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Preface
The realization that we are all basically the same human beings, who seek happiness 
and try to avoid suffering, is very helpful in developing a sense of brotherhood and 
sisterhood; a warm feeling of love and compassion for others.

— Dalai Lama

Welcome to Human Exceptionality: School, Community, and 
Family! In this, our new 12th edition, we are very pleased to 
continue as a member of the Cengage Learning family. As 
authors in a partnership with Cengage Learning, we fully 
agree with our publisher’s mantra that “engagement is the 
foundation of learning … engagement is at our core and our 
focus is on engaging with learners, both in the classroom 
and beyond, to ensure the most effective product design, 
learning solutions, and personalized services—all to help 
people learn.”

In doing so, our goal in writing this new edition is to 
provide you, our readers, with a textbook that is current, 
informative, relevant, user-friendly, and meaningful in both 
your professional and personal life—a book that rises to the 
Cengage vision of fostering academic excellence and profes-
sional development, as well as providing measurable and 
meaning ful learning outcomes to you, the readers.

For some of you, this book is the beginning of your jour-
ney into the lives of people who are exceptional, their fami-
lies, and the schools and communities in which they live. 
This text is first and foremost about people—people with 
many different needs, desires, characteristics, challenges, 
and lifestyles—people who for one reason or another are de-
scribed as exceptional. What does the word exceptional mean 
to you? For that matter, what do the words disabled, chal-
lenged, or different mean to you? Who or what influenced 
your knowledge and attitudes toward people with differing 
abilities and the labels we often use to describe them? You 
are most influenced by your life experiences. You may have 
a family member, friend, or casual acquaintance who is ex-
ceptional. It may be that you are a person who is exceptional 
in some way. Then again, you may be approaching a study of 
human exceptionality with little or no background. In read-
ing and interacting with this book, we believe you will find 
that the study of human exceptionality is the study of being 
human. Perhaps you will come to understand yourself better 
in the process. As suggested by the novelist Louis Bromfield,

There is a rhythm in life, a certain beauty which operates 
by a variation of lights and shadows, happiness alternat-
ing with sorrow, content with discontent, distilling in this 
process of contrast a sense of satisfaction, of richness 
that can be captured and pinned down only by those who 
possess the gift of awareness.

About This Edition
Organization
We have thoughtfully listened to the needs of our current 
adopters, the university instructors, and most importantly, 
you—the students who use our book. In doing so, we have 
organized our book into 15 chapters to easily coordinate 
with a 15-week semester, a common time frame for many 
university and college courses. Additionally, this book is 
organized into four parts that can be taught easily within a 
10-week period, with each part addressed over a two-week 
period, which better accommodates universities or colleges 
that follow a quarter system.

The four parts reflect the major themes of the book. In 
Part 1, we begin with a focus on understanding exception-
ality through the lifespan. Also, we examine exceptionality 
from the perspectives of many different disciplines. Part 2 
looks into the meaning of diversity and the role of family and 
is followed by Part 3, a study of individuals who are identi-
fied as exceptional. Our new edition concludes with Part 4, 
an in-depth discussion on people with exceptional gifts and 
talents. In responding to the needs and desires of our audi-
ence of students and adopters who are currently using this 
text, as well as those who are considering adopting it for 
future use, we have completely rewritten and updated three 
chapters in Parts 2 and 3: “Cultural and Linguistic Diversity” 
(Chapter 5), “Learning Disabilities” (Chapter 7), and “Autism 
Spectrum Disorders” (Chapter 11).

New and Updated Features
●● In this edition, you will find that each chapter begins 

with the heading “A Changing Era in the Lives of People 
Who Are Exceptional” and concludes with “Looking 
Toward a Bright Future.” The narratives within these 
headings begin and end each chapter on a positive note 
on the past, present, and future, while acknowledging 
the challenges that people with differences face and 
will continue to encounter in the years to come.

●● The feature, Learning through Social Media, intro-
duced in the 11th edition, is updated this edition to 
reflect the ever-increasing and changing use of social 
media in the 21st century. Social media on the Inter-
net, which began more as a personal convenience, is 
moving rapidly into the realm of a necessity in every 
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student’s learning experience. In this new edition, 
many of the chapters highlight new and updated on-
line blogs and social media sites by and for people who 
are exceptional, the purpose of which is to use this 
ever-changing technology to promote greater inclu-
sion in schools, families, and communities.

●● The features that have been so popular with our read-
ers in past editions, including Reflect on This, Case 
Study on Embracing Diversity, and Assistive Technol-
ogy, continue to appear in the 12th edition. Many of 
these have been updated and expanded to provide the 
most accurate and current information available in 
both the professional literature and the popular press.

●● We continue to update and expand our unique topical 
coverage of multidisciplinary and collaborative ap-
proaches to education, health care, and social services 
with the Community Support for Lifelong Inclusion 
feature (formerly Inclusion and Collaboration through 
the Lifespan) that you’ll find in Chapters 7 through 
15. The change in this feature’s title is reflective of 
the increasing emphasis on the important role the en-
tire community plays in supporting social and aca-
demic inclusion throughout the life of a person who 
is exceptional.

