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Who are these men who share the same name? 

Separated only by 40 years of experience. 
Does the younger man know what would be in store? 

Or is their meeting just some coincidence? 
 

Looking back or looking ahead 
In the end does it really matter? 

You are who you are and 
I am who I am 

Whether you be the younger 
or the latter. 
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The Changin’ Truths * 
(to the Dylan tune – The Times They Are A Changin’) 

 
Come gather round people and I'll sing you a tale. 
I'll sing you this song and I'll send it e-mail. 
It's a song about learning, teaching and fun. 
It's a song that continues and never is done. 
'Cause you better start lookin' & searchin' some more 
For the truths - - - they are a changin'. 
 
We're talkin' 'bout people with labels and names. 
Sometimes we're different & sometimes we're the same. 
We all have gifts and talents and skills. 
We all have minds and souls and wills. 
So look all around you and wonder in awe 
For the truths - - - they are a changin'. 
 
Come teachers and students and everyone here. 
Come from your schools and gather all near 
And celebrate our unique diversity 
And welcome us all into your community. 
'Cause we all have ambitions and goals and dreams 
For the truths - - - they are a changin'. 
 
The rules and the laws have helped pave the way 
So parents and families can each have a say 
About where, why and when and even ask how 
That all children can learn together and now 
Get ready for due process and advocacy 
For the truths - - - they are a changin'. 
 
It's time to begin my teaching at last 
And remember the things that I learned in the past 
About gifts and skills and talents and needs 
No matter the label each child can succeed 
'Cause each student is a wonder and no one must fail 
For the truths - - - they are a changin'. 
 
 

*  Let me express my gratitude for a final mentor whose life’s work influences 
me in ways I can only begin to imagine: Bob Dylan. 
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---------------------------------- 

 
My aim is not be consistent with my previous statement on a given 
question, but to be consistent with the truth as it may present itself 
to me at a given moment.  The result is that I have grown from truth 
to truth …   (attributed to Mahatma Gandhi and a quote from my 
journals on October 24, 1974) 
 

You are the sum total of everything you've ever seen, heard, eaten, 
smelled, been told, forgot - it's all there. Everything influences each 
of us, and because of that I try to make sure that my experiences are 
positive. (Maya Angelou, who died on the day before this current 
edition of the Then/Now publication, May 28, 2014) 

  

Then & Now Retrospective page iv



!

Then and Now Retrospective   Page v 
 
!

Truths: Then and Now 
An Introduction 

 
Several years ago, I developed a visual organizer with the following dimensions: 

            Value Under Consideration: Current Truths 
    
      THEN 
   1970 – 80s 
 
Back in the 
   1990s 

 
           Not Long ago 
              2000s 
 
          Welcome to 
              2010 

 
 
Periodically, I would record information connected to a current value that had 
gone through some transitions and interpretations as I advanced in my 
experiences working with students and adults with disabilities.  I viewed the 
ingredients of this visual organizer as “truths”, as I thought them to be, beneath a 
consistent heading (value) throughout my career.   

I have found the process of completing this self-reflection to be life enhancing 
and thought provoking.  I plan to share the results of this practice with my 
students who may be interested in their instructor’s advancements in his 
thoughts and values. 

I believe this process of self-reflection is a necessary one as we transfer our 
knowledge to the next generation of teachers and students.  I do not consider 
this a polished product and I will be updating and modifying its contents as I age.  
I will post a current edition on the cover and invite the reader to travel with me as 
I document my changes in thoughts and feelings on each of the dimensions upon 
which I have chosen to elaborate. 

Throughout this monograph, I have included personal poems, diagrams and 
quotes that I share with the students in my courses. 
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01.  Primary Responsibilities 

 
1970 – 80s 

My primary responsibilities were to help a person acquire his/her 
prescribed behavioral objectives typically developed from a 
standardized assessment.  

In my early days of teaching, I remember using a developmental 
assessment for adaptive behavior and completing a pre-test for students 
with quite significant disabilities.  Then, I would target the activities from the 
assessment that the student could not yet do.  After a sufficient period of 
time elapsed, I would administer the very same assessment to document 
and verify what a great teacher I had been.  Just look at their progress!  The 
irony in many of these situations was that the students used few of these 
learned skills back in their living environments.  I felt comfortable letting the 
publishers of these assessments dictate the priority of what was important 
for me to teach.  Professionals in far distant cities determined the scope and 
ingredients of a developmentally sequenced set of competencies. 

