
 

Session 1 Transcript 

Julie: Welcome, welcome, welcome! We are so excited you are here! 

Julie: This is a series of courses designed for the paraprofessional or paraeducator or teaching 
assistant, and we're going to talk about that language and a little bit, but just know that 
you are here and you're in the right place and we are going to have a great time 
together.  

Julie: This is week one and week one, as you well know, we are talking about all those labels. 
So, labels of special ed. I see people getting notes out. Beautiful! If you're a note taker, 
take notes. If you're not, that's okay too, right? Any way that you want. Get comfortable 
and relaxed. I'm going to explain our agenda. 

Julie: It does, but I unmuted myself. Okay, so week one agenda. This is today's class. We 
have an hour together. We're going to be very focused, starting with an opening that 
we're going to have. So, in a minute, we're going to jump in with an opening. 

Julie: We're going to talk about 13 federal categories of disability. Reason being is most 
people are here because they support special education in some way and we want to 
make sure you understand what are those labels, what are those 13 federal categories 
of disability? 

Julie: We're going to talk about once we understand the labels, what do we really need to 
understand about students, about human beings? And so, we're going to talk about 
rethinking students. I want you to follow the arrows because it doesn't go in a logical 
way. But next- 

Julie: If you go down, we're going to share tools with you. So, when you leave today, you are 
going to have new tools that you can take and use with any student from preschool all 
the way to 12th grade. Someone asked the question early on, they said, "Is this just for 
early childhood?" No, it's early childhood through 12th grade. We're going to talk about a 
deterministic mindset and we have time for question and answer. 

Julie: Here's where I want to start by saying we are talking to paraprofessionals and then some 
people say, “What's a Paraprofessional?” I've never heard that phrase before that word 
or people will say, “I don't even like that term.” 
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Julie: Yes, we understand. You might be called an Aid. You might be called an Assistant. You 
might be called a Teaching Assistant. You might be a Program Assistant, an 
Instructional Assistant, a one to one. You might have another term altogether, but 
essentially we're talking to the group of human beings who work in school systems that 
we find to be so critical to the success of kids with disabilities in schools and we think 
your work is so important to not just students, but also to educators, so that they can do 
the work that they need to do. 

Julie: So, we use paraprofessionals as the term because nationally that's what the law calls 
this position. And so, we're just trying to stay consistent for everybody because we work 
with people, both Kristie and I work with people from Alaska to Australia. We're 
everywhere and so we're using this word, the prefix “para” means next to or alongside. 
So, I think about a paralegal, right? Working next to a lawyer, paraeducators work next 
to educators. 

Julie: At the bottom, in green, you can see this is the actual legal definition of the job, the role. 
Which is, paraprofessionals who are appropriately trained and supervised in accordance 
with state laws and regulations, or written policy are used to assist in the Provision of 
Special Education. All of that is said just to tell you that this is the role you find it in IDEA 
and all 700 of you who are on this call work in some capacity, usually as a 
paraprofessional. 

Julie: We also want to say that we know that, there are coaches and administrators who've 
gotten on this call and some educators because you wanted to be here and you wanted 
to hear what paraprofessionals were learning. We're going to speak directly to 
paraprofessionals, but we know you're here and we're really glad you're here, okay? 

Julie: Making sense of all the labels. We're just jumping right into the content. Okay, in your 
chat, before I explain this. I want you to know that there are 13 federal categories of 
disability. You may or may not have known that.  

Julie: Okay, I like to joke and say that you can make this a good way to make friends. So, the 
next time you're at a party, let's imagine that parties happen. I want you to remember 
back to a time when we used to gather together, and sometimes we'd have like adult 
beverages, if you can think back to that time. This is a really good party game to say, 
“What are the 13 federal categories of disability?” And people love this game. Obviously, 
I'm kidding, but- 

Julie: I'm about to reveal them for you. You can write them if you want to, but you don't need to 
because we have a handout that's ready to print for you that tells you about all 13 federal 
categories of disability. So, here they are: Autism and this is just alphabetical order. 
Deaf-blindness, meaning both deaf and blind. Emotional Disturbance, a lot of you 
guessed that. Deafness, Hearing Impairment, Intellectual Disability. 

