exceptions, no other residential program ex-
isted for individuals with disabilities before 1985 (Me-
Iéndez Rodriguez, 2002); as a result, Costa Rica never
developed the cusiom of institutionalizing large num-
bers of individuals with severe disabilities. In part be-
cause of the unavailability of residential services, indi-
viduals with disabilities overwhelmingly remained at
home with their families, regardless of the severity of
their disability, which is still the custom today. How-
ever, until the introduction of the socialized medical
system in 1942, the longevity of Costa Ricans was lim-
ited. For example, men born in 1923 had a life expec-
tancy of only about 40 years (Biesanz, Biesanz, & Bie-
sanz, 2000), and it is probable that individuals with dis-
abilities with medical complications had significantly
shorter life spans.

Public school education for students with disabilities
was alsc nonexistent until the middle of the 20th cen-
tury, although it is likely that many students with un-
identified mild disabilities attended general education
classes. In 1939, Fernando Centeno Giiell, an educator,
began offering private school services to students with
disabilities. Shortly after opening the school, Centeno
Giiell advocated its establishment as a public special
education school under the administration of the na-
tional Ministry of Public Education. Centeno Giiell’s
efforts were successful because of the assistance of par-
ents, who formed what was probably the first advocacy
group in Costa Rica. Referring to Costa Rica’s progres-
sive social reform period of the 1940s, Dengo Obregén
(2000) remarked, “perhaps the most significant [educa-
tional accomplishment], after the establishment of the
University [of Costa Rica], was the establishment of the
Special Education School...” (p. 154). The Ministry of
Public Education subsequently opened the Special
Education School, which was later named for Centeno
Giiell, in a suburb of the capital city of San José. The
Centeno Giiell School originally provided educational
services for students with mental retardation, but 4
years later expanded its programs to provide services
for students with auditory, visual, or language disabili-
ties. Dengo Obregén (2000} comments, “...until that
point children who exhibited mental retardation, deaf-
ness, or blindness, had no institution that provided
these necessary educational resources” (p. 154). The
Centeno Giiell School, however, continued to be the
only public school for students with disabilities until
1950, when a second school was opened. Educational
services for students with severe disabilities during the
remainder of the decade continued to be provided in
special education schools (Marin Arias, 2000).

A polio epidemic in Costa Rica in the early part of
the 1950s created a countrywide alarm and a resultant
drive to create rehabilitation and physical therapy ser-
vices for individuals with physical disabilities. Dr. Hum-
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berto Araya Rojas, a pediatrician, organized a group of
orthopedic specialists and opened the Casa Verde. of-
fering what were probably the first physical rehabilita-
tion services in the country (Marin Arias, 2000). Dr.
Araya Rojas was also instrumental in creating the resi-
dential Rehabilitation School for children with physical
disabilities. The philosophical and conceptual basis for
the school was that both the emotional and the physical
needs of the child should be addressed, and it provided
parent workshops and community education. This ho-
listic view of disability and the recognition that children
are part of a family and community system later be-
came a fundamental principal in the disability move-
ment in Costa Rica (Marin Arias, 2000).

Another significant milestone in special education in
Costa Rica was the creation of the Fundamental Law of
Education of 1957. Although this legislation affected
the entire educational system, statutes of the Funda-
mental Law also clearly established the constitutional
right of children with disabilities to a special education
within the public school system. This law acknowledged
that special education necessitated the use of special
instructional techniques, methods, and materials, and
that parents should receive information to assist them
in providing for the needs of their child (Articles 28 and
29, 1957). The Fundamental Law was not only progres-
sive for its time in its provision of public services for
students with disabilities; it also was inclusive. That is,
the special education law was simply one part of a gen-
eral education law that established standards and policy
throughout the Costa Rican Ministry of Public Educa-
tion.

The Fundamental Law also recognized the impor-
tance of teacher education and stated that special edu-
cation teachers “...should be selected carefully and
have the appropriate specialized training” (Article 28,
1957). Despite this stipulation, university-level training
in the area of special education was nonexistent before
the 1960s in Costa Rica. Educators who wished to spe-
cialize in disability studies usually traveled to Spain or
the United States, but the number of teachers who
could afford the cost of an education abroad was ex-
tremely limited. The University of Costa Rica finally
initiated the first bachelor’s level program in special
education in 1962, with an emphasis in mental retarda-
tion. The University did not expand this specialization,
however, until the 1970s, when it created teacher edu-
cation programs in the areas of deafness, communica-
tion disorders, and learning disabilities (Marin Arias,
2000).

