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“a real cutie.” Individuals with disabilities should be described in accordance 
with their chronological ages.

Paraprofessionals should treat and work with students in age-appropriate 
ways. Julie once witnessed a paraprofessional holding hands with a sixth-grade
student in the hall. We doubt that the paraprofessional would have thought it 
appropriate to hold the hand of a sixth-grade student who did not have a dis-
ability. For that very reason, it is inappropriate to hold any student’s hand. This 
same logic holds true for having students sit on your lap, play with age-inappro-
priate toys, sing age-inappropriate songs, and so forth. Ask yourself how you 
would talk to or work with the student if she or he did not have a disability, and
proceed in that manner.

Person-First Language

When describing, speaking, or writing respectfully about people who have dis-
abilities, many people use a common language. It is called person-first language
and is something that you can easily integrate into the way you speak about the
students with whom you work. The concept is simple and is detailed in the fol-
lowing subsections. 
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Take a moment to consider your own mindset.

Do you believe we all have a certain amount of intelligence that can’t be changed? Or do you 
believe intelligence can be increased with effort and time?

Do you consider an individual’s poor performance to be inevitable due to their disability, home 
life, or cultural background? If so, this might be evidence of a fixed mindset you developed 
growing up. How might you reframe this belief to become more flexible and supportive? 

Do you believe that discovery and insight stem from failures and setbacks, or from successes?

If you have discovered you might have a fixed mindset, there’s no need to worry! Many people find they can learn to
be more flexible with effort and time. The following are some statements that you can say to yourself to help cultivate a 
more flexible mindset about the students you support.

• Students can only succeed if I first let them know I believe in their value and potential.
• I will set high expectations for all of my students. 
• I will give students the support they need to succeed.
• I understand that success will not look the same for all students. 
• Success, in part, is defined by a student’s individual growth. 
• Students gain discovery and insight from setbacks and failures, rather than successes.

These statements can help lead you to a flexible mindset about your students. The next step is to put them into
practice. Table 5.2 provides suggestions to help you practice a flexible mindset with students rather than a fixed 
mindset. Take a moment to consider how you can implement flexible mindset practices with your students right away. 

Table 5.2. Fixed and flexible mindset practices  

Fixed mindset Flexible mindset

You find you teach down to students because of  
disability, language, culture, or economic status. 

You set high expectations and communicate them clearly with your students. You 
always look for ways to provide opportunities for challenge and growth. 

You emphasize/praise students for being smart.  You emphasize/praise students for hard work and effort. 

You emphasize/praise only natural talents. You emphasize/praise students for having inherent value and potential. 

You hide your own failures and setbacks. You share your failures and setbacks with students and highlight how you  
persisted with hard work and effort. 

If thoughts corrupt language,
language can also corrupt 

thought.
—George Orwell (1981)
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