1990s 
My assistance evolved to a life-style planning process through which a 
person described his/her dream of the future and a team developed 
supports to get there.  
Heavily influenced by the work of Marsha Forest and Jack Pearpoint, I 
embarked on the discovery of person-centered planning (Falvey, Forest, 
Pearpoint, & Rosenberg, 1997).  This richness in the planning process 
completely altered my orientation about my roles and responsibilities in 
developing the goals and objectives for a person with a significant disability.  
Tools became available to facilitate my role as the organizer of information 
into a coherent display from which team members could note themes upon 
which to focus.  MAPS and PATH became the benchmarks through which 
this process emerged (O’Brien, Pearpoint, & Kahn, 2010).  Judith Snow 
addressed the importance of these tools in an eloquent manner through 
media and at presentations in Connecticut (Snow, 1990, 1994). 
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1990s (continued) 
My reading from the work of John O’Brien and Connie Lyle O’Brien, along 
with the monographs published by Communitas, Inc., greatly influenced the 
independent consultations I completed in developing person-centered plans 
for individuals with disabilities as I worked from grants, funded in part, from 
the CT Council on Developmental Disabilities.  During five years of this 
decade, I was an independent consultant spreading the news about person-
centered planning and how to develop positive profiles that set the stage for 
building on strengths and capacities rather than a focus on weaknesses and 
deficits (Ludlum, 2002; Mount, Beeman, & Ducharme, 1988; O’Brien & Lyle-
O’Brien, 1992, 1997). 

2000s 
I am listening better to what families and their sons/daughters dream 
is possible.  I am more objective and attempt to capture the essence of 
what is being said and translate this into educational language.  

Individuals with the most severe disabilities typically have a lifetime of 
supports of varying intensity by family members and human service 
providers. I began to switch my orientation from helping individuals to be 
independent and, instead, aimed for interdependence as a viable goal.  
Parents were often concerned about the non-academic areas of growth for 
their son/daughter such as friendships with others, being interacted with in a 
respectful manner, being part of the fabric of the school culture, etc. I 
realized that how a student learned to advance his/her competencies was 
more important than the number of competencies that student learned.  
Many parents were advocating for inclusive practices in their neighborhood 
schools and I found this emphasis to be of equal concern in my own 
priorities of what I could concentrate on when presenting the content in my 
courses to future teachers and other professionals.  

2010s 
I enjoy interacting with teachers and pre-professional candidates to 
share my life experiences and knowledge with them and guide them in 
fostering respectful interactions with individuals with disabilities and 
their family members.  
My current work focuses greatly on introducing teachers and teacher 
candidates to the values and practices that will assist them to be caring, 
productive catalysts in the learning process of students with whom they 
come in contact - - - and expanding their abilities to welcome the complexity 
of challenges those students bring with them to the learning experience.  It 
is difficult, at times, to remember that it has taken me 40+ years to arrive at 
the truths I now have.  Why should I expect individuals without those 
experiences to automatically grasp what I say as a “truth” that should guide 
their interactions with future students who have disabilities? 
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A Community of Learners 

Thirty people were enrolled in this winter session;  
Most were strangers to special education.  
Thirty friends leave on Wednesday night  
With friends on the left and friends on the right.  
You are the exceptional ones each night they were told.  
Teach to be ethical.  Teach to be bold.  
Teach to be creative, passionate and true.  
Teach like our mentor whose name is Bob Blue.  
Five hours a night can be a very long time,  
But we got into some rhythm and even some rhyme.  
We listened to music and looked at some slides  
And always had food to fill up our insides.  
John and Ernie facilitated the learning  
But the real work happened from each person's yearning  
To discover some strategies - perhaps a teaching tip  
To make it worthwhile to endure such a long trip.  
Once John made a comment about a class to a friend  
About how much talent was in the course that did end.  
Every group has talent if you know where to look,  
Said Pat as he glanced up from reading his book.  
I guess our job is to create such a stage  
Upon which gifts are shared as we engage  
In meaningful searches for small and large truths  
In our reading and projects and meetings in groups.  
And so - - attitudes need latitude which bring gratitude  
And education takes dedication toward integration.  
Labels can be fables that don't really enable  
Teachers to be reachers and seekers  
Of gifts to share with everyone there, if they care.  

!
---------------------------------- 

In the MAPS Process we listen to the person’s dream.  We listen with ears 
that don’t say, “Oh this is very unrealistic, this could never come true.” We 
listen with ears that are searching out the themes of life that are important to 
this person. . . . The dream has in it the seeds of the person’s gifts.  (Judith 
Snow - http://ecacmail.org/packets/friends/dreaming.shtml) 

!  
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02.  Measuring Success 

 
1970 – 80s 

I measured my success by how many steps of a task analysis my 
students could complete.  

When I first started teaching, it seemed like there was a task analysis 
developed for almost any activity you could think of.  There were manuals 
and folders of task analyses and if a task could be divided into smaller steps, 
it was done so: 50 steps to brushing your teeth, 75 steps to making a bed, 
etc.  If a student could independently complete more steps of a task 
analysis after a structured set of instruction, that student was successful. 

1990s 

Success could only be measured from the unique perspective of the 
receiver of supports relative to his/her standards for an enhanced 
quality of life.  
Person-centered planning contained a focus on quality-of-life outcomes and 
not, necessarily, on the completion or independence of a predetermined set 
of skills/activities.  Friends and family members met to help the focus person 
look into the future for his/her ideal life and then went about constructing 
supports and services to help that individual acquire steps to access those 
dreams. 