The Ministry of Public Education continued to ex-
pand services for students with disabilities throughout
the 1960s by creating segregated campuses, and by the
eariy 1970s there were 20 special education schools in
Cosia Rica with a total enrollment of 1,928 students
(Bulgarelli, 1971). Many of these schools served only
particular categories of disability; separate schools were
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sses (Ministry of Public Education, 1992: 1993). The
rst vocational programs in kigh schools were estab-
ished in 1978 but the proliferation of these programs
was slow, in part because the overall growth of second-
ary education in general was slow throughout Costa

Despite the economic recession of the 1980s, special
education services continued tc both expand and to
become more integrated. In 1980, the Rehabilitation
Schooi began & program to integrate children with ce-
rebral paisy intc general education classrooms under
the direction of a special education teacher (Marfn
Arias, Z00C). This also was the first formal implemen-
tation of a consuliing teacher mode! in Costa Rica. The
Ministry of Public Education, Zollowing this model, be-
gan to integrate students with physical disabilities with-
out cognitive disabilities across the country into general
education classrooms on their home campuses. Stu-
dents with visual impairments, along witk: students with
physical disabilities, also regularly became placed in
generat education classrooms (Castilio & Stough,
1°8Q) By 1984, 11 special education schools, 103 self-

ontained special education classrooms, and 15 re-
source rooms were providing services throughout the
country (Castilic & Stough, 1988). Services for students
with severe intelleciual disabilities, however, continued
to take place in segregated settings.

A drastic change occurred in speciai education ser-
vices in the mid 1980s when the Ministry of Public Edu-
cation began a new initiative in which it hired teachers
to instruct recargo, or additional instructional loads.
Rather thar creating separate classrooms for students
with learning disabiiities, the recargc model created ad-
ditional instructicnal periods at the end of the school
day during which teachers with special education train-
ing worked ir: emall groups with students, primarily in
math and language arts (Stough & Aguirre-Roy, 1997).
Students usually attended recarge class during the af-
ternocns and thus were not pulled out of their general
education classrooms. This model was also economical

the Ministry did not have to hire new teechers to
ese positions; rather it offered existing teachers a
supplementaE stipend for working additional hours each
day. By the end of the 1980s, recargo se-vices had be-
come the predominant special education delivery
mode! in Costa Rica and more than 10,000 students

throughout the couniry were receiving services in re-
cargo classtooms {Ministry of Public Education, 1993;
Stough, 2000}. This was a significant change in special
education suppori—only 15 vears before almost
all students with disabilities were placed either in spe-
cial education schools or in self-contained classrooms.
In contrast, although recargo services were provided in
a segregated setting, the students continued to attend
neral education classes with their peers, rather than
ein g pulied out of class for service delivery. However,
cugh the recargo model was effective in providing
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educational services to students with mild disabilities,
students with severe disabilities primarily continued to
be served in segregated settings.

Inclusionary practices for students with severe dis-
abilities expanded during the early 1990s when the De-
partments of Special Education and Preschool Educa-
tion began to integrate children with mental retardation
into general education preschool classes (Marin Arias,
2000). Following the World Conference on Special
Education in Salamanca in 1992, the Department of
Special Education shifted its philosophical approach
and reflected a strong educational commitment to in-
clusionary practice. This movement was entitled the
Schools for All movement and was largely based on the
principles of normalization, integration, and seif-
advocacy recognized in the Salamanca Agreement
(Marin Arias, 2000). A 5-year plan was developed that
outlined the objectives and policies of public education
for special education students and not only incorpo-
rated principles from the Salamanca Agreement, but
from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the
Declaration of Children’s Rights, and the World Con-
ference on Education for All, among others {Ministry
of Public Education, 1998). The Department of Special
Education adopted the following principles as part of
their plan for services to students with disabilities: (a)
equal opportunity to access and participate in the edu-
cational system; (b) the right to participate in decisions,
planning, execution, and choices that concern them; (c)
the right of nondiscriminatory treatment; (d) personal
autonomy in decision-making and choice-making; and
(e) the right to participate in an education that pro-
motes their development (Monge Chavarria, 2001).
These changes in educational principles were supported
by the development of new models of educational ser-
vice delivery.