●● The content of this new 12th edition corresponds with 
the 2012 Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) Stan-
dards as highlighted in the margin icons within every 
chapter. The Standards Correlation Chart at the end 
of the book details where specific standards are ad-
dressed in the book.

●● MindTap for Education is a first-
of-its-kind digital solution with 
an integrated e-portfolio that pre-
pares teachers by providing them 
with the knowledge, skills, and 
competencies they must demon-
strate to earn an education degree 
and state licensure, and to begin 
a successful career. Through ac-
tivities based on real-life teach-
ing situations, MindTap elevates 
students’ thinking by giving them 
experiences in applying concepts, 
practicing skills, and evaluating 
decisions, guiding them to become 
reflective educators.

●● We are also very proud of the 
fact that the 12th edition con-
tains nearly 1,200 citations from 
sources that have been published 
within the last decade and many 
of which have been published 
within the last two years. As authors, we are very 
comfortable in saying to you, our readers, that the  

12th edition of Human Exceptionality provides the 
most current sources available on the lives of people 
who are exceptional.

Pedagogical Features and Student  
Learning System
In addition to providing you with current and informative 
content, we are committed to making your experience with 
this textbook, interesting, enjoyable, and productive. To 
this end, each chapter in this 12th edition contains new 
and continuing features that will significantly enhance your 
desire to learn more about human exceptionality.

Learning Objectives and Chapter Review
At the beginning of each chapter, we have provided tools 
to assist you in locating and more effectively learning and 
retaining key content. A set of learning objectives opens 
each chapter and serves as an advanced organizer for your 
reading. Learning objectives are directly linked to first-
order headings within the chapter narrative. For example, 
Learning Objective 4-3 at the beginning of Chapter 4 reads:

●● Identify the purpose of person-centered transition 
planning and the basic steps in its formulation.

The first-order heading that corresponds with Learning  
Objective 4-3 can easily be found in chapter narrative 
since it has the same numbering (4-3) as its corresponding  
learning objective.

Each chapter concludes with a Chapter Review that re-
iterates the chapter’s learning objectives, summarizing key 
concepts and content.

PREFACE
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PREFACE xxi

Snapshot
Snapshot features are personal insights into the lives of 
real people. These insights may come from teachers, fam-
ily members, friends, peers, and professionals, as well as  
from people who are exceptional. Each chapter in the  
12th edition opens with a narrative Snapshot of people 
who are exceptional, their family members, or teachers. We  
believe you will find Snapshots to be one of the most enrich-
ing aspects of your introduction to human exceptionality. 
For example, you’ll learn about:

●● Tara Hillegas’s eight tips for new Special Education 
Teachers (Chapter 2)

●● Jennifer and Linea and their unique mental health 
challenges (Chapter 8)

●● Actress Lauren Potter from TV’s Glee (Chapter 9)

●● Trinity, a 7th grader with a fluency disorder (Chapter 10)

●● Diagnosing “C”, a mother’s reflection on her son being 
diagnosed with autism (Chapter 11)

●● Sarina’s experiences in her neighborhood junior high 
school (Chapter 12)

Community Support for Lifelong Inclusion
Another updated feature in this edition with a new title is 
Community Support for Lifelong Inclusion. This feature pro-
vides helpful information on ways to interact with, include, 
communicate with, or teach people who are exceptional 
across a variety of settings (home, school, and community) 
and age spans (early childhood through the adult years). We 
hope these ideas will provide motivation for further think-
ing about ways to fully include these individuals as family 
members, school peers, friends, or neighbors, as well as col-
laborate with other professionals concerned with improving 
the lives of people who are exceptional.

Reflect on This
Every chapter includes one or more Reflect on This boxes. 
Each box highlights additional interesting and relevant in-
formation beyond the chapter narrative that will add to your 
learning and enjoyment of the topic, such as:

●● “What’s My Role on the Multidisciplinary School-Wide 
Assistance Team?” (Chapter 3)

●● “Redefining Learning Disabilities Using a Response 
to Intervention Model” (Chapter 7)
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Assistive Technology
The 12th edition offers new information on the expanding 
use of technology for people who are exceptional. Assis-
tive Technology features highlight important innovations 
in computers, biomedical engineering, and instructional 
systems. The following are examples of Assistive Technol-
ogy features:

●● “Assistive Technology for People with Intellectual 
Disabilities” (Chapter 9)

●● “Apps for Autism” (Chapter 11)

●● “VGo: The Ultimate School-Based Robot” (Chapter 14)

●● “From Science Fiction to Reality: Ekso Exoskeletons” 
(Chapter 14)

●● “Renzulli Learning: Differentiation Engine” (Chapter 15)

Case Study on Embracing Diversity
Each chapter includes a Case Study on Embracing Diversity 
feature, which is an in-depth look at a personal story of ex-
ceptionality. Each Case Study on Embracing Diversity also 
includes Application Questions to extend your knowledge 
and apply what you learned from each vignette. You’ll find 
a variety of stories, such as:

●● Ana, a first-grader from an impoverished and abusive 
home environment where English language usage is 
limited (Chapter 5)

●● Ten-year-old Leon’s challenging day as a boy with 
emotional/behavioral disorders (Chapter 8)

●● Culturally and linguistically diverse children with 
ASD (Chapter 11)

●● Xeeb, an 8-year-old Hmong boy with a hearing loss 
(Chapter 13)