2000s 
There are multiple measures of success and I am finding ways that 
everyone can express their own perspectives at the same time to 
enhance communication among team members.  
I began experimenting with the use of simultaneous Likert scales upon 
which different team members could express their sense of satisfaction that 
the focus individual has attained an important step toward achieving one of 
his/her quality of life outcomes.  The individual elements of the assessment 
were in the control of the individual and his/her family members. This way, 
team members could place their initials on the Likert scale for where they 
perceived the person to be and compare this with the individual and family 
members’ rating. (See Figure 1.) 

! !
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Self-Esteem: Indicators I look at to determine  
my level of self-esteem 

 

 
Figure 1. Self-Esteem: Indicators I look at to determine my level of self-esteem. 
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2010s 
Sometimes, the wrong people are in charge of determining what 
success means for students and young adults with disabilities.  The 
current emphasis seems to be on uniform measures of success for all 
and individual quality-of-life factors may get lost along the way.  
I feel that overreliance on the general education curriculum as a guide to 
determine success for a student falls far short of acquiring the competencies 
necessary for successful functioning in one’s community, especially in the 
areas of home living, recreation, employment and community mobility.  In 
addition, only a small percentage of students are exempt from the highly 
punitive effects of the high-stakes assessment currently in effect throughout 
our country.  The tide may be turning toward a more individualized approach 
to success, but I believe advocates for students with disabilities should 
carefully weigh the advantages and disadvantages of automatically thinking 
that current adoption of high-stakes assessments accurately represent 
success for a person with a disability (Turner, Foshay, & Pancsofar, 2013).!

 
Looking For the Evidence 
of Community on 5/31/97 

On my walk a bagpipe played  
At the church along the way.  
I walked on by - listened a bit  
On this sunny day.  
The bagpipe played a funeral dirge  
As the mourners came out of the church.  
I walked along and heard the sound  
As I continued on my search.  
A walk is a walk - An end in itself.  
I choose to be on this journey.  
The goal is not to get to a place,  
But, to build a better Ernie.  
Step by step and mile by mile  
I’m off to my destination.  
Day by day - and year by year  
My journey’s the celebration.  
It’s not the dream or the goal or the race,  
It’s the journey upon which we have to keep pace  
And look at how much better we feel!  
That’s exactly the price it takes to be real.  
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03.  Sharing Information 

 
1970 – 80s 

Information was best shared through journal articles in the 
professional literature.  
As a graduate student and beginning university instructor, I had files and 
piles of journal articles meticulously catalogued by subject areas and these 
boxes followed me from apartment to apartment and recently vacated work 
environments to new places of employment.  Neatly trimmed and taped 
(and even placed in plastic sheet protectors), these journal articles 
summoned up the best of teaching strategies and state-of-the-art practices. 

1990s 
Information was best communicated through the sharing of stories 
using less technical language to be understood by all.  
I soon discovered that many of the actual practices did not readily reflect the 
sophistication of strategies about which I read in my voluminous files.  
Instead, I worked with job coaches, group home support staff and 
undergraduate students who appeared to learn better while reading stories 
about assistance and supports in a far less technical way - - - but it 
appeared to be equally successful.  One specific publication that surfaces 
from this era was Remembering the Soul of Our Work (O’Brien & Lyle-
O’Brien, 1992).  Also, I was able to put into practice some of the principles 
about which I was reading in Members of Each Other (O’Brien & Lyle-
O’Brien, 1997).  Although I did not know until later in my professional 
development, Trickett (1996) wrote an article (A Future of Community 
Psychology: The Context of Diversity and Diversity of Contexts) to which I 
would often refer when trying to understand the complexities that surround 
“real”, community-based research as opposed to the tightly controlled 
studies with which I had been more familiar.  

-------------------- 

Our method for learning is simple: We locate people with developmental 
disabilities who have been involved in an important change, ask involved 
people to tell us their stories of how the change happened, invite their 
reflections on what was most important in making the change, look for 
common images and themes across stories of change, re-read the stories 
through different theoretical tenses, and finally, re-tell the story and ask the 
original story tellers to correct or extend our account of the changes they 
have made. (O’Brien & Lyle-O’Brien, 1992, p. 76) 
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2000s 
Graphic organizers and computer technology are coming into play to 
enhance the sharing of information among team members.  
I have been fascinated with how teachers use graphic organizers in both 
their instruction to students and communication with family members.  Over 
the years, I have incorporated the use of these organizers in my work as a 
teacher educator and in my consulting with families in the person-centered 
planning process.  One of the most versatile of the graphic organizers I use 
is the concentric circles template. It is amazing to me how creative some 
individuals are when they compose their own graphic to assist a student 
who struggles to remember important information from a lesson.  Figure 2 
contains a section of my own personal profile modeled after an adaptation 
created by a student in one of my courses. 

