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Working in special education for as many years as I have, there are 
very few things I haven’t heard, either in IEP meetings, exchanges 
with peers or conversations with parents. One of the things that 
was impressed upon me early in my teaching career by an 
advocate in the field was to always be mindful of how the child is 
referenced in conversation with parents and professionals alike. 
Now, I’m not the most politically correct person, as most will 
attest, but that’s not the main focus of this article.  My advocacy is 
not to be respectful of political correctness for the sake of PC. My 
advocacy is for the child. 
People first language, very simple stated, is the consideration that 
any student, regardless of ability, is a student first. I cringe when I 
hear anyone refer to a child as a Downs child, a CP kid, a 
wheelchair kid, or even worse a special education student. And I 
have been guilty of the latter, for expediency sake, if I don’t check 
myself. I’ve conducted close to a thousand interviews in my 
tenure, and too often I hear these terms bandied about 
as if they were acceptable.  
So what’s the big deal? Norman Kutnz, well renowned 
advocate of inclusion of students and a person with 
cerebral palsy himself, summarized it best when he 
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Q: What the heck happened to this 
school year?!? 

A: I know, right? 

Q: How can we encourage all teachers 
and paraprofessionals to follow through 
on the things that are written in a 
student’s IEP? Most are great, but every 
once in a while one will say that they 
don’t have time to do what is needed. 
What should I say? 

A: This question makes me a little 
queasy, for a couple of reasons. First, I 
don’t want to think that an IEP isn’t 
being followed, but second, I don’t 
want to call anybody out. Most teachers 
understand that the IEP is a legal 
document and that we don’t have any 
latitude when it comes to the protection 
of students’ rights. In addition, most 
teachers are in the business of 
education because they truly have the 
best interests of kids at heart and 
willingly go above and beyond to meet 
the special needs of kids on IEPs. Go 
team! 

There can be exceptions in every district, 
however. The place to start with all 
teachers is to appeal to their sense of 
justice in terms of leveling the playing 
field for kids who are at a disadvantage. 
At times, however, it becomes necessary 
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to impress upon some that the law is very 
clear as to the expectation of every general 
educator to follow every accommodation 
and stipulation of the IEP. There have been 
many court cases brought against teachers 
who refused to implement an IEP component 
in their classroom and they don’t end well for 
the district or the teacher. In one such case, 
Doe vs. Withers in West Virginia, a high school 
history teacher refused to give oral tests per a 
student’s IEP. In addition, he made some 
disparaging comments to the student in front 
of his classmates and showed an outright 
disregard for special education in general. 
The parents brought a suit against the district 
and against the teacher personally. While 
IDEA complaints generally do not result in 
monetary damages, 504 complaints often do 
which is what the parents pursued. It resulted 
in the judge ordering the teacher to pay 
$30,000 in compensatory and $30,000 in 
punitive damages to the student for not 
following the IEP. That decision was upheld 
upon appeal to send the message that the 
IEP is a legally binding document and must 
be carried out with fidelity. If it comes down 
to a teacher not wanting to follow a 
component of the IEP because they’ve 
“never done it before” or they “don’t have 
time”, citing that case may drive home a 
very necessary point.  Here’s to hoping that 
you never need to come to that point. It will 
make a whole lot more work for both of us. 



 

 

Lorem Ipsum Dolor Issue [#] :: [Date] 

3 

  
Continued from page 1 

2

explained that the way we speak of people is a 
direct reflection of how we see them. When we 