Learning through Social Media
The Learning through Social Media boxes provide interest-
ing and informative online blogs and social media sites by 
and for people who are exceptional, and the use of this tech-
nology to promote inclusion in school, family, and society. 
Examples of Learning through Social Media boxes include:

●● “10 Helpful and Compassionate Comments Heard at 
an IEP Meeting” (Chapter 2)

●● “Edutopia on Culturally Responsive Teaching” (Chapter 5)

●● “Bring Change 2 Mind” (Chapter 8)

●● “Design Challenge: DIY Assistive Game Controllers” 
(Chapter 12)

●● “Experiences of People with Sensory Impairments” 
(Chapter 13)

●● “My Life With Cerebral Palsy: Removing the Fence 
around Social Barriers One Post at a Time” (Chapter 14)

End-of-Chapter Features
In addition to the Chapter Review mentioned earlier, other 
end-of-chapter features include a list of Council for Excep-
tional Children standards (updated in 2012) addressed in 
the chapter and Mastery Activities and Assignments.
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Supplement Package

MindTap™: The Personal Learning 
Experience
MindTap for Hardman/Egan/Drew, Human Exceptionality: 
School, Community, and Family, 12th edition, represents a 
new approach to teaching and learning. A highly person-
alized, fully customizable learning platform with an inte-
grated e-portfolio, MindTap helps students elevate thinking 
by guiding them to:

●● Know, remember, and understand concepts critical to 
becoming great teachers;

●● Apply concepts, create curriculum and tools, and dem-
onstrate performance and competency in key areas 
in the course, including national and state education 
standards;

●● Prepare artifacts for the portfolio and eventual state 
licensure, to launch a successful teaching career; and

●● Develop the habits to become reflective practitioners.

As students move through each chapter’s Learning Path, 
they engage in a scaffolded learning experience, designed 
to move them up Bloom’s taxonomy, from lower- to higher-
order thinking skills. The Learning Path enables preservice 
students to develop these skills and gain confidence by:

●● Engaging them with chapter topics and activating 
their prior knowledge by watching and answering 
questions about authentic videos of teachers teach-
ing and children learning in real classrooms;

●● Checking their comprehension and understand-
ing through Did You Get It? assessments, with var-
ied question types that are autograded for instant 
feedback;

●● Applying concepts through mini-case scenarios—
students analyze typical teaching and learning situ-
ations, and then create a reasoned response to the 
issue(s) presented in the scenario; and

●● Reflecting about and justifying the choices they made 
within the teaching scenario problem.

MindTap helps instructors facilitate better outcomes by 
evaluating how future teachers plan and teach lessons in 
ways that make content clear and help diverse students 
learn, assessing the effectiveness of their teaching prac-
tice, and adjusting teaching as needed. MindTap enables 
instructors to facilitate better outcomes by:

●● Making grades visible in real time through the Student 
Progress App so students and instructors always have 
access to current standings in the class.

●● Using the Outcome Library to embed national edu-
cation standards and align them to student learning 
activities, and also allowing instructors to add their 
state’s standards or any other desired outcome.

●● Allowing instructors to generate reports on students’ 
performance with the click of a mouse against any 
standards or outcomes that are in their MindTap 
course.

●● Giving instructors the ability to assess students on 
state standards or other local outcomes by editing 
existing or creating their own MindTap activities, 
and then by aligning those activities to any state or 
other outcomes that the instructor has added to the 
MindTap Outcome Library.

MindTap for Hardman/Egan/Drew, Human Exceptional-
ity: School, Community, and Family, 12th edition, helps 
instructors easily set their course because it integrates 
into the existing Learning Management System and saves 
instructors time by allowing them to fully customize any 

aspect of the learning path. Instructors can 
change the order of the student learning ac-
tivities, hide activities they don’t want for 
the course, and—most importantly—create 
custom assessments and add any standards, 
outcomes, or content they do want (e.g., You-
Tube videos, Google docs). Learn more at www 
.cengage.com/mindtap.

Online Instructor’s Manual with 
Test Bank
An online Instructor’s Manual accompanies 
this book. It contains information to assist 
instructors in designing the course, including 
sample syllabi, discussion questions, teach-
ing and learning activities, field experiences, 
learning objectives, and additional online re-
sources. For assessment support, the updated 
test bank includes true/false, multiple-choice, 
matching, short-answer, and essay questions 
for each chapter.

Anderson, L. W., & Krathwohl, D. (Eds.). (2001). A taxonomy for learning, teaching, and
assessing: A revision of Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives. New York: Longman. 

MindTap Moves
Students Up
Bloom’s Revised
Taxonomy  

Create

Evaluate

Analyze

Apply

Understand

Remember & Know
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PowerPoint Lecture Slides
These vibrant Microsoft PowerPoint lecture slides for each 
chapter assist you with your lecture by providing concept 
coverage using images, figures, and tables directly from 
the textbook.

Cognero
Cengage Learning Testing Powered by Cognero is a flexible 
online system that allows you to author, edit, and manage 
test bank content from multiple Cengage Learning solutions; 
create multiple test versions in an instant; and deliver tests 
from your LMS, your classroom, or wherever you want.
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Part 1  ●  Through the Lifespan
CHAPTER 1

Understanding Exceptionalities  
in the 21st Century

Learning Objectives
After you complete this chapter, you will be able to:

1-1 � Describe why we continue to label 
people even when we know it may 
have a negative effect on an 
individual.