Julie: So, Intellectual Disability used to be called what? I'm going to ask and see if anybody 
wants to put it in the chat. What's the different phrase that Intellectual Disability used to 
be called? Yes, Mental Retardation. Yay! So, that's the old term and now, the new term 
is Intellectual Disability. 
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Julie: Multiple Disabilities is another, meaning concomitant impairments in many different 
areas; another one is Orthopedic Impairments. You might've guessed that. Other health 
impairments, OHI. I'm going to ask a quick quiz, so put it in the chat. What is the most 
common other health impairment? 

Julie: Yes, ADD / ADHD. Thank you, that's the most common. Other health impairment. 
Autism is its own category. Specific learning disability is another one. Speech and 
Language, Traumatic Brain Injury, Visual Impairment. 

Julie: I'm going to go back. I'm going to try, there. So, this is the 13 federal categories of 
disability, really well known, for students who are kindergarten through 12th grade. If 
they're supported in special education, they fall in one of these categories. Therefore, 
they receive services and often they receive the support of a paraprofessional. 

Kristie: And Julie- 

Julie: So, we wanted to start out with that. Go ahead. 

Kristie: On the handouts, if they need it. 

Julie: Say it again? 

Kristie: Of their handouts, has this list. 

Julie: Great! So, on your handouts, page two, you can find this exact list. If you don't want to 
print it now, don't worry, it'll be there and you can go back and print it, so that you have a 
copy and you can keep a copy. 

Julie: Okay. There's a 14th category of disability that Kristie's going to talk about because it's 
most used in early childhood. Kris, did you want to unmute yourself? Yes, there you go. 

Kristie: I'm trying to keep people from unmuting themselves as they come in. So yeah. 

Kristie: So just quickly, the same 13 apply from age 3 through 21, it doesn't matter. So, 
regardless of which state or territory of the United States you're in, it can vary a little bit. 
If you're in a province or in another country, but in the United States, we have a federal 
law called the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act. And it was last 
updated in the year 2004, which has been a really long time for the update. 

Kristie: And at that time, the update said, "Hey, in addition to these 13 categories that you just 
saw, Julie talked through and they're on page two of your handouts, you can also use a 
phrase called developmental delay." So, if any of you work in early childhood age 3 to 
grade 3 almost, you might have seen a child have a label of developmental delay. 

Kristie: It's up to each state and then within each state it's up to each local district if they want to 
use that category called developmental delay. And they can use it all the way up through 
age 9. That's very, very rare. If you see it, you'll probably see it, if a child's three, four or 
five, meaning preschool, but then generally speaking, you'll see by kindergarten we shift 
over from developmental delay to the 13 categories. 
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Julie: Great! 

Kristie: That's probably enough. 

Julie: Yeah. Kristie, I'm trying to advance my slide, but... okay, so now that you know the 13 
categories, let's talk about which are most common. I would love for you to guess what's 
the most common disability category. Meaning, we study the number of kids in schools 
that have different labels. Which one do you think are most common? 

Julie: So, I see Autism Spectrum Disorder, Autism, ADD, ADHD, OHI. Good, I'm watching the 
chat. That's awesome! And now, if you're at home, you should do a drum roll for this 
because I'm going to reveal this for you and this, too, is fun at cocktail parties. Which are 
the most common? Are you ready? 

Julie: Tada! So, here it is. This is the most up to date information about what are the 13 federal 
categories of disabilities and how they fall, meaning which are most common? 

Julie: So, specific learning disability is the most common, kids with learning disabilities. So, I 
am certain that most of you come across kids with learning disabilities all the time. 
Speech and language only impairments, speech and language there and then other 
health impairments. So, that's ADD, ADHD, and then lots of other kinds of health 
impairments that impact students' ability to be successful in school, and then Autism is 
the next. 