 

Figure 2. Concentric circles form of a graphic organizer that often appears in the 
personal profiles I develop as part of person-centered planning. 

Creativity: Teach Like Your Hair’s On Fire by Rafe Esquith 
Paradox: When Bad Things Happen to Good People by Harold Kushner 
Dreams: Great Expectations by Charles Dickens 
Future: Don’t Die Before You’re Dead by Yevgeny Yevtushenko 
Legacy: Letters to a Young Teacher by Jonathan Kozol 
Hope: The Dignity of Hope by Herbert Kohl 
Teaching: The Courage to Teach by Parker Palmer 
Point of Origin: The Maine Woods by Henry David Thoreau 
Humor: The Pickwick Papers by Charles Dickens 
Self-Study: The Encyclopedia of Bob Dylan by Michael Gray 

 

Layer 1 = important 
dimensions associated 
with my outlook in life. 
Layer 2 = books that 
connect directly with 
each identified 
dimension  
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2010s 
Information is at most people’s fingertips via technology.  Too much 
information can be overwhelming and contradictions abound.  
Teachers, family members and other professionals need wisdom in 
trying to figure out what supports best fit within a person’s ecology.  
In the past few years I have read and listened to people discuss the 
importance of knowing what to do with the information that is available – the 
act of wisdom.  We, as educators, are not needed as much as in the past to 
provide information to teacher candidates or families.  In many instances, 
they can readily find the information in a matter of seconds.  However, we 
may need to fine-tune our skills as a facilitator of how to make sense of the 
facts and information and explore the consequences of the available options 
(Sternberg, Jarvin, & Grigorenko, 2009). 

-------------------- 

Recently, I commented to a group that when assessing students and 
transposing that assessment to a letter grade, there needs to be a 
consensus among teachers and school administrators about what each 
grade represents. What is an "A"? In this course, an A = the accumulation of 
points from assignments that I require that provide me with evidence of your 
engagement and competence with selected elements from the course. An 
"A" does not mean mastery of x% of the course. That would be impossible! 
An "A" does not equal acquiring minutia of information crammed for in a 
multiple choice, bubble sheet exam. I, as your instructor, am in charge of 
how each of you can earn an "A" in this course. My method for doing so is 
not necessarily shared by colleagues from across the university campus. My 
caution and advice when assigning grades in the general education 
classroom, in which there are students with varying intensities of disability, 
is to engage in this discussion. If an "A" means mastery of the content 
standard, are there multiple ways to acquire mastery? If a student 
approximates the content standard, what grade could s/he earn through 
active participation, alignment of IEP goals and objectives with the content 
standard and/or completion of activities/projects within the topic/scope of the 
content standard? I pose this question as a worthwhile place to begin the 
conversation among members of grade-level teams. (notes to my students – 
2014) 

!
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Purpose 
Blisters hurtin' - - Nothin's certain.  
Life can bring a sigh or scream.  
Blisters turn to callous soon  
Learn from those who live their dream.  

Everyone has many talents  
To use  - - not throw away  
And we often have to answer to  
Our conscious day by day.  

No one can tell us exactly how long  
The length of time is along the way  
So live each day to the full extent  
And at life's end you'll have lots to say  
About inner feelings of what is right  
And in what direction you did go  
And how you used your talents and gifts  
In a way that only you did know.  

The road can be long - The path can be steep.  
It's a journey of wonder and delight  
And the strength you build along the way  
Makes your goals turn out just right.  

Wonder, awe, peace and love  
Are the ultimate aspirations  
Of a life well lived and a time well spent  
In our final deliberations.  

!
 

-------------------- 

One of the things that's often worried me about the interviews I've had with 
children and adults in the course of writing books over the years is that they do 
not tend to reflect the shifting moods and changing points of view of people I 
have talked with. They end up, inevitably, as "onetime snapshots.." Most 
journalistic interviews are like that. I have often thought there was a certain 
arrogance about the act of "freezing" people in this manner. "I came on a 
Tuesday. This is what she said, so this must by what she believes." I often find 
on Friday she does not believe exactly what I thought I heard on Tuesday; 
people also simply change their minds, as I find that Mrs. Washington does 
frequently. (Kozol, 1995, p. 246) 
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04.  Primary Roles 

 
1970 – 80s 

We were the experts and people with disabilities and their family 
members eagerly sought out our advice.  
Professionals in special education were taught to believe that they had the 
strategies and resources that were needed by schools and families to direct 
the content of curriculum and instruction for students in the classroom.  This 
belief also extended to employment and community residences as well for 
adults with varying levels of disabilities.  Psychologists and/or special 
educators developed “packages of behavior strategies” or wrote lesson 
plans that focused on the skills that were lacking by the students according 
to accepted assessments and curricula.  Journals contained detailed 
analyses of successful approaches that could be transferred to classroom 
settings. 