1-2 � Identify three approaches to describe 
human differences.

1-3 � Explain how societal views on people 
with disabilities changed from 
widespread discrimination to an era 

of inclusion and support in the  
21st century.

1-4 � Identify the catalyst, effects, and 
provisions of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act.

1-5 � Describe the role of health care, 
psychology, and social services 
professionals in meeting the needs  
of people with disabilities.
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A Blog by Joe Dolson
Many of those who could be consid-
ered disabled would not choose to self-
identify as disabled. Disability is a la-
bel, and like any label, the members of 
the labeled group are diverse and may 
exhibit the label in unexpected ways. 
How many people with color blind-
ness self-identify as disabled? How 
many people with children in stroll-
ers are unable to climb stairs with 
their child—would they self-identify 
as disabled? How many left-handed 
people struggle with right-handed 
scissors? Is this disability? An issue 
may appear trivial, but that makes 
the problem no less frustrating when 
encountered.

What Is Disability?
Disability, at some level, affects ev-
ery part of our day-to-day existence. 
Disability is nothing more than an 
inability to make use of a particular 
resource as it is presented to you. This 
is how disability is particularly dif-
ferentiated from usability: With dis-
ability, you cannot use the resource 
on your own. If a resource has poor 
usability, you are able to use it, albeit 
with difficulty.

This is why disability is not an 
absolute. Disability only prevents 
you from using tools if alternatives 
are not made available to you in a 
manner that you are able to use. The 
blind can “see” if an object or action 
is described well enough.

The previous examples are situa-
tions that may only disable the person 
in certain circumstances. People with 
color blindness are disabled when a 
circumstance requires them to distin-
guish red from green with no other 

clarifying indicators. Some people 
may be able to carry their children 
and stroller up the stairs; others may 
not. An elevator, moving walkway, 
or escalator platform can resolve the 
problem. Some left-handed people can 
successfully switch to the right hand, 
or at least can manipulate right-
handed scissors in such a manner as 
to successfully cut paper—but can 
many switch hands to write a letter?

Physical strength or handedness 
is not classically considered a disabil-
ity, but there can be no question that 
they affect one’s ability to accomplish 
certain tasks.

But Some People Really 
Are “Normal”
Oh, yes, of course. I mean, I’m normal. 
But you? Well, I have some doubts.

I mean, there are tons of things 
that I can do that you can’t. Doesn’t 
that mean you’re disabled? No? It just 
means that you have a different set of 
abilities than I do. Or, alternatively, a 
different set of disabilities. Neither of 
us is necessarily disabled; but we 
are “differently abled.”

That’s right…I forgot. Everybody 
has a different and independent  

capability to perform tasks. Some 
people are impaired when it comes to 
math; others, art. Some people don’t 
run very fast; others can’t walk. These 
disabilities will always affect one’s 
life. The degree to which disability 
affects one’s life is highly variable. 
People who are classically considered 
disabled tend to have limitations that 
are severe enough to affect their life 
every day.

What is commonly called “nor-
mal” is truly just an abstract con-
cept that we apply to our personal 
experience: Whether by attributing it 
to ourselves or to others, it is rela-
tive to our own perceptions and our 
environments.

The Web has a great power to 
reduce that effect. It’s commonly re-
marked that people behave differ-
ently on the Web. This is because 
the Web divorces them from their 
mundane routine—and this is true 
for everybody. On the Web, with a 
well-designed and accessible web-
site, people with disabilities such 
as cerebral palsy, sight impairment, 
or hearing impairment can have an  
experience fundamentally equal  
to the experience of the so-called 
“normal” user.

In any context, people with a dis-
ability are disabled not because of an 
inherent inability to compensate, but 
because they are in an environment 
that requires tasks they are unable 
to perform. If we change the environ-
ment, we can remove the disability.

SOURCE: From Dolson, Joe. 2011. “Leveling the Playing 
Field: We’re All Differently Abled.” Retrieved August 2, 
2011, from http://accessites.org/site/2009/03/leveling 
-the-playing-field-were-all-differently-abled/. Text and 
photo Copyright © Joe Dolson. Reprinted by permission.
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CHAP TE R 1     U n d er s tan d i n g E xcep t i o nali t i e s i n t h e 21s t Cen t u ry4

A Changing Era in the Lives of People  
with Disabilities
In our opening Snapshot, Joe Dolson, an Internet accessibility consultant, emphasizes the 
point that “disability is not an absolute.” Yet, for good or bad, labeling is the fundamental 
way society chooses to describe human difference. The purpose of a label is to communicate 
specific differences in people who vary significantly from what is considered “typical or 
normal.” Sociologists use labels to describe people who do not follow society’s expectations 
(e.g., sociopath); educators and psychologists use labels to identify and provide services 
for students with learning, physical, and behavioral differences (e.g., autistic); and physi-
cians use labels to distinguish the sick from the healthy (e.g., diabetic). Governments label 
people to identify who is eligible for, or entitled to, publicly funded services and supports 
(e.g., disabled).

