Presuming Competence
In his decades-long work on inclusion, communication, self-determination, academic access and literacy, Doug Birken has explored the concept of competence and the possibilities available to students when teachers and others working with learners reject the deficit models of disability and instead, look for student abilities.  Birken described his philosophy in this way: 
            In its simplest articulation, presuming competence means that the outsider regards the person labeled autistic as a thinking, feeling person.  This is precisely the stance that every educator must take – failing to adopt this posture, the teacher would forever doubt whether to educate at all, and would likely be quick to give up the effort.  Aside from the optimism it implies, another benefit of  the presuming competence framework over a deficit orientation…is that when a student does not reveal the competence that a teacher expects, the teacher is required to turn inward and ask, “What other approach can I try?”
 A lack of optimism general translates into a lack of expectation and opportunity that becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.
 Curry and Larkin (2005) argued that the success of literacy learners with developmental disabilities depended on having teachers who see them as capable of learning to read, regardless of the challenges they face and the time it might take.  This research and our own experience suggest that a key element in inclusive environments that promote literacy is a teacher who believes that all students can learn and who implements practices in order to make this expectation become a reality.
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