1990s 
We became the facilitators of ideas that resulted in suggestions for the 
individual and his/her family members to consider.  
Instead of the “answer man” approach, I developed options for families and 
team members to consider as I facilitated person-centered planning 
meetings and/or educational consultations throughout the country.  I worked 
on capturing the current strengths and capacities of the individual and 
helped to draft plans for how to move forward using MAPS, PATH and other 
forms of person-centered planning tools.  Capturing the advice of others 
was an important part of my contributions to the decision-making process 
(Pancsofar & Steere, 1997).  

-------------------- 

It’s a journey with a beginning - 
It’s a journey with an end - 
The only thing we can ever do 
is look ‘round every bend. 
(from my journals – 11/17/1985) 
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2000s 
We lead brainstorming sessions to focus attention on creative 
strategies for overcoming barriers that hindered individuals from 
attaining their outcomes.  

After participating and leading many brainstorming sessions, I developed a 
set of organizers targeted for the facilitator of such sessions.  One of the key 
ingredients in this process is the identification of factors that might influence 
how different strategies may or may not be successful.  Initially, the 
brainstorming process allowed for team members to compose a large 
quantity of ideas without passing judgment on any specifics or perceived 
usefulness.  Then, team members evaluated options using a scoring system 
that allowed for the development of a priority of strategies that were thought 
to be most effective by those present.  

2010s 
We facilitate the learning community within which trusted allies of a 
person with a disability receive options from which the student and 
his/her family members can select choices that best fit his/her 
outcomes.  
Empowerment by individuals whose lives are the most affected with 
disabilities is of top priority.  How can I provide information to teacher 
candidates, family members and individuals with disabilities in such a way 
that they can incorporate effective strategies to enhance the attainment of 
an individual’s quality-of-life outcomes?  I can provide the structure, facilitate 
the process and summarize the results of these interactions.  However, I am 
not usually in a position to make any final decisions about what quality looks 
like in someone’s life.  Providing choices to others is of top priority.  

-------------------- 

… the only hope for developing a meaningful relationship to information is to 
be free to explore it in a subjective manner.  The best course is to chart your 
own unique path like a frontiersman through a seemingly infinite jungle of 
ever proliferating facts that no mind will ever encompass, while at the same 
time learning tools of communication so that a reasonable amount of 
wisdom can be shared. (Kline, 1995, p. xii) 
 
For no reader will ever read the same book another has read. Half of the 
experience is, of necessity, in the individual reader’s mind. What’s important 
about any reading experience is the nature and quality of the change that 
takes place in a person’s thinking as a result. (Kline, 1995, p. 6) 
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Choice 

Somebody asked me, “What do you choose?”  
How can I answer:  Will I win?  Will I lose?  

“What do you choose?” is loaded with meaning  
Pepsi or Coke or to go out for this evening.  

Are you talking about food or a new place to live?  
Are you talking of my life or what you will give?  

Are you listening to me tell my dreams that I wish  
Or, are you fooling around with new words on a dish  

That you offer to me?  It sounds very good.  
But, it’s hard to believe you -- I wish that I could.  

My dreams for the future are hard to express.  
My dreams and my visions are right now a guess.  

I need some more options to be in my life.  
I need some one near me to hear of my strife.  

Choices you offer may not be for me.  
And choices I ask for, we all won’t agree.  

Let’s talk about choice and see what it means  
As you sit here and listen to each of my dreams. 

-------------------- 

Have patience with everything unresolved in your heart  
and try to love the questions themselves . . .  
Don't search for the answers,  
which could not be given to you now,  
because you would not be able to live them.   
And the point is, to live everything.   
Live the questions now.   
Perhaps then, someday far in the future,  
you will gradually, without even noticing it,  
live your way into the answer. 

                                         (Rilke, 2002, p. 35) 

 

Then & Now Retrospective Page 13



Then and Now Retrospective  Page 14 
 
 

05.  Science or Art? 

 
1970 – 80s 

Working with an individual was mostly a science with some art.  
Many teachers were concerned with structure and following the dictates of a 
behavioral plan without exception.  Specialists delivered in-services on the 
exact steps to follow and presented “if-then” protocols that must be followed.  
Journals contained “research-based practices” to guide the teachers and 
other professionals whose work involved students with a wide range of 
disabilities. 

1990s 
Working with an individual was mostly an art with some science.  

I read a great deal in the area of community building and was influenced by 
the work of John McKnight (McKnight, 1995), George Ducharme, Pat 
Beeman, and Cathy Ludlum (Ludlum, 2002), Beth Mount, (O’Brien & Mount, 
2006), Marsha Forest (http://www.inclusion.com-/forestcentre.html), and 
Bob Blue (http://69.195.124.95/~joeolive/-BobBlueorg/) among others.  I 
also participated in circles of support and conveyed part of that experience 
in a tribute to a colleague, Todd Kilroy, upon his death in 1991.  I witnessed 
the development of The Community Place in Manchester, CT, and worked 
closely with George Ducharme and Pat Beeman in several capacities 
(Foran, Jackson, Beeman, Ducharme, & Communitas Circle of Friends, 
2007). 