Julie: Those first four (one, two, three, four) are considered the high incidence disabilities, 
meaning they're very likely to occur. And then, from developmental delay all the way to 
hearing impairment, those are less likely to occur. But some of those students that you 
might see in the low incidence disabilities, you might be working with students with more 
significant disabilities, like multiple disabilities, or what's called intellectual disability in 
those categories there. 

Julie: So, this is just really to get you understanding what are those labels in special ed? What 
do they mean? How common are they? Right. 

Julie: The other thing we wanted to demystify for you, today, is really look at sort of acronyms 
because we know that when we're in school systems, people will say, Oh, it's in the BIP, 
it's in the FBA, it's LRE, it's the IDEA, it's blah, blah, blah. And we wanted to make sure 
that you had a place to look to see what are these acronyms? 

Julie: Some of us have lived in the world of education for a long time. This stuff is really 
common for us, but for others of us, it isn't. So, this is just a way to level the playing field. 
This is also a handout just for you that has a lot of these acronyms. 

Kristie: Page four. 

Julie: And when you have acronyms that come up for you that you'd like to know more about, 
you can always put them in the chat. So, if something is not here, we can either help you 
now, or help you later with it. 
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Julie: Kristie, were you going to say something? No? 

Julie: Now, we'll help you later with it. Kristie, were you going to say something? No? Okay. 

Kristie: I was telling them it was page four of their handouts. The handouts are on your 
dashboard and you can print them off or look at them, and we'll help you figure that out. 
You can stay on after the call today, if there's anything you want to troubleshoot around 
that you didn't get. If you want to listen to Julie now and then troubleshoot later, we'll 
help you find the handouts. But it's page four for any of you who've found it ahead of 
time. 

Julie: Yeah. Just to reiterate, don't worry if you don't have handouts. You will still be able to 
fully participate, we'll get them afterwards. Okay? 

Julie: So, now that we've heard and understand the labels, you know what they are, you kind 
of understand maybe what they are and what some of the acronyms are, we wanted to 
talk about the problem with labels. And so today, we want it to- 

Kristie: Educational. 

Julie: One thing we want you to know is that labels are real, they exist and they're determined 
by groups of people, but there's a real problem or challenge with the use of labels, and 
Kristie and I put this list together. Sometimes, people hear the label... let's just use 
Intellectual Disability. They hear that label and then they're constantly seeing that 
student as the label. You might see this when people say things like, "Oh, that's the ID 
classroom." Right? Or, "The CD classroom, cognitive disabilities." We not only see kids 
in that way, but we group kids in that way and we find that to be really problematic. 

Julie: Another problem is sometimes when you're using labels, you're seeing the students 
through a deficit lens. So, we might be saying, "The learning disabled kid." That would 
be a problem because we're looking at the student through a lens of deficit. I'm going to 
pause for a second and just on the chat, does anyone in this room have a deficit area, 
meaning something you're not good at? Like for me, for example, I can't find any location 
unless I use a GPS. So finding things in the community is a real skill. Delegating. 
Singing. Yeah, overweight. Thank you. Someone else said made to GPS. I swear to you, 
I have a target that's 10 minutes away, but I set my GPS just to make sure, or it's 
multitasking, keeping left and right, straight. Beautiful! You can keep adding those there. 
I'm going to just ignore it for a minute to say that we all have deficit areas, we all do, and 
we don't want to be seen through the lens of deficit. And so, that's really important. 

Julie: Sometimes people give too much importance to the label, they think the label is more 
important than the person. Sometimes, people don't understand the limitations of the 
label, or they assume that we can't change how things will be or assume things can't be 
undone. In the chat now, what other problems do you see with labels? Meaning how 
people interact with, or see the students that you support? And I'm just taking a moment. 
The students themselves get stuck in their label. Pre-judgment, beautiful. Stigma. 
Negative thoughts. Low expectations. Absolutely! It never changes, and how they're 
treated. Yes. So these are all, and it's going to be great to be able to go back and look at 
this, but reputation from grade to grade, someone said, meaning this kid has an 
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emotional behavioral disorder, therefore, next year the teachers are scared as they 
move up, right? So, we really want you to understand labels exist, you need to know 
what they mean and also what are the limitations with labels and how do we want to 
think about them. Kristie, is there anything else you want to add at this point? 

