Changing Actions and Attitudes

Toward People With Disabilities

Interacting with students with disabilities

is becoming common in today’s schools
and classrooms. Since all Individualized
Education Program (IEP) teams must con-
sider a student’s placement in the least
restrictive environment (with appropriate
supplementary aids and services), edu-
cators, parents, and peers need to know
how to interact appropriately with students
with disabilities. Using people-first language
and preventing dependence and learned
helplessness are actions that are essential
to creating an environment where students
with disabilities are treated respectfully.
Changing outdated attitudes by presuming
competence and eliminating ableism will
contribute to meaningful inclusion of all
students.

Using People-First Language

Words are powerful and can foster positive
images and abilities or perpetuate negative
connotations. Educators have great influ-
ence, which impacts the actions, attitudes,
and language of their students, colleagues,
and families. Being aware of and using
people-first language is a simple way to
define a student’s value and potential.

People-first language is defined as
choosing words about people with
disabilities that define the person first.

It is important to define who the person “is
before defining what disability the person

“may have.” Language can be persuasive,
and our words impact how others are
viewed. For example, when we refer to“a
student who receives special education
services” rather than “a special education
student,” we maximize the potential of
the student while minimizing the impact
of the disability.

Disability is just another label. It does

not define the person. People who have
disabilities are present in every aspect of
society: moms and dads, sons and daugh-
ters, employees and employers, friends
and neighbors, scientists and movie stars,
leaders and followers, teachers and stu-
dents. Most importantly, they are people
first.

It is important to refer to a student’s
disability only if it is relevant to the con-
versation or situation. This ensures that
the emphasis is placed on the student,
not the disability. Many labels used in our
society have negative connotations and
can be misleading. Using labels contrib-
utes to negative stereotypes and devalues
the person being described.

Using people-first language provides us
with the opportunity to view all students
through the lens of their abilities. Words
really do matter. On the following page
are phrases that promote people-first
language and phrases that we should
avoid.

“Words
differently
arranged
have a
different
meaning,
and
meanings
differently
arranged
have a
different
effect”

Blaise Pascal




People-First Language

Language to Avoid

Student who receives special education services

Special education student; an IEP student

Student who uses a wheelchair

Wheel-chair bound student

Student with an intellectual disability

Mentally retarded student or MR student

Student with a learning disability

Dyslexic; LD student

Student with a disability

Crippled, physically challenged, handicapped student

Student with cerebral palsy

Student who suffers from cerebral palsy

Preventing Dependence and Learned
Helplessness

Students with disabilities frequently require the
support of an adult in order to access, participate

in, and benefit from the classroom setting. For some
students with disabilities, the majority of their day may
be spent with an instructional assistant. This assistance
may be needed to help students overcome academic
and behavioral difficulties. Unfortunately, too much
assistance from others can lead to dependence and
learned helplessness.

Thomas Hehir stated, “Inappropriate use of paraprofes-
sionals...may reflect the assumption that children with
disabilities cannot do things on their own and may
inordinately emphasize difference!” When students
receive too much help, they may become dependent
upon this help and reduce the effort applied to their
academics or environment. It can be difficult to know
exactly how much help and support a child needs,

so well-intentioned teachers, paraprofessionals, and
parents often provide more support than is necessary.
Students may not even attempt to do a task when they
realize the helper will aid them whenever they express
frustration.

Helplessness is defined as refusing to take charge: fail-
ure to take action to make one’s life better, arising from
a sense of not being in control. Learned helplessness
can develop when students who are frequently
assisted feel that they are incapable of doing a task or

activity on their own, thereby preventing them from
learning from their mistakes.

A study conducted by Giangreco, Edelman, Luiselli,
and MacFarland indicates major findings related to
instructional proximity of instructional assistants.
Among them are:

e Interference with ownership and responsibility
by general educators

e Separation from classmates

e Dependence on adults

e Impact on peer interactions

e Limitations on receiving competent instruction

e Loss of personal control

e Loss of gender identity

¢ Interference with instruction of other students

Things to think about:

e Isit necessary to perform personal care tasks
for the student (e.g., tie shoes, zip pants or jack-
ets) oris it just quicker?

o If the student has difficulty opening a book to
the designated page, could a flag be attached
to the required page, either by the student or
someone else, prior to class?




e Isan adult’s presence preventing friendships
with peers?

e Isan adult or student answering for the
student who is verbal or can communicate
in some other way?

e Do others speak to the assisting adult instead
of speaking directly to the student?

Presuming Competence

As educators, it is our responsibility to presume the
competence of all students in our schools. Presuming
competence means assuming all individuals:

o Areintellectually complex,

e Desire to have meaningful interactions and
opportunities, and

e Have the right to learn rigorous academic
content, despite communicating differently
or having other support needs.

Inherent in the “presume competence” paradigm is the
belief that all students are competent to learn age-
appropriate, general education curriculum content,
aligned to the grade-level standards in the general
education classroom. This paradigm views students
with disabilities through the lens of ability. Presuming
competence for students with disabilities increases the
expectations for academic and social achievement by
including them in opportunities to learn what other
students their age are learning.

When teachers “presume competence,” they are actual-
izing the concept of “least dangerous assumption.”
Anne Donnellan wrote that, “The criterion of least
dangerous assumption holds that in the absence of
conclusive data, educational decisions ought to be
based on assumptions which, if incorrect, will have the
least dangerous effect on the likelihood that students
will be able to function independently as adults.” She
concluded that, “We should assume that poor perfor-
mance is due to instructional inadequacy rather than
to student deficits.”

If we presume competence in all students, we ensure
multiple opportunities for access, participation, and
progress in grade level general education curriculum.

General Guidelines for Interacting With
Individuals With Disabilities

o Refer to a person’s disability only if it is
relevant to the conversation.

o Use the term “disability” not “handicap”
when referring to a person’s disability.

e Eliminate stereotypes by using positive lan-
guage when describing a person’s disability.

e Remove words such as “suffers from, a victim
of, confined to, or afflicted with,” as they
portray sympathy or pity toward people
with disabilities.

e Use language such as a “person without a
disability” if necessary to make comparisons.

e Remove words such as “normal, regular, or
able-bodied” to describe people without
disabilities as they imply that people
with disabilities are of lesser value.

o Define all people by the multiple character-
istics they possess.

e Use the “people” word first (e.g., the girl
who has, the boy with, the student who).

e Create a caring school community by
modeling people-first language for your
students and by guiding your students to
use people-first language throughout all
interactions.

e Respect personal space (e.g., do not lean
on a person’s wheelchair).

e Use language and tone of voice that is
consistent with the age of your student.

e Monitor your volume and tone to match the
situation and the student. Talking too loudly
or slowly is unnecessary in most situations.

e Talk to the student at his or her eye level.

e Ask questions to determine whether the
student needs assistance. This provides the
student with opportunities for choice and
independence.




Eliminating Ableism

Ableism (which may also be called disableism) is the use a spell-check..” It is the belief that it is preferable
devaluation of disability. An ableist attitude or assump-  for students with disabilities to do things the same way
tion is one of lowered expectations toward the person as typically-developing students. Therefore, an ableist

with a disability. Ableism is discrimination. attitude is present if the goal is for a student with a dis-
ability to overcome the disability by receiving therapy.

Thomas Hehir stated, “The devaluation of disability Instead, students with disabilities need to receive the

results in societal attitudes that uncritically assert that appropriate supplementary aids and supports in an

it is better for a child to walk than roll, speak then sign, environment where they can learn without feeling

read print than read Braille, spell independently than different, ashamed, or uncomfortable.
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