2000s 
There is a blending of our skills that include both art and science and 
it’s difficult at times to tell which is which.  
We often know what we do well, but do not always know what to do next.  
The science of what we do contains the building blocks of the content we 
teach.  The art of what we do helps to determine how we present those 
building blocks in a way that assists others to become life-long learners.  I 
view the art of what I do as the process, effort, perspective and orientation.  
The emphasis is not on the final product.  For example, if I am working with 
a team who is focusing on discovering ways to better support a person, I do 
not enter this process with a final solution in mind.  Instead, I offer a process 
through which options emerge.  Those who are closest to the person can 
then identify which of the potential options might fit that person best.  
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2010s 
We need to be well versed in the science of our craft.  At the same time 
we have to know when to use what we know within the ebb and flow of 
our relationships with our students.  Rigor and caring are the 
cornerstones of both art and science.  
As I advance in my profession, I must realize that the teacher candidates 
and pre-professional certificate candidates with whom I interact all had 
different paths to my course.  I should not expect them to immediately adopt 
my values and outlook on providing supports for individuals with disabilities. 
I can share what I believe to be true and listen to each student’s own 
version of the truth - - - with comment.  I can emphasize how and why I 
have come to believe what I do and, hopefully, influence them along a 
similar path of investigation and discovery. 

 

When I’m 64 * 
  

Get that Beatles song out of my head  
And listen to my own true words instead.  

In a little over 5 years from now  
I’ll be 64 years of age some how.  

Where did it go - - - the time flew by  
My past is gone - - - in the blink of an eye.  

What page of my life am I currently on  
How many verses are left in my song?  

I’m happy with where my life is at  
Teaching and learning – some this, some that.  

Success is not measured in fortune & fame  
Success means living up to your name  

And being all you were meant to be  
There’s only one me - - - by the name of Ernie!  

*  (written in 2010 and to be continued) 

 
! !
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06. Mistakes versus Necessary Lessons 

 
1970 – 80s 

We tried to make few mistakes and didn’t tell many people about them.  
Just as mistakes on exams at the schools we attended were punished by 
lower grades, many of my fellow teachers and I were reluctant to admit to 
making any mistakes during our initial years of teaching.  There was also a 
false sense that our recently acquired teaching credentials somehow 
bestowed all knowledge to be at our disposal for teaching the students in 
our classrooms.  We didn’t make the mistakes - - - the students did! 

1990s 
We believed it was just as beneficial to make mistakes as to have 
successes and shared both with our colleagues.  
Thomas Edison is credited with a quote: “We now know a thousand ways 
not to build a light bulb”.  Mistakes get us closer to a strategy that might 
work.  We need to recover quickly from engaging strategies that are not 
effective with each student.  Circumstances change and what may not have 
been a successful strategy at one time in a person’s life, may now be just 
the right approach to take. 

2000s 
I do not look upon my past as containing mistakes or successes - - 
just experiences that bring me to the present situation.  
When I look back on my life and the different paths my career has taken, I 
am generally quite satisfied with the accumulated experiences that brought 
me to today’s challenges.  I remember an article I read about an investigator 
of airplane crashes when he was asked by a reporter how he could 
determine what circumstances led to the disaster in quite a short period of 
time.  The investigator replied that when he was at his first or second plane 
crash, he did not have a clear idea of how the plane met its demise.  
However, at his 100th plane crash, he had all of the previous 99 crashes as 
experiences and this helped him arrive at a current explanation in a more 
efficient manner.   I think this is true with me as well. I could approach a 
student with significant learning challenges at the same time as a novice 
teacher and we could both be baffled about how to proceed.  However, I 
should figure out what to do next in a more efficient manner than the novice 
teacher based on my hundreds of experiences with prior students with 
learning challenges. 
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2010s 
I believe we all need to be continually learning something new: a new 
skill, craft.  It is only when we experience the setbacks and errors of 
our newly acquired activities that we appreciate the effort and hard 
work by our students in learning their new skills and acquiring their 
competencies.  

My current new endeavors are learning Tai Chi and including more yoga 
stretching in my daily exercise routine.  I have taken classes once a week 
for over three years and still am at a very basic level of practice.  The 
instructor encourages each of our advancements as she builds on our 
current abilities and always has encouraging words for the effort we put into 
our movements.  One of my colleagues began his study of the cello at age 
60 and initially played simple tunes for his grandchildren.  Now, he is a 
member of a local orchestra and advances his skills at a rate determined by 
his lessons and ability to practice.  I have gained a renewed sense of 
progress and appreciation at how everyone has his/her own pace for 
learning a new skill.  The most important connection is the feedback 
between the teacher and learner that allows for satisfied progressions along 
a positive, individualized path. 