Kristie: I think maybe, Julie, you can talk in the sense of like when we talk about when a child is 
in a more restrictive environment or the self-contained classroom, it's a one way street. 
And so, it's sort of like what you alluded to that once you get the label, it doesn't ever 
leave you, and so even though you have amazing things about you, it's almost like we've 
tattooed it on you or put it on your shirt. And so, it becomes this permanent fixture that 
doesn't allow us to think about that you might be really different in a year from now, or 
three months from now. 

Julie: Yeah. And I think it's just really important to think about the label is only one aspect of 
that human being, it's not the whole aspect of that human being. So, that's beautifully 
said and I don't need to say it better than you, Kristie, because he did a great job. This 
quote is a quote we wanted to pull from Thomas Hehir. He's a researcher at Harvard and 
he's a brilliant scholar, and he just talks about the idea that there's more than one way to 
walk, talk, paint, read and write. And really what we want you to do is know that there are 
disability categories that exist. And now, we want you at two lots of ways to rethink those 
disability categories because we believe that there are multiple ways to be in the world 
and that there is no normal and abnormal. So, I'm 47 years old in special education for 
so long, we've made a distinction between people with and without disabilities, and I 
don't think those distinctions are as clear as we think. I think people have multiple ways 
to engage in the world to walk, talk, paint, read, write, move, et cetera. 

Julie: We're going to teach you what person-first language is. Person-first language is saying 
the person before the disability. So, we've got a little chart here that we hope is really 
helpful. It says things like say people with disabilities instead of the disabled. Why? 
Because it puts an emphasis on the person. People first, or Ella, that's my daughter's 
name. Ella, the fourth-grade student. Instead of Ella, the student with down syndrome, 
because often the label's not relevant. 

Julie: Notice this, I often hear that this student is nonverbal. I prefer to say something like 
communicating with the device because we're talking about the person as a strength. 
So, I work with many, many kids who don't use verbal communication at all, but they 
might use eye gaze to communicate. So, I'll say this person uses eye gaze to 
communicate. So, person-first language emphasizes the person, not the disability, and 
the disability is only one part of the person. We're going to practice person-first language 
in our work with you all. So, just help us. If we don't, you can always say, “Wait, was that 
person-first?” And we're always trying to make sure that we're using person-first, unless 
we're using something called identity-first. And that's the second way to talk about 
students with labels. So, Kristie, do you want to talk about that? 

Kristie: Yeah. So, this is a trend that has always been a trend in the deaf community and 
Deafness with the capital D in terms of its culture and its identity. And you'll see it now 
with many students that have autism that are older. They will say, "I'm autistic." Or in a 
way that sounds off putting to those of us who were trained so deeply to use person-first 
language to hear someone say, "He's autistic," or "I'm autistic," or "An autistic student." 
Sounds a little bit abrupt, but oftentimes, what many young adults and across disability 
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categories are saying this, "This isn't a disability. This is my identity, and this is who I am, 
and it's part of the inner fabric of who I am." And so it might be saying that I'm an autistic 
advocate and then people are like, "Oh, shouldn't you be an advocate for people with 
autism?" Because that would be person-first language. 

Kristie: And again, it's just a trend that you'll see more and more right now. And I never know, 
I'm like, "Well, now should I do person-first, or should I do identity-first, or what's the 
most respectful?" And so, I love what Julie has on the bottom of the slide and it says, if 
you don't know, just ask. And so ask people, "How do you like to be called?” So, if your 
name is Carol, “Do you like to be called Carol, or do you like to be called something 
else?" So, you want to just as we would with any of our human beings ask if you're not 
sure, but generally speaking, you will hear, both Julie and I tend to use, person-first, 
primarily because it's not part of our identity, and so we're speaking from about other 
people, but you may hear people with identified labels and disabilities say that that's who 
they are, that that's part of their self. 