1-1  Why Label People?
We use many labels, including disorder, impairment, disability, and handicap, to describe 
people who are different. These terms are not synonymous. Disorder, the broadest of the 
three terms, refers to a general abnormality in mental, physical, or psychological function-
ing. Impairment goes one step further to indicate that the disorder creates a barrier to 
typical functioning. A disability is more specific than an impairment and is associated 
with a loss of physical functioning (e.g., loss of sight, hearing, or mobility), or a challenge 
in learning and social adjustment that significantly interferes with typical growth and 
development. A handicap is a limitation imposed on an individual by demands in the en-
vironment and is related to the individual’s ability to adapt or adjust to those demands. For 
example, Franklin Roosevelt, the 32nd president of the United States, used a wheelchair 
because of a physical disability—the inability to walk—that resulted from having polio as 
a child. He used a wheelchair to move from place to place. When the environment didn’t 
accommodate his wheelchair (such as a building without ramps that was accessible only 
by stairs), his disability created a handicap. Historically, handicap has taken on a very 
negative connotation and is seldom used in today’s society. The word handicapped literally 
means “cap in hand”; it originates from a time when people with disabilities were forced to 
beg in the streets merely to survive. For President Roosevelt, his advisers took great pains 
to disavow his “handicap” because many people in the 1930s and 1940s viewed it as a sign 
of weakness. However, there is hope that such negative attitudes are changing in the United 
States today. The national monument in Washington, D.C. that honors President Roosevelt 
includes a life-size bronze statue of him sitting in a wheelchair.

Exceptional is a comprehensive label. It describes an individual whose physical, intel-
lectual, or behavioral performance differs substantially from what is typical (or normal), 
either higher or lower. People described as exceptional include those with extraordinary 
abilities (such as gifts and talents) and/or disabilities (such as learning disabilities or 
intellectual disabilities). People who are exceptional, whether gifted, disabled, or both, 
benefit from individualized assistance, support, or accommodations in school and com-
munity settings.

Labels are only rough approximations of characteristics. Some labels, such as deaf, 
might describe a permanent characteristic—loss of hearing; others, such as overweight, 
describe what is often a temporary condition. Some labels are positive, and others are 
negative. Labels communicate whether a person meets the expectations of the culture. 
A given culture establishes criteria that are easily exceeded by some but are unreach-
able for others. For example, one society may value creativity, innovation, and imagi-
nation, and will reward those who have such attributes with positive labels, such as 
bright, intelligent, or gifted. Another society, however, may brand anyone whose ideas 
significantly exceed the limits of conformity with negative labels, such as radical, 
extremist, or rebel.

Disorder
A disturbance in normal function-
ing (mental, physical, or 
psychological).

Impairment
A state of being diminished, weak-
ened, or damaged, especially 
mentally or physically.

Disability
A condition resulting from a loss of 
physical functioning; or, difficulties 
in learning and social adjustment 
that significantly interfere with 
normal growth and development.

Handicap
A limitation imposed on a person 
by the environment and the 
person’s capacity to cope with that 
limitation.

Exceptional
An individual whose physical, 
mental, or behavioral performance 
deviates so substantially from the 
average (higher or lower) that addi-
tional support is required to meet 
the individual’s needs.

Gifts and talents
Extraordinary abilities in one or 
more areas.

Learning disabilities
A condition in which one or more 
of an individual’s basic psychologi-
cal processes in understanding or 
using language are deficient.

Intellectual disabilities
Substantial limitations in function-
ing, characterized by significantly 
subaverage intellectual functioning 
concurrent with related limitations 
in two or more adaptive skills. Intel-
lectual disability is manifested prior 
to age 18.

Deaf
Individuals who have hearing 
losses greater than 75 to 80 dB, 
have vision as their primary input, 
and cannot understand speech 
through the ear.
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1-2 THREE  APPROACHES TO UNDERSTANDING HUMAN DIFFERENCES 5

Moreover, the same label may have different meanings within a culture. Let’s take the 
example of Ellen who is labeled by her high school teachers as a high achiever because 
she always follows the rules and produces quality work. From the teachers’ point of view, 
this is a positive characteristic, but to Ellen’s peer group, it could be negative. She may be 
described by her high school classmates as an overachiever or teacher’s pet.

As emphasized in our opening Snapshot, labels are not absolutes and are often based 
on perception and not fact. As such, what are the possible consequences of using labels to 
describe people? Although labels have always been the basis for developing and provid-
ing services to people, they have also promoted stereotyping, discrimination, and exclu-
sion. Some researchers suggest that the practice of labeling people has perpetuated and 
reinforced both the label and the stereotypical behaviors associated with it (Hardman & 
McDonnell, 2008; Mooney, 2007; Shifrer, 2013).

If labels may have negative consequences, why is labeling used so extensively? One 
reason is that many social services and educational programs for people who are excep-
tional require the use of labels to distinguish who is eligible for services and who is not. 
Discussing the need to label students who have special educational needs, Woolfolk (2013) 
suggested that labeling may actually help protect a child with learning differences from 
a class bully who, knowing the child has an “intellectual disability,” may be more willing 
to accept the learning differences. Others (Hardman & McDonnell, 2008; Rose, Swearer, 
& Espelage, 2012) argue that labeling a child often has just the opposite effect—the child 
becomes more vulnerable to discrimination and abuse.

