
Do I teach to the Label or the Child Inside? 
 

At the conclusion of each semester I ask students for feedback about what 
they learned in the recently completed course.  I use both the department 
generated feedback questionnaire and a more informal process to solicit 
this feedback. 

Several years ago, as part of a student teaching celebration, I composed a 
parody to Billy Joel’s “Piano Man”.  The chorus and two of the versus 
include: 

Lesson Plan Man 
It’s two o’clock on a Saturday 
My friends are nowhere in sight 
All of my lessons in front of me 
Oh how they give me a fright. 
This is the end of my journey 
I’ll be a real teacher quite soon. 
Just a few more weeks in front of me 
As I add more words to my tune. 

La la la, de de da 
la la, de de da da da 

(chorus) 
Give me an “A” for my lesson plan. 
Give me an “A” for my work. 
I’ve stayed up till five 
On a Krispey Kreme high 
So I won’t have to be a sales clerk! 

Now Mary has a label of L.D. 
Bob has that label too. 
Nick is so quick to want to be picked 
ADHD sticks on him like glue. 
Do I teach to a label or the child inside? 
Do I teach to the labels I see? 
Or are Mary and Bob and Nick and Diane 
More than labels to you and to me? 



In this course ten points of emphasis that you will/did learn about include: 

★ communicating using people first language;  
★ using the home as an enrichment environment to 

practice skills recently learned in the classroom; 
★ practicing decision making skills to work as a member 

of a team when resolving a current challenge; 
★ learning how parents are a key player in the 

development of goals/objectives for their son/daughter; 
★ delivering instruction that follows a levels of intensity 

framework in which you provide increasing depth of 
feedback based on each student’s understanding; 

★ investigating a lesson using a curriculum matrix 
organizer to identify how students in special education 
can participate more fully in the general education 
classroom; 

★ identifying the role of stereotypes in the media and the 
general public that get in the way of providing a 
welcoming environment in the general education 
classroom; 

★ assessing students can take multiple formats and the 
teacher holds great power in choosing to accentuate the 
learning process as opposed to “completed product-
based” evaluation; 

★ setting a positive atmosphere/climate in the classroom 
through the use of universal design that tends to lessen 
the stigma of differences and embraces the concept of 
commonalities;  

★ viewing challenges from an ecological perspective and 
appreciating the paradox of circumstances within which 
teachers function. 

Naturally, the course covers much more than the ten highlights I have 
articulated, but notice there is no mention of: 

★ distinguishing among the major types of cerebral palsy; 
★ writing out the definition of “intellectual disability” as it 

is followed by the CT State Department of Education; 
★ identifying the difference between Down syndrome and 

Turner syndrome; 
★ defining the physical characteristics of a student with 

Fetal Alcohol syndrome; 
★ facts, facts and more facts . . . 



At no time do I intend to limit the amount of information to which you can 
have access in this course.  I have scripted some assignments and in-class 
activities that connect with my overall orientation of introducing teacher 
candidates and other professionals to the wonderful experience of 
providing instruction to and interacting with students with diverse learning 
needs and challenges.  Some of your learning will occur because you 
choose to adopt the role of a student on a path of self-discovery in areas I 
might only briefly mention in class. 

My style of teaching correlates highly with my own way of learning.  I like to 
make connections from what I am reading to another resource that helps to 
address a question I have going on in my head.  The search for that answer 
leads me to additional resources and sources of information.  This process 
is the basis for the investigation of disability-specific associations with 
students in special education. 

I know I may be naïve when urging students to devote 2 hours a week to 
the content area of special education.  I specifically phrase the reading 
from the text as “read from chapter 2” and not “read chapter 2”.  I want you 
to come to class with questions that I might not think of asking.  I want you 
to investigate more fully areas in which you are personally interested and 
for which there are no points toward your grade!  I have sometimes heard, 
“Why should I study this or read this?  It won’t be on the test!”  Hear me 
well.  Ninety percent of what I studied for that was on the test has left my 
brain many, many years ago!  I don’t want to crowd your brain with similar 
trivia. 

Well, this is a rather lengthy response to a student who wrote in his/her 
feedback, “I wish the class would cover more information about 
disabilities.”   The students in your future class will not look like nor 
function like the stereotypes associated with individuals with each specific 
label with which they have been identified. 

 