Julie: Great! And I want to highlight, someone said, "I like difference instead of disability." And I 
would like to say I like it too. My challenge is to try to communicate to you all in ways that 
you're likely to hear in school systems, and so to make sure it's transferrable. But man, 
do I love thinking about disability as just difference and that as if it's something very 
wildly other? So, that's just something that someone put and I wanted to highlight that. 

Kristie: That's important, because you'll hear us go back and forth on that one, because 
sometimes when we're talking about eligibility until we can change our systems, which 
hopefully we'll talk about “are you a student with a disability” because we're talking about 
federal funding, or we're talking about media in a certain criteria for something. You'll 
also hear us talk about children who are neurodiverse, or children with diversabilities, so 
we'll go all the way over and just speak to us as humans that, Julie is going to pull us 
through an experiential activity here in a minute. So you're right, you'll hear that across 
the board, whether we talk about delays, disorders, disabilities or differences. 

Julie: Thanks, Kristie! Great! The first big thought that we have, that we want people to think 
about, is restorying students. And I'm just going to start by saying that some of you 
looked at our intro videos at the beginning on the dashboard, and I got to tell you all the 
things about me that I'm proud of, that I've got two kids and that I'm married, but I also 
have a very different story about myself that would be filled with my deficits and things 
that I've done that I'm not proud of. And we could have given you that story about 
ourselves, if we wanted to, but we have options about what to share with people. 
Students with disabilities often, what we do is we record all their deficits and then it's 
written in the IEP and then we talk about kids through that lens. 

Julie: So, one of the things that we want you to think in a new way about is how do we restory 
students? Meaning tell new stories. I'll use an example. If there's a student who has 
thrown a desk in school, let's imagine that they're a sixth grader who's thrown a desk in 
school. It is quite common for that to stay on the kid's IEP through sixth grade, through 
seventh grade, through eighth grade. Right? And in reality, it was a moment in time that 
the kid lost their mind and had a hard time. And I am certain that if I asked everyone 
here, "Have you ever done something you're not proud of?" I'm imagining that 
everybody. In fact, put a “yes” in the chat if you've ever done something you're not proud 
of because I think it'll be fascinating to watch this happen. 
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Julie: Oh, good. "Everyday." "Yes, yes, of course." "Absolutely." "Yes." Thank you! Certainly, 
we all, in fact today I've done things I'm not proud of, and yes, in special education the 
problem is we keep data on that stuff, we write it down, we write reports about kids, and 
we have created a certain story. I'm going to have you restory students. So, here's what 
it looks like. Kristie, I can't switch. There we go. 

Julie: Take a look at these Winnie the Pooh characters. I am certain that most of your know 
who these are. And if you don't, that's okay. These are A.A. Milne's Winnie the Pooh 
characters and I have described them in certain ways. So, I've got Winnie the Pooh up 
there. He's happy, pleasure seeker, relaxed. We've got Eeyore, he's loyal, lovable, and 
an obstacle finder. Does anyone like what I did there with the obstacle finder? I'm kind of 
into that one. Piglet is sensitive, empathetic, and kind. Tigger is energetic, quick, and 
fun. Owl is wise. He gives advice, he's a philosopher and Rabbit is organized, detailed, a 
rule follower. First, let me ask you this. When I described these characters, did I use a 
positive, a negative, or a neutral lens when I looked at these characters? Go ahead and 
jot it in the chat. Is it positive, negative or neutral? 

Julie: I definitely took a look at these characters from a positive lens. Now I'm going to pause 
for a second, and you can stop writing positively unless you're enjoying it, and I would 
like you to look at these characters and identify yourself. Meaning, if this were some kind 
of a test, which Winnie the Pooh character are you most like? You can also be a 
combination. So for me, I would be a Pooh, Tigger, Piglet combo pack. That would be 
my identity. 