As Woolfolk suggests, however, the fact remains that being “labeled” in today’s society 
still opens doors to special programs, useful information, special technology and equip-
ment, or financial assistance. To illustrate, Antonio, a child with a hearing loss, must be 
assessed and labeled as having a “hearing impairment” before specialized educational or 
social services can be made available to him in his school. Another reason for the continued 
use of labels is the “useful information” they provide to professionals in communicating 
effectively with one another; they also provide a common ground for evaluating research 
findings. Labeling helps people to identify the specific needs of a particular group of in-
dividuals. Labeling can also help people to determine degrees of needs or to set priorities 
for services when societal resources are limited.

1-2 T hree Approaches to Understanding Human 
Differences
Differences are found in every society. Most people conform to what is expected of them. 
Conformity—acting as we are “supposed” to act, or looking the way we are “supposed”  
to look—is the rule for most of us, most of the time (Baron, Branscombe, & Byrne, 2008). 
Usually, we look the way we are expected to look, behave the way we are expected to be-
have, and learn the way we are expected to learn. When a person differs substantially from 
these expectations, three approaches may be used to describe the nature and extent of these  
differences (see Figure 1.1).

1-2a A  Developmental Approach
To understand human differences, we must first establish the definition of typical devel-
opment or what is often described as “normal.” According to the developmental approach, 
typical development can be described by using statistics (and milestones)—that is, ob-
serving in large numbers of individuals those characteristics that occur most frequently 
at a specific age. For example, when stating that the average 3-month-old infant is able 
to follow a moving object visually, average is a statistical term based on observations of 
the behavior of 3-month-old infants. When comparing an individual child’s growth to 
that group average, differences in development (either advanced or delayed) are labeled 
accordingly.

Standard 6 
Professional Learning and 
Ethical Practice
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CHAP TE R 1     U n d er s tan d i n g E xcep t i o nali t i e s i n t h e 21s t Cen t u ry6

1-2b A  Cultural Approach
From a cultural view, “typical” is defined by what any given society values. Whereas 
a developmental approach considers only the frequency of behaviors to define differ-
ences, a cultural view suggests that differences can be explained to a large extent by 
examining the values inherent within a society. What constitutes a significant difference 
changes over time, from culture to culture, and among the various social groups within 
a culture. People are considered different when they do something that is not expected 
of or valued by other members within the dominant culture. For example, in some cul-
tures, intelligence is described in terms of how well someone scores on a test measuring 
a broad range of cognitive abilities; in other cultures, intelligence relates much more to 
how skillful someone is at hunting or fishing. The idea that people are the products of 
their cultures has received its greatest thrust from anthropology, which emphasizes the 
diversity and arbitrary nature of cultural rules regarding dress, eating habits, sexual 
behaviors, politics, and religion.

1-2c  Self-Labeling
Everyone engages in a process of self-labeling that may not be recognized by others with 
whom they interact. Thus, self-imposed labels reflect how we perceive ourselves, not how 
others see us. Conversely, a person may be labeled by society as different, but the individual 
does not recognize or accept the label. Such was the case with Thomas Edison. In school, 
young Thomas Edison was described as “addled,” unable to focus, terrible at mathematics, 
a behavior problem, dyslexic, and unable to express himself in a coherent manner (difficulty 
with speech). Although the schools imposed many negative labels on young Thomas Edison, 
he eventually recognized that he was an individualist, ignored the labels, and pursued his 
own interests as an inventor. (See the nearby Reflect on This feature, and take a quiz on 
other famous people with disabilities.)

Developmental
Approach

Self-LabelingCultural View

Figure 1.1  Three Approaches 
to Describing Human 
Differences
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1-2 THREE  APPROACHES TO UNDERSTANDING HUMAN DIFFERENCES 7

A Few Famous People Who Are Differently Abled 
(Yet Labeled As Having a Disability)

a. Albert Einstein

b. Frida Kahlo

i. Julia Roberts

c. Stephen Hawking

d. Whoopi Goldberg

h. Jay Leno

e. R. J. Mitte

f. Tom Cruise

g. James Earl Jones

Match the Names to the 
Descriptions:
___ 1. He was diagnosed with amyotrophic 
lateral sclerosis (ALS–Lou Gehrig’s disease) 
at the age of 21. He must use a wheelchair 
and have round-the-clock nursing care. His 
speech has been severely affected, and 
he communicates through a computer 
by selecting words from a screen that are 
expressed through a speech synthesizer.  
Acknowledged as one of the greatest phys-
icists in history, he developed a theory on 
black holes that provided new insights into 
the origin of the universe. Currently, he is 
professor of mathematics at Cambridge Uni-
versity, a post once held by Sir Isaac Newton.

___ 2. She experienced severe pain and 
other health conditions as a result of a bus 
crash when she was a teenager. Her artwork 
is celebrated for its surreal style that was in-
fluenced by indigenous cultures of Mexico.

___3. A well-known, tireless humanitarian 
advocate for children, the homeless, and 
human rights, and also involved in the bat-
tles against substance abuse and AIDS, this 
Oscar-winning actress and Grammy winner 
is a high school dropout with an acknowl-
edged reading disability.