-------------------- 
An art teacher recommended the book, Beautiful Oops! and it fits in nicely 
with an aspect of this truth. http://barneysaltzberg.com/?q=node/103 I 
would highly recommend the reader to search out this book and learn more 
about the author’s orientation:  It’s OK to makes a mistake.  In fact, hooray 
for mistakes! (from the website cited in this section) 

-------------------- 
Mistakes  will come and mistakes  will go 
But lasting  learning  comes real slow. 
But stay with me as I journey on 
There are many more verses to my song.  
You were part of verse 103. 
Thanks for coming along with me.  

Maybe we'll hook up again 
In verse 1,210. 

Every day builds on the last.  
Every day is a little of the past. 

!
! !
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07.  Avocation and a Vocation 

 
1970 – 80s 

Our work and out-of-work activities were separate and quite different.  
I am reminded of the Robert Frost poem – Two Tramps in Mud Time 
(Lathem, 1969) and the quote:   

But yield who will to their separation, 
My object in living is to unite 
My avocation and my vocation 
As my two eyes make one in sight 
Only where love and need are one, 
And the work is play for mortal stakes, 
Is the deed ever really done 
For Heaven and the future’s sakes. (p. 277) 

That would be my goal – to unite my personal interests and work interests 
into a unifying whole.  In the beginning, learning one’s vocation takes time 
and there are traditional categories of learning that must be addressed.  I 
had worked as a schoolteacher in the 1970s working with students with 
quite severe cognitive and physical disabilities.  I was composing the syllabi 
for courses to be taught in my initial four years of teaching at the university 
level and this took a great amount of energy to focus my talents in this area.  
In the later years of the 1980s I was absorbing the outgrowth of work from 
the Rehabilitation Research and Training Center at Virginia Commonwealth 
University, which was under the direction of Paul Wehman (Wehman & 
Moon, 1988).  

1990s 
What out-of-work experiences!  
For a good part of the decade of the 1990’s, I worked as a private 
consultant traveling around the country taking on the multiple roles of 
marketing specialist, developer of in-service training, billing agent, writer of 
curriculum resources, etc.  I had retained contacts from previous work 
assignments and relied on contracts and supports from the Connecticut 
Council on Developmental Disabilities and Communitas, Inc. and its 
Community Place store in Manchester, CT.  Work seemed to take up to 60+ 
hours a week with much travel and preparation for one-of-a-kind 
presentations at conferences, agencies and public schools. 
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2000s 

Work and out-of-work experiences shared more in common than they 
were different.  
As I worked on developing person-centered plans for individuals with 
disabilities, I began formulating my own positive profiles and the ingredients 
of a person centered plan for moving forward.  I became quite intrigued with 
the concentric circles organizer and developed a profile with the title Who Is 
Ernie – Metaphorically Speaking? the components of which I included in 
Figure 3.  

2010s 
As I wind down my formal career activities, I realize that who I am 
outside of my class influences who I am as my student’s teacher.  My 
out-of-class experiences bring me to a new awareness of the 
importance of how I present myself to others.  
Perhaps Parker Palmer (1998) represents what I mean by the statement 
above.  He states that good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good 
teaching  comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher. (p. 10)  
Therefore, you bring who you are to the learning situation and are 
vulnerable in front of the students when you acknowledge that you are not 
the “answer man” with a solution to all their questions/problems.  You are a 
fellow learner, whose path is now crossing his/her own path in learning 
more about the content currently under consideration.  I bring the totality of 
who I am to this situation with my flaws and weaknesses along with my 
values and strengths. 

-------------------- 

Some Lessons and Truths 
 

1. We are all on our own Path of Discovery with respect to learning more 
about students with disabilities. Our paths can be distinctly different and, 
hopefully, will intersect often with others. 

2. Developing a good question to explore is sometimes more beneficial than 
trying to learn more factual information about a student with a disability in 
your classroom. 

3. We each need a mentor/guide to shine a light to better form our values 
and be an advisor to our current work.  Bob Blue and Parker Palmer serve 
as such guides for me. 
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Figure 3. Concentric circles form of a graphic organizer that contains 
responses to the question: Who is Ernie, metaphorically speaking? 

This person called "Ernie" 
Is on a long journey.  
A marathon man  
With a long distance plan.  
To lead a life of quality  
Currently at the university. 

A gentle breeze flows by  
75 degrees and a sunlit sky.  
Refreshing air  
Blows through his hair.  
To lead a life a quality  
One needs a bit of tranquility.  

7:00 am is a great time of day.  
The sun is up as I pave my way  
To that first cup of coffee  
Sets my mind to move free.  
To lead a life of quality  
A drink to add some clarity. 

 

Tofu pie is a nutritious snack  
For his vegetarian knack  
To eat good food  
For a pleasant mood.  
To lead of life of quality  
As he eats most healthily.  