Service Delivery Models That Promote
Inclusive Practice

Four emergent and creative educational service mod-
els that extended special education promulgated in the
last decade and have proved useful in assisting with the
increasing inclusion of students with severe disabilities:
consulting teachers, educational assistance teams, itin-
erant teams, and resource centers.

Consulting Teachers

The consulting teacher is a relatively new model of
service delivery in Costa Rica. The Ministry of Public
Education began piloting the consulting teacher model
in the mid-1990s as part of its movement toward more
inclusive education. In 1998, there were 50 teachers that
provided consultative services to students with disabili-
ties and their teachers within general education classes
(Marin Arias, 2000). Consulting teachers assist students
with special education needs in the general education
classroom. They also assist general education teachers

in modifying instruction and constructing didactic ma-
terials for these students. In Costa Rica, some of these
teachers are also itinerant and travel between schools in
remote or rural areas of the country.

Educational Assistance Committees

Educational assistance committees are appointed at
the beginning of each school year and are established at
each school to make decisions related to the education-
al needs of all students. Educational assistance commit-
tees consist of a school administrator (usually the prin-
cipal), a special educator, two general educators, and a
parent at the primary level. Counselors, students with
disabilities, and additional special educators are added
to the appointed committee at the high school level.
The educational assistance committee functions as a
consultative team for students with mild disabilities and
those with sensory or orthopedic impairments. Com-
mittees determine the special services required by stu-
dents at each school and recommend assistive educa-
tional services or accessibility modifications to the
school administration and to the teaching staff. Thev
provide some technical training to general education
teachers who have students with mild disabilities in-
cluded in their classrooms and supervise the quality of
the education received by these students. They also
meet with teachers, parents, and students with disabili-
ties to explain available special educational services.
The educational services of students with severe dis-
abilities is primarily overseen by itinerant teams.

Itinerant Teams

Itinerant teams are essential to the development and
oversight of services for students with disabilities, in
particular, those with severe disabilities. Each itinerant
team consists of a psychologist (either an educational
psychologist or a school psychologist). a social worker,
a general education teacher, and a special education
teacher (Aguilar Montoya et al., 2000). These multidis-
ciplinary teams travel within designated regions to con-
duct assessments, diagnose students with special edu-
cation needs, and provide technical assistance to teach-
ers who work with children with disabilities. Students
who require significant modifications, such as those
with severe disabilities, receive particular attention
from itinerant teams, in that they assist the school’s
educational assistance teams in designing the educa-
tional programs for these children.

The itinerant teams are a particularly efficient model
of service delivery in Costa Rica where special educa-
tors and other educational specialists are scarce. The
teams can provide workshops and arrange ongoing pro-
fessional training for teachers on how to modify the
state curriculum for students with severe disabilities.
They also increase the possibility that students with se-
vere disabilities can attend their home school while still
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privileges as is the case with others” (Article 1, 1996, p.
7). This piece of legislation is impressively broad in its
call for civil rights for individuals with disabilities. Not
only does it legislate access and nondiscrimination in
empioyment and educational practices, but also man-
dates equal access to heaith services, transportation,
communication services, and to cultural, sport, and rec-
reational activities. The Equal Opporturnity Law thus
reaches across multiple governmental agencies and in-
cludes both the private and pubiic sector in its direc-
tives

With respec: to the educational rights of students
with disabiiities, the Equal Opportunity Law redefines
special education services to include early childhood
intervention and college-level services, as well as ser-
vices for studer:ts that are hospitalized. It also mandates
that individuals with disabilities “...should not be ex-
cluded from any [educational] activity” (Article 16, p.
12). Perhaps more impressively, Article 18 affirms that
individuals with special educational needs should re-
ceive their education in the general education system
with the support of instructional and assistive services.
Although it did not legislate the closing of special edu-
cation schools, it did result in the Ministry of Public
Education policy that “Teachers of Special Education
classrocms and schools will always promote and facili-
tate to the extent possible, the integration of students
with special educational needs into the least restrictive
educationally appropriate environments.” (Ministry of
Pubiic Education, 1998, p. 19). Article 18 also stresses
that special eduacation services shouid preferably take
place in the school nearest the student’s home, Again,
the Equai Opportunities Law led to a significant philo-
sophical change for the Ministry of Public Education,
which had previously focused on the creation of segre-
gated services for students with severe disabilities. Ed-
ucational policy was rewritien to reflect this shift. Spe-
cial education administrators began to consider how to
move students with disabilities into their home schools
and intc inclusive classrooms. Because of the central-
ized nature of the public education systera, these policy
changes ha\e been communicated consistently to
school districts and schools throughout Costa Rica.