___ 4. He is the voice of Darth Vader and the 
most in-demand narrator in Hollywood. Virtu-
ally mute as a child, he stuttered throughout 
most of his youth. With the help of his high 
school English teacher, he overcame stutter-
ing by reading Shakespeare aloud to himself 
and then to audiences. He went on to debat-
ing and finally to stage and screen acting.

___ 5. He is an actor that strives to enlighten 
his audience about disability by selecting 
roles that have depth and reduce stereotypes. 
He lives with mild cerebral palsy caused from 
oxygen deprivation during his birth.

___ 6. He did not speak until the age of 3. 
Even as an adult he found that searching 
for words was laborious. Schoolwork, es-
pecially math, was difficult for him, and he 
was unable to express himself in written 
language. He was thought to be “simple-
minded” (retarded) until he discovered that 
he could achieve through visualizing rather 

than the use of oral language. His theory of 
relativity, which revolutionized modern 
physics, was developed in his spare time. 
Time magazine named him the most impor-
tant person of the 20th century.

___ 7. He didn’t learn to read while in school 
due to severe dyslexia and was unable to 
finish high school. Today he is regarded 
as one of most accomplished actors of his 
time. Although unable to read early in his 
career, he could memorize his lines from a 
cassette tape or someone reading to him. 
He later learned to read as an adult.

___8. He is an American stand-up comedian 
and television host. From 1992 to 2009 and 
from 2010 to 2012, he was the host of NBC’s 
The Tonight Show. He grew up in Andover, 
Massachusetts, and has confirmed that he is 
dyslexic. Although his high school guidance 
counselor recommended that he drop out 
of high school because of his grades, he not 
only graduated but also went on to receive 
a bachelor’s degree in speech therapy from 
Emerson College in 1973. He also attended 
Bentley College in Waltham, Massachusetts.

___9. She is an Academy Award–winning 
American film actress and former fashion 
model. She became the highest paid actress 
in the world, topping the annual power list 
of top-earning female stars for four consecu-
tive years (2002 to 2005). She acknowledged 
that she stuttered when she was child, but 
with therapy, she now speaks fluidly.

Question for Reflection

Select two of these famous people, or an-
other famous person with a disability that 
you know about, and write a short essay on 
how their disability has had a positive influ-
ence on their lives. Can you describe some-
one with a disability that you know and how 
he or she has met the challenges of being a 
person who is “differently abled”?

SOURCE: The original source of the information contained in this 
quiz is unknown.

reflect on this

Answers: 1(c), 2(b), 3(d), 4(g), 5(e), 6(a), 7(f), 8(h), 9(i)

Photo Credits: Einstein: Topham/The Image Works; Kahlo: Bettmann/Corbis; 
Hawking: AP Images/Banks; Goldberg: AP Images/Lisa Bul; Mitte: AP Images 
/Richard Shotwell; Cruise: Stephane Cardinale/Sygma/Corbis; Jones: AP 
Images/Bob Galbraith; Leno: © Featureflash/Shutterstock.com; Roberts:  
© Featureflash/Shutterstock.com
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1-2d T he Effects of Being Labeled
Reactions to a label differ greatly from one person to another but can often be negative 
(Hardman & McDonnell, 2008; Rose, Swearer, & Espelage, 2012; Woolfolk, 2013). In a 
study of the reactions of family members, professionals, and the general public to the com-
monly used label mental retardation, researchers found the label generated a more negative 
reaction than the more current terminology of “intellectual disabilities” (see Chapter 9) 
(Schroeder et al., 2002).

Separating the Person and the Label  Once a label has been affixed to an 
individual, the two may become inseparable. For example, Becky has been labeled as having 
autism. The tendency is to refer to Becky and her condition as one in the same—Becky is 
autistic. She is described by a disability label, causing people to lose sight of the fact that she 
is first and foremost a person, and that her exceptional characteristics (intellectual and social 
differences) are only a small part of who she is as an individual. To treat Becky as a label 
rather than someone who is differently abled is discrimination, and an injustice, not only to 
Becky, but to everyone else as well.

The use of person-first language, putting the person before the disability, can offset 
the potentially hurtful effects of labels. As an example of person-first language, a teacher 
could say “this student has a learning disability,” rather than “this is a learning disabled 
student.” Snow (2005) emphasizes that inappropriate use of labels perpetuate negative 
stereotypes and potentially reinforce attitudinal barriers.

“Spread the Word to End the Word!”

A national campaign is under way 
to encourage everyone to pledge 
to stop using the words retard and 
retarded. Over 500,000 people have 
taken the pledge. Here are just a few 
of the comments made on the site:

—From R-word.org (Retrieved October 1, 2014, 

from http://www.r-word.org/Stories/Stories 

/R-word_Stories.aspx)

By Fatou Jawara
I don’t understand why people use the 
“R” word as a synonym for stupid or any-
thing else flawed. It doesn’t make them 
sound “cool.” It just makes them igno-
rant. These people are completely apa-
thetic. They don’t think about the per-
son who has an intellectual disability or 
knows someone that has an intellectual 
disability. And what grinds my gears is 
when people say that it’s not “offensive” 
or “not that serious.” It is! I’m so thank-
ful that we have organizations like 
Spread the Word to End the Word that 
look at ending the “R” word. It makes 
me feel warm inside that other people 
have the same feelings that I have on  

ending the derogatory use of the “R” 
word. Kudos to you guys for trying to 
make a difference.