A Path Finder would be an admirable car  
To search for truths in places afar  
And venture off the open road  
And use the 4-wheel driving mode.  
To lead a life of quality  
In an out-of-the way locality. 

Hot oatmeal warms from inside out.  
It may even cause a person to shout  
That there will always be more than one way  
As I get out and begin a brand new day.  
To lead a life of quality  
With good food to aid vitality. 
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An avocado is a unique type of food:  
A shell on the outside the substance of wood.  
But the nutritious substance that lies within  
Adds richness to salads when sliced pretty thin.  
To lead a life of quality  
With food rich in diversity. 

The willow tree bends but does not break.  
Its leaves reach out to those who ache  
And need shelter from the gathering storm  
When their behavior fits not the norm.  
To lead a life of quality  
Bend like a tree most gracefully. 

An abundance of life lies in a small lake  
With enough room for everyone to plan and make  
Their presence known and felt by all  
Whether they be big or whether they be small.  
To lead a life of quality  
Live within your own ecology. 

Finally, a journal is a constant friend  
That will stay with you right up to the end.  
Pages of words of poems and thought  
And important lessons to me have taught.  
To lead a life of quality  
Live out your dreams in their entirety. 

-------------------- 

. . . when we are in touch with our own giftedness, we are much more likely to 
notice and draw out the gifts in others - (Jackson & Jackson, 2002, p. 299). I 
echo this sentiment from the perspective of the teacher – student relationship. In 
each interaction we are both teacher and student sharing our gifts with each 
other. Demeaning labels tend to mask one’s gifts. Assessments are much better 
at identifying ones weaknesses and deficiencies than one’s capacities, strengths 
and gifts. Teachers should enhance the learning community so that each person 
can shine in the direction of his/her gifts.  The whole community benefits. 
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08.  A Sense of Objectivity 

 
1970 – 80s 

We shouldn’t get too emotionally involved and should remain 
objective.  
Many of the students with whom I first had contact in the mid to late 1970’s 
had led lives of incredible hardships and institutionalization.  It was difficult 
not to feel sorrow and remorse for the wrongs committed by care providers 
whose jobs were more of a custodial nature in the lives of individuals with 
quite severe disabilities.  My experiences working in group homes alerted 
me to a more humane way of interacting with adults but still was heavily 
connected to behavior intervention systems that I would not implement 
today.  A person’s interfering or upsetting behavior was targeted for 
reduction and quite sophisticated programs were constructed by behavioral 
psychologists for us to follow with little input on their development. 

1990s 
It was necessary to get very emotionally involved but we tried to 
remain objective, but with feeling.  
I learned from George Ducharme and Pat Beeman (Communitas, Inc.) the 
value of “walking with” individuals and being present in their lives to provide 
supports and assistance as directed by the individual through a person-
centered approach.  The typical “experts” tended to get in the way of a 
personalized view of a positive future and often the funds would end up in 
agencies whose goals were often quite different from what an individual 
would want in his/her life.   

2000s 
It’s hard to know how involved to become in an individual’s life as I get 
to know more and more people and their families.  
I worked closely with the Office of Protection and Advocacy in Connecticut 
as I consulted with parents whose family member was experiencing 
difficulties with the local school system.  Often, I would accompany family 
members to IEP meetings and assist in translating the dreams they had for 
their son/daughter into the official language suitable for an IEP.  Over the 
course of working with families, I developed the following list of statements 
that I have shared with teacher candidates in the courses I would teach in 
the future. 
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What I am Learning by Interacting with Families 

01 Let parents tell their story! 
02 Parents are always right . . . in wanting what’s best for their 

child! 
03 It is often what is unsaid that is most important. 
04 Avoid jargon and “education speak”. 
05 Meet on neutral ground. 
06 Feelings don’t mean facts.  
07 A relationship of trust builds slowly. 
08 A grieving process exists and is different for everyone. 
09 Translate their vision and dreams into goals and objectives. 
10 Our own vulnerability comes through as we find we can’t solve 

all the challenges. 
11 Assist parents to ask the right questions at meetings. 
12 Observe son/daughter and provide feedback in the form of a 

report / written information. 
13 Develop ways parents can provide feedback about their 

satisfaction with progress in their son/daughter’s IEP. 
14 Research topics in journals, files and/or web resources relevant 

to a son/daughter’s learning challenges. 
15 Respect the beliefs and values of family members even when 

they do not agree with my own beliefs. 
16 Express my own values and beliefs and, accordingly, how I can 

support or not support their son/daughter. 
17 Promise short – deliver long! 
18 Siblings should be considered when addressing the needs of a 

son/daughter with a disability. 
19 Often, parents feel that their son/daughter’s behavior and 

challenges reflect on their own parenting and they feel 
responsible for the difficulties their child has at school. 

20 Parents often lead very stressful days and nights and 
appreciate an acknowledgement of the dedication it takes to 
stay on top of everything in their child’s life. 
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