The Equal Opportunity Law, through its language,
also illustrates an important philosophical change in the

Costa Rican view of disability. Under the 1957 Funda-
mental Law, special education was defined as “that
which is tzught to childrern and adolescents whose
physical, m °rn0tlor\a} or sccial characteristics are
different than normal...” (Article 27, 1957). The Equal
Opportunity Law, howe\'er, redefined speciai educa-
tion so that the focus was no longer on the disability of
the chiid b it stressed the modifications and education
t0 which they were entitled: “Special sducation is the
combinetion ef aids and services available to students
with special education needs, whether they be tempo-

rary or permanent” (Article 73, 1996, p. 31}. Similarly,
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the 1957 Fundamental Law, although progressive for its
time, viewed parents as the passive recipients of pro-
fessional expertise. The 1996 Equal Opportunity Law
revised the role of parents and students with disabilities
so that they now are participants in designing the edu-
cational program: “Special education centers should
provide to their students and to their parents the infor-
mation necessary so that they participate, understand,
and support the educational process” (Article 73, 1996,
p- 31). Arias Nuifiez (2000) stresses that this new defi-
nition radically modified the form of both general edu-
cation and special education. Specifically, special edu-
cation was reconceptualized as an assistive technical
resource by which the Costa Rican educational system
could address the diverse needs of all of its students,
rather than exist as a separate, parallel educational sys-
tem.

The Equal Opportunity Law portends to change the
nature of inclusion in Costa Rica and there is wide-
spread public and political support for this change. For
example, the former First Lady of Costa Rica, Lorena
Clare de Rodriguez, made the law one of her volunteer
projects while in office, traveling extensively and speak-
ing throughout the country to promote public aware-
ness about this law. However, implementation in some

ectors has been shockingly slow. For example, as of
June 2002, not orie public bus had been modified to be
wheelchair-accessible. In addition, general education
teachers question who is responsible for the design and
delivery of curricular modifications and look to the
Ministry of Education for increased technical support.
In order for the law to affect widespread change, rather
than becoming another well-intentioned legal docu-
ment, Costa Rica will need to enforce the law. rather
than relving on policy to ensure compliance.

Current Services for Students with
Severe Disabilities

As is often the case in other countries, the inclusion
of students with severe disabilities in Costa Rica has
occurred at a disproportionately slower rate than that
of students with other disabilities. Approximately 27%
of students with severe disabilities currently receive ed-
ucational services in segregated special education
schools (Monge Chavarria, 2001). When students with
severe disabilities do attend an integrated campus, they
are usually placed in a self-contained classroom. In con-
trast, students with high-incidence disabilities such as
learning disabilities or speech impairments attend gen-
eral education classrooms for most of the school day.

The Equal Opportunity Law has the potential to in-
crease the inclusion of individuals with severe disabili-
ties within the educational system. It clearly states that
inclusion is the educational goal for ail students- and
lays the responsibility for the implementation of that
goal on the educational system. In response, the Min-

isiry of Education has redefined how educational ser-
vices are conceptualized. This pedagogical approach fo-
cuses on the type of instructional modifications re-
quired by a student with disabilities rather than using
categorical diagnoses to drive educational service eligi-
bility. This change of focus situates the challenges as-
sociated with educating students with disabilities in in-
clusive settings on the support needs, rather on the
shortcomings of the student and, as such, places the
responsibility for including students with disabilities
squarely in the hands of educators. Marin Arias (2000)
sees this change as the recognition that instructional
modifications can establish balance between what
should be the same for all children (the development of
their educational capabilities) and what is unique for
every student (their individual learning characteristics).
For students with severe disabilities, this redefinition
communicates that in order for these students to be
educated in an inclusive environment, the school set-
ting will need significant modifications, and then de-
fines an educational program as a collection of modifi-
cations that will enable them to participate in an inclu-
sive environment.

The Ministry of Public Education describes the modi-
fications needed by students as being one of three
types: (a) modifications of access, which refer to adap-
tations that students with motor or sensory disabilities
require to access the general education system {e.g.,
ramps, assistance bars, Braille, and sign language); (b)
nonsignificant modifications that involve modification
of didactic methods, but do not affect the level of in-
structional expectation in relation to the rest of the
group (e.g., use of calculators, manipulatives, or assis-
tive devices); and (c) significant modifications that re-
quire changes in objectives, methodology, and evalua-
tion that clearly differentiate these students in terms of
expectations (Ministry of Public Education, 1992). As
can be seen in Table 1, the Ministry of Public Education
estimates that more than 95% of special education stu-
dents receive access-level modifications or nonsignifi-
cant modifications as part of their education. The 5% of
students receiving significant modifications are aimost
alwavs students with severe disabilities.