refer to a “disabled person”, we see that the disability comes before 
anything else. When we refer to that same person as a person with a 
disability, we put the person first in the sentence as well as in the 
recognition of who they are.  
I know that many of you will say, “It doesn’t make a difference. I don’t 
see them any differently no matter how I refer to them.” I’d argue the 
contrary on that one. Because even if by some miracle you are able to 
think differently than you speak, the person on the receiving end is still 
receiving the message differently than it should be received. Think of it 
this way, if you’re a visual learner (you have to paint the picture in your 
mind at this point.) Picture a child, inside the cage of disability. What do 
you see first? The cage, right? Now picture the same student holding a 
suitcase. What do you see first? A student with a suitcase. But you see 
the student first. He just happens to be holding a suitcase. That suitcase 
is the student’s disability. It doesn’t define who he is, he just happens to 
have it. 
One of the more uncomfortable situations that I have been in is when the 
parent themselves refer to the child in terms that are less than people 
first. My first reaction was that they can call their child a CP kid if they 
want to—they’re the ones that do the day in and day out—they’ve earned 
the right to refer to their child however they would like. I’ve since 
changed my tune on that one and have on many occasions taken the 
opportunity to gently turn the boat on the way they referenced their child. 
It starts by saying, “I noticed that you referred to Jim as….” And it opens 
the dialogue for why it may be beneficial to try new language on for size. 
It isn’t a criticism of the parents or the speaker, but in explaining that I 
used to refer to students in a similar fashion because it was easier, I also 
have the opportunity to explain that in trying a new approach, I have 
discovered that it really isn’t as much a language thing as it is a way of 
thinking. And that if I can get more people to recognize the students for 
who they are first, and that the disability is secondary, I can help to make 
society a little more inclusive and accepting.  
Listen to the following. A Downs girl. A wheelchair kiddo. An 
intellectually challenged student. A multiply disabled young adult. Now 
listen. A girl with Down Syndrome. A child in a wheelchair. A student 
with intellectual challenges.  A young adult with multiple disabilities.  
The difference may be subtle, but in each of the first examples the 
disability takes center stage, whereas in the latter examples, the person 
comes first in the sentence. The idea is that the person comes first in 
your thinking as well. It doesn’t change the fact that the child still has a 
difference that significantly impacts their life. The disability is still very 
much present, if not prevalent.  But recognizing them as a person first in 
your language helps to retrain your perception, and the perception of 
those who hear your reference, that they are a girl, a child, a student, first 
and they just happen to have a disability.  After all, we all have 
disabilities of one kind or another. Is that how you want to be defined? 
 

Here are things to 
consider when 

determining how to 
refer to disabilities in 
daily conversation 

DOs & DON’Ts 

DON’T take shortcuts when 
referring to students with 
various ability levels or 
services. It may take more 
time to do damage control 
than you will save with a 
few less syllables. 

DO always think about the 
student first and try to reflect 
that in your language 
 
DO consider that your 
position as a special 
educator carries with it a 
perception of knowledge 
and expertise. With that 
comes the responsibility to 
educate others to benefit 
the students you serve 

DON’T assume that those 
around you who seemingly 
know what they are talking 
about actually do. Often we 
do things out of habit and 
need a gentle reminder 
once in a while. 
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News and Notes Around the Interlocal 

 Reminder to Submit 
Leave Requests 

Please make sure you are submitting 
leave requests to the ECKCE office 
whenever you are going to be gone. 
These should be submitted prior to 
actually taking the leave whenever 
possible, but in all cases, the leave 
requests must be submitted during the 
pay period in which they are taken.  This 
means that we must receive them in our 
office no later than the 20th of each 
month. Supervisors are encouraged to 
turn them in as you receive them rather 
than wait and submit them all near the 
20th.  
 

ESY Dates Set and Applications 
Are Now Overdue 

 
For those students who qualify, depending 
on the amounts specified by the IEP team, 
we are setting up programming in various 
locations, pending the numbers of 
students and needs. The dates for these 
locations are set for  Monday-Thursday  
the weeks of June 11-14 and June 18-21, 
with two weeks off for Independence Day 
and resuming the weeks of July 9-12 and 
16-19. Note that the days are set up to 
provide the most effective ESY model for 
most students but may be altered in 
situations where it is deemed necessary.  
While the deadline for determining ESY 
qualification has already come and 
gone, if you missed someone, it’s not too 
late. I would rather have you find students 
qualify late than not at all, as it will give 
them a better chance to have a fair start 
to the school year in the fall. So please 
review your caseloads and make certain 
that we don’t miss any students who  may 
otherwise qualify. 
 

 

Please share this newsletter with your paras, 
just in case they did not receive it via email. 
If you have questions about paras as a 
group, don’t hesitate to now contact Shelly 
McCart @ smccart@eckce.com.  
 
Don’t forget that your required inservice 
hours are due NOW. If you have not 
submitted your current hours to Shelly, 
please do so now. I have been visiting with 
those of you who are significantly behind 
and requesting a plan for how those will be 
completed.  Please understand you’re your 
inservice hours are a mandate uner state 
statute and that we will lose funding for 
every hour that is not completed. This is not 
an option that we want to see come to 
fruition. Let me know how I can help you 
complete your hours and get them turned 
in. Thanks for all you do to support our 
students! 
 
We still are in need of additional 
paraprofessionals in specific locations. If 
you have any acquaintances that might be 
interested, please have them contact us 
here at the central office.   
 
Last but not least, I hope all of you know 
how much I appreciate everything you do 
for our students. I know that a small token of 
a beverage on National Paraprofessional 
Day April 4 is not nearly enough to let you 
know that, but I hope it helped get you 
through the week. If for some reason I 
missed someone, please let me know. 

Thank you paraprofessionals for 
doing all that you do for our     

wonderful kids!!! 


