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On Seeking Simplicity

The 14th century philosopher William of Ockham gave us the 
idea known now as Occam’s Razor-those simpler explanations of 
phenomena are better than more complicated ones, because they 
are easier to understand and to communicate to others. The law 
of parsimony tells us not to needlessly complicate things, that 
convolution should be avoided when it is not necessary. And in 
Hamlet, Shakespeare included the classic observation, “Brevity is 
the soul of wit.” 

People wisely seek simplicity and brevity, but nearly everyone 
can recall the sage statement that for every complicated issue 
there is an answer that is clear and simple but wrong. So, the best 
advice is to both seek simplicity and at the same time to distrust it, 
to seek it but be skeptical of the claim that it is an adequate answer 
to the problem in question, and to check to see whether the simple 
solution actually works for solving the complex problem in real 
life.

Seeking and distrusting simplicity can be applied to both 
explanations of events that have occurred and to hypotheticals 
or problems of logic. That is, Occam’s Razor applies not only to 
things that have already happened but to things that have not, 
to problems of “did” and problems of “could” or “might”, or to 
“if-then” propositions. The law of parsimony tells us to seek  

 
simplicity, and the sage advice to distrust it applies not only to 
what we have done but also to what we might try.

When it comes to educating individuals with intellectual 
and developmental disabilities, these ideas about simplicity 
and its distrust can be applied to at least two particular issues: 
educational placement and categorization (also sometimes called 
identification or labeling). These are both complicated issues 
with which people have struggled for decades, so it is tempting to 
imagine reducing their complexity dramatically with simple, short 
bromides. 

“Inclusion” is one of those bromides, applying to the complex 
matter of selecting the least restrictive environment (known in 
the USA as the LRE) for teaching individuals with disabilities, 
including intellectual and developmental disabilities. If a full array 
of placement options for education, ranging from hospitals, special 
schools, special classes, and resource rooms to regular classrooms, 
can be reduced to fewer choices-and, especially, if all options are 
removed, such that there is full inclusion or inclusionary education 
only-then hard choices regarding placement can be averted [1]. 
The idea of full inclusion is now internationally popular and 
portrayed as a goal [2], but it is often misunderstood as a right 
[3], is infeasible in practice [4-7], and far from a universal choice 
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of parents and teachers [8]. In short, full inclusion is one of those 
simple-but-wrong proposed solutions to a complex problem. It is 
a simple solution for which distrust is fully warranted. 

A major benefit of “full inclusion” is that it takes the pressure 
off identifying children with disabilities. Since they are all to 
be educated in mainstream classrooms it is not necessary to 
categorize them for placement in different educational settings. 
So full inclusion offers a simple solution to the contested issue of 
categorization leading to stigmatization. Therefore, full inclusion 
promises to address both the contentious issues of educational 
placement and categorization with one simple solution.

However, categorizing, labeling and otherwise identifying 
individuals with disabilities are complex matters for which 
proposed simple solutions are often suggested. Simple solutions 
often heard or read about are to (a) not do them at all, (b) do them, 
but with less specificity, such that they are more general or vague, 
and (c) change the word used to refer to them. 

The first suggested solution, not doing them at all (a), is so 
obviously not a solution as to be absurd, for we cannot discuss 
what we will not name [9]. Moreover, although there are many 
important things that any category does not tell us, there are 
important things that it does. Functional language requires 
categories, but we also must be careful not to stereotype, to 
assume a category tells us something it does not [10]. 

The second proposed simple solution runs up against the 
reality that, as any science, craft, skill, or endeavor is better 
developed, its names, categories, and labels become more specific 
and differentiated [11]. This is true in teaching and otherwise 
intervening to help people with disabilities. Those who work with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities in any capacity need 
more precise language, not more vague, general, less informative 
terms. Thus, (b) is a proposed solution that requires devolution, 
retrogression, an embrace of more primitive language and less 
finely tailored practices. 

Proposal (c) is reminiscent of old ideas that stigma is found in 
words, not the ideas, characteristics, or conditions to which they 
refer [11-15]. Changing the word used to designate something 
is typically a short-term strategy that confuses people about the 
referent and may reduce stigma-but only until people figure out 
what that word means or refers to. Then, the stigma is highly 
likely to return, sometimes with a vengeance. Better, but more 
complicated, to work on meanings rather than on words. 

The world is full of complexities that frustrate us, and 
important among those are the identification and educational 
placement of students with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities. Some complex problems do have relatively simple 
solutions, but most do not. We are well advised to try to find the 

simplest solutions we can, but it is important to distrust them, and 
critically examine whether they are accurate and effective, before 
allowing them to replace more complex solutions. Any proposed 
solution to a problem needs to be tested against realities before it 
is adopted, including logical realities as well as those grounded in 
experience and knowledge.
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