Julie: Now, this actually is a fun game to do at your dinner table tonight. Ask your family. I'm 
married to someone who is an Eeyore, so those would be, who are married to Eeyores. 
You'll know my pain. 

Julie: Essentially, it's kind of a way to think about human beings. Now, I'd like you to take these 
same characteristics, same characters, and I've got a different way to look at them. So, 
take a look at these. Pooh is gluttonous and dull because he's always searching for 
honey, taking naps, right? Eeyore- pessimistic, energy drain. Piglet- nervous, neurotic. 
Tigger- hyper, overactive, loud. Owl- self-centered, egotistical. Rabbit- bossy and 
flexible. 

Julie: So, take a look at these. Now answer for me, is this positive, neutral, or negative ways to 
describe these same characters? Beautiful! Negative, negative. 

Kristie: It's so interesting, Julie, when we do this, it's like how did you notice how you felt? Like a 
minute you were go, you're like, "All of them." Or like, "I am so Pooh." And then, you see 
this one, you're like, "Oh, crap. I'm Pooh." It's like, how did you go from one minute these 
super excited to be the Owl, to be like, "Oh, am I really the Owl?" 

Julie: Beautiful! It's so funny to hear people's response, think about what happened when we 
used a positive lens versus a negative lens to describe the very same characters and for 
people who are saying. Someone says, "I'm not an owl anymore." We're playing with the 
idea of identity that we can try it on and take it off. However, in school systems, often we 
create stories for kids, we talk to other teachers about what kind of a learner this person 
is, and we're asking you to re-story students from this negative aspect. I'm not 
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pretending that all of you talk about kids this way, but I will say in special education we 
often hear about the negative aspects of kids much more than we do the positive 
aspects. So, we're going to ask you to restore students and use this kind of language 
instead of this kind of language when talking about our thinking about students. I'm going 
to take it one step further, unless you have something else to add, Kristie, at this point. 

Kristie: No, you're fine. If I don't jump in, I'm just keeping mutes on. 

Julie: Okay. Good. 

Kristie: Very important job. 

Julie: That's very important. You're doing great. Let me just say that we've looked at a positive, 
we looked at a negative and now I want to take it one step further, and I'm going to take 
what's called a medical look at these same characters. And so, here it is. Pooh has an 
eating disorder. Piglet has an anxiety disorder. Tigger has an attention deficit disorder. 
Owl, a narcissistic personality disorder. Rabbit, obsessive compulsive disorder. Eeyore, 
major depressive disorder. And then, Christopher Robin at the bottom has schizophrenia 
and that's because he has dreamed up all these characters and he sees these 
characters as real in his mind. And I don't want to ruin anyone's day to say they're not 
real, but I'm just saying like that's a medical look, or when we actually medicalize 
difference, and we look at difference not just as negative, but we look at it as a disorder. 

Julie: And in our school systems, as someone who has studied special education for 25 years, 
we tend to see human beings through the disorder. And we're going to ask when you 
support students in systems to not do that, to move away from this thinking and instead 
use a different way to look at or think about people with disabilities. So, there's the 
medical model which I'm going to go back. This is the medical model. It means we 
assign labels to, we talk about therapies, we talk about medications, we look at it through 
a medical model. And then, on the other side, is the social model of disability. I'm going 
to pause my speech for a minute and have you take a look at this and read the two next 
to each other. 

Julie: I was just giving a minute for your brain to sort of process the two models. So, the 
medical model is this idea, and I'm going to just tell you it's an old fashioned way of 
thinking and it's really common still in our schools. Okay? Is that the disability resides 
only within the individual, but it's a pathology or impairment and our job is to fix it and 
remediate it. Okay? That's the old fashioned way of thinking, the medical model, but the 
social model is a different way of thinking, and it's a way that Kristie and I think about 
disability, and we're going to ask you to start to think in these same ways. 