The development and implementation of significant
modifications is centralized nationally and overseen by
the Ministry’s Department of Special Education. Stu-

Table 1
Number of Students Receiving Instructional Modifications
in 2000
Type of High
modification Preschool FElementary school  Total
Access only 816 6.965 1,239 9,020
Nonsignificant 2,668 45,979 10,901 59,548
Significant 315 2,597 181 3,093
Total students receiving modifications 71,661

From Monge Chavarrfa. G. (2001, July). Ministry of Public
Education.
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Finally, the Ministry is expanding its services for stu-
dents with auditory impairments by providing inter-
preters in general education classrooms and creating
separate classrooms on designated campus. As has
been an argument of the deaf community in the United
States, the Ministry questions whether integrated class-
rooms are appropriately able to address the educational
needs of deaf and hearing impaired students (Monge
Chavarria, 2001), and seems to be moving toward the
establishment of specialized and segregated services for
them.

Conclusion

Given the progressive philosophical stance that
Costa Rica holds about inclusion, why are most stu-
dents with severe disabilities still segregated? Laws re-
lating to inclusion in Costa Rica are progressive and
wide ranging. Costa Ricans are generally tolerant of
differences in others and supportive of individuals with
disabilities. The Ministry of Public Education has es-
tablished policies that support inclusive educational
practice. However, almost one third of the student
population with severe disabilities continue to attend
segregated schools, and students with severe disabilities
who are placed on general education campus usually
attend segregated classrooms.

Interestingly, the primary barriers to inclusive edu-
cation in Costa Rica are strikingly similar to those en-
countered in the United States. These include a critical
shortage of trained special education personnel, the
need to modify curriculum in general education class-
rooms, and the need for best practice models of inclu-
sive schools. These similarities are particularly striking
given the differences in economic status of the United
States and Costa Rica and the inherent cultural differ-
ences that permeate the educational systems of these
two countries. The two countries share, however, a
similar history of exclusion of students with severe dis-
abilities from general education classrooms, and the
separate training of special educators and general edu-
cators, The inclusion movement in both countries faces
barriers that have been created, in part, by the same
educational system that was established to appropri-
ately educate students with significant disabilities. The
task in both countries then, is not simply to restructure
special education so that it fits into an existing system,
but to restructure education as a whole so that all stu-
dents may fully participate. Such a goal indicates that
these educational systems need more than adaptation;
they need fundamental restructuring in how children
are educated.

The establishment of a National Resource Center for
Inclusive Education is a bold and visionary step toward
changing the educational status quo in Costa Rica. The
National Resource Center has adapted a broad defini-
tion of inclusive education that includes not only stu-

dents with disabilities, but those that have traditionally
been excluded for reasons of differences in class, eth-
nicity, language, or nationality. At present, the primary
focus of the Center is to address the need for trained
personnel, both general education and special educa-
tion teachers. A next step for the National Resource
Center is to examine education in Costa Rica systemi-
cally and analyze how it might be reconstructed to truly
provide “education for all.”

In closing, it should be noted that, unlike many de-
veloping countries, Costa Rica has no army. Instead, a
significant amount of the national budget goes to edu-
cation, which advantageously affects the education of
students with disabilities. In his keynote address at the
TASH annual conference, Oscar Arias (2001) elo-
quently drew the connection between military spending
and educational development:

It is my strong belief that military spending repre-
sents the single most significant perversion of
worldwide priorities known today.... And yet, in-
stead of investing in the health and education of
their people, poor countries continue to supply
them, all in the name of “national security.” Ask
any child on the streets of India, Burundi, or My-
anmar whether she would rather have bread to eat
and a school to go to or a fighter jet to protect her,
and you will have the obvious answer that national
security means nothing in the absence of human
security. (p. 15)

Costa Rica, through its economic commitment to public
education, in the creation of progressive inclusion laws,
and in its search for new models for distributing teach-
ing expertise, has made a significant investment in hu-
man security for its students with disabilities. The next
decade will demonstrate whether this investment will
resuit in an increased level of inclusive education for
students with significant disabilities.
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