By Selena Barrows
My little brother has autism. He is very 
low functioning and does not talk and 
cannot do basic things you and I can 
do. One day a boy called me retarded. 
It hurt me because I started thinking of 
what he would call my brother if he were 
to meet him with no knowledge of his 
disability. The boy continued to call me 
a retard. After I told the counselor, she 
called him in. It stopped. When I men-
tion my brother in conversation, and 
forget to mention his autism, people 
sometimes hesitantly ask if he is dumb. 
I reply with a simple, “Nope. He has au-
tism.” While we can’t make people stop 
using this word, we can at least make 
a difference. I also have Asperger’s and 
fear I will be a victim of that cruel word 
if I tell people. I shouldn’t have to live 
in fear of telling others about my differ-
ences. I shouldn’t feel insecure. I hope 
for a change, something this site can 
hopefully bring.

By Sydney Neal
I have a friend named Sierra. She has 
Down syndrome. Ever since I met Sierra, 
I started realizing how many people 
throw around the R-word like it doesn’t 
mean anything and like it won’t hurt 
anyone. This seriously needs to stop. 
You have a million different words you 
could say and you choose the one that 
hurts tons of people who are amaz-
ing and don’t deserve that. I know by 
being close to Sierra that those words 
hurt. She is not a label; she is a person. 
It doesn’t matter whether you are just 
joking with a friend or actually calling 
someone with a mental disability the 
R-word. If everyone made this pledge, 
imagine what our world could be.

Question for Reflection

What can you do to get involved in 
“Spread the Word to End the Word”? 
Taking the pledge may be an important 
first step, but what else do you think is 
essential if the language of discrimina-
tion is to end? To take the pledge, go to 
www.r-word.org/.

LEARNING THROUGH 
SOCIAL MEDIA 
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Contextual Bias  The context in which we view someone can clearly influence our 
perceptions of that person. In a classic study from 1973, psychologist David Rosenhan in-
vestigated this premise by having himself and seven other “sane” individuals admitted to a 
number of state-run hospitals that treat mental illness across the United States. Once ad-
mitted to the hospitals, these subjects behaved as they normally would. The question was 
whether the staff would perceive them as people who were mentally healthy instead of as 
patients who experienced mental illness. Rosenhan reported that the eight pseudopatients 
were never detected by the hospital staff but were recognized as imposters by several of the 
legitimate patients. Throughout their hospital stays, the pseudopatients were incorrectly 
labeled and treated as though they had schizophrenia. Rosenhan’s investigation demon-
strated that the context in which the observations are made could bias the perception of 
what is normal.

Another example of contextual bias can be seen in the peer-to-peer treatment of stu-
dents with disabilities who are taught in self-contained special education classrooms 
compared to those who are taught in inclusive classrooms. Rose, Swearer, and Espelage 
(2012) found that children taught in segregated settings report being targets of bullying 
more frequently than peers in inclusive settings, suggesting that the context has an effect 
on the perceptions of classmates.

1-3  Changing Societal Views on People  
with Disabilities: From Discrimination  
to Inclusion
In the fourth century b.c., the Greek philosopher Aristotle openly declared, “As to the  
exposure and rearing of children, let there be a law that no deformed child shall live…” 
(Aristotle, 1941).

Aristotle’s stark statement is inconceivable in a civilized 21st-century world, 
but from the beginning of recorded time, children with disabilities were vulnerable 
to practices such as infanticide, slavery, physical abuse, and abandonment. Many 
civilizations accepted infanticide as a necessary means of controlling population 
growth and ensuring that only the strongest would survive in societies highly de-
pendent on “living off the land.” Early Greek and Roman patriarchies practiced se-
lected eugenics—the belief in the possibility of improving the human species by 
discouraging the reproduction of people having genetic defects or inheritable “un-
desirable” traits. Although there are notable exceptions to the barbarism that 
marked early history, such as the ancient Egyptians who viewed infanticide as a 
crime, many early civilizations viewed “deformed children” as a sign of weakness, 
shame, and an unnecessary burden on society. Such views continued well into the  
20th century. In Nazi Germany, genocide had come full circle from early Greek and 
Roman history to reach its pinnacle in 1939, with the planned extermination of “the 
mentally and physically disabled” under Operation T4. In the Hitler era, people with 
disabilities were openly targeted for the “final solution.” The German government ac-
tively terminated the lives of people with disabilities as a means to purify the human 
race and put these individuals whose “life wasn’t worthy of life” out of their misery 
(United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2014).

The 20th century was an era of marked contradictions in societal and government 
support for people with disabilities and their families. On one hand, treatment and 
education that had been denied for centuries were becoming more accessible. Schools 
were offering special classes for slow learners, children with physical disabilities, and 
those who were deaf and blind. In contrast, the societal view became increasingly more 
negative and accusatory. Parents were blamed for both the genetic inferiority of their 
children and were held responsible for not being able to take care of their needs without 
additional government support. The fear grew that many disabilities were passed on 
from generation to generation, and that eventually these “defectives” would defile the 
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