Julie: The concept is society creates barriers that disabled people, and disability is just 
difference or a natural form of diversity, and our job is to support and adapt. You can see 
when you jump between them that there's a big difference in the ways that we think, we 
call it a model of disability or a thinking model or thought model. We try to land on the 
social model. Some of you are just maybe confused though. So, I'm going to use my 
son, Sam. He's legally blind and so, some of you will say, "Okay, so he's legally blind. So 
obviously, that disability resides within him." Well, it's true. It resides within him in certain 
ways, but Sam sees 2200, so that is with or without glasses and that means that he can 
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tell that someone walked into the room, but you can't tell who it is until he gets really 
close. 

Julie: And that medically, yes, he's legally blind. But more importantly, Sam moves through the 
world beautifully and the only time he gets stuck is when society hasn't made 
accommodations for him. So, I'll give an example. He's in high school, he has a senior. If 
he gets to his AP bio class and nobody has helped him make the text bigger, or put it on 
his iPad so he can make it bigger. He gets stuck right there. He doesn't have access to 
the content. So, does the disability reside within Sam? Probably a little bit, but more than 
that. He becomes disabled when we haven't adapted and supported him well. And if you 
were to ask him, "If you'd choose to be legally blind or not?" He would say he would 
choose to be legally blind or not. He would say he would choose to be legally blind 
because it's really who he is and it's part of who he is. So, going back to the identity first 
language, Sam often talks about himself in terms of being blind first. So, I think that's just 
a way to give an example to that. 

Kristie: Julie, as we think about the next few minutes. We probably need to decide which of the 
tools we're going to transition.  

Julie: Somebody's asking, can I share this with my staff? The answer is, yes. You can share 
any of this stuff with your staff. You can take a screenshot and talk to them about the 
social model versus the medical model of disability because it's a much better way to 
view human beings than through that lens of deficit. 

Julie: This is a Muslim proverb that we love and it's just a lot of different flowers make a 
bouquet. One thing we believe really deeply is that we have to look at students through 
the lens of strengths and the beauty, the unique beauty every human being brings. 
Instead of looking at students through the lens of deficit, we have to look at them through 
the lens of strength or the lens of beauty. We're going to jump into some tools to take to 
get you kind of set up to think. I'm going to start with, actually Kristie, do you want to start 
with this tool? 

Kristie: So, this one is called Reach for the Stars. This comes from my colleagues in the great 
state of Kentucky, if we have any Kentucky folks here today. This came from a project 
that was called the Deaf Blind Project. So, it's working with children with multiple 
disabilities. This is a product that is offered through the American Printing House for the 
Blind. So, if you have a student who, like Julie's son is legally blind, they could get this 
resource for free, but they also gave us this map to use for free and it's in your handouts. 
So, you can download it and use it. This particular map is a way of helping you think 
about the future. So, if any of you've been to an IEP meeting, an individualized education 
plan meeting, or a transition meeting for older students, or even students that are 
transitioning from preschool to kindergarten, sometimes we do this sort of future 
planning. 

Kristie: Where do we want to see this student in the next year, or in the next three years, or 
upon graduation? So, this Reach for the Stars map has two columns and on one side it's 
got a thumbs up and on the other side, it's got kind of a thumbs down. So, it says what 
works for me and what doesn't work for me. It's actually written in the voice of the 
student, or the child. So, we've even done this with toddlers and it's as if the toddler was 
saying to you all, "Hey guys, this is what really works for me when you let me do this. 
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When you cuddle at me in this way, when you turn down the music when it's too loud." 
To be honest, I told Julie I was going to share this story with my dogs because I don't 
have kids, I have dogs. 

Kristie: So, when we would have dog sitters, I would make a map for my dogs. So, one dog did 
not like the thunder, or lightning. The other dog was deaf, so it didn't matter. So, I would 
make a map so that they knew for each dog what was good, what works for them, and 
what doesn't. This also takes that idea of the disability resides in the barriers that society 
creates. It puts the onus on the adults in the environment, not on the child to adapt or to 
be able to assimilate, but rather to say you like things and you don't like other things and 
certain things are agitating to you and other things you don't even notice. So, we speak 
from the child's perspective, or the student's perspective. If they're an older student, they 
can absolutely make this map for themselves. Even a younger child may be able to 
make the map with you. 

Kristie: It's like what do you really like? What helps you feel good in a day? Even if you're one of 
those children that you all put in the chat, you guess that the kids that had the most 
labels were kids with challenging behaviors because behaviors are challenging, right? 
Really, it's behaviors that challenge us, not kids with challenging behaviors. The minute I 
say a student or a child with challenging behaviors, I have now tightened it up and said, 
this is who you are. If I say that my interactions with this child or student are sometimes 
challenging, that puts the onus on me to figure out how to make it less challenging. So, 
we might do a map to help figure out when does a child “flip their lid?” When does a 
student become so agitated like Julie's example of the sixth grader that threw a chair or 
table? What led up to that? 

Kristie: Why did that happen and why now? So, this map is called Reach for the Stars. It's in 
your packet, it's the very last page of the packet. It's just one of the maps that's in this 
person centered, or future planning. This is particularly for young children, but it's 
anything you've ever done in terms of future planning for individuals. I like this map 
because it's so simple just to be able to say what works and what doesn't. So, that's your 
first tip is to Reach for the Stars, what works and what doesn't map. Then Julie, you can 
add to that, or go to the next tool for sake of time, whichever you feel. 

Julie: So, what works and what doesn't. So, I've worked with elementary, middle, and high 
school. I'm just going to make sure that people know that. The what works and what 
doesn't works beautifully all the way up. So, I've worked with students in high school 
where we've put together a map that says this is what works and this is what doesn't 
work. Then, I'll give an example. If you're a paraprofessional working in a high school, for 
example, and you're absent. That what works and what doesn't work, that piece of paper 
is really useful for any substitute who works with that student. So, we quickly and easily 
have kind of a code for how to best support this particular student. 

Julie: “Flip your Thinking” is another tool that I love. What I'm going to have you do. Some of 
you might've printed the handout and you're going to be able to write things down on the 
before side. So right now, look at the before side and it says, “student descriptor.” So, 
everybody on this call, think of a student that you support and maybe think of a student 
that challenges you and then jot a descriptor down, meaning a word down that describes 
the student and you can even put them in the chat. Okay, good. Obstinate. We're getting 
single words. That's exactly what we're looking at. Tired, feisty, aggressive, energetic, 
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rude, resistant, rigid, chatty, angry. Good. Stubborn, ADD, happy, combative, defiant, 
runner, stubborn, anxious, frustrated. Okay, good. I'm going to have you pause for a 
second and I would have you think of five descriptors for that student. So, think for a 
minute of descriptors. If you can write them down, I think it's worth it. Take about 30 
seconds. Jot down five descriptors of one particular student. So, jot them down. 

Julie: Great! I'm going to stop a little sooner than I normally would, but what you should do is 
write down as many descriptors as you want to describe the kid. Now, look at your list of 
descriptors. What I want you to do is cross out any words that would be considered 
negative, circle any words that could be considered positive, and then add a few more 
strengths to the students. So, strengths meaning things like artistic, things like loves 
movement, things like humorous, a leader, kind hearted, right? Add some of those. 
Then, what you're doing is you're creating the after side. So, I'm going to jump back to 
this. The student descriptor after is after we've really flipped our thinking about kids. So, 
we've crossed out all the negative ones, we've circled the positive ones, and we've 
added some. 

Julie: So, I'm seeing athletic, loving, sweet, artistic, energetic, caring, loving, empathetic, 
funny. Beautiful. What we want to do is “flip our thinking” about the way we describe and 
talk about and write about students. Now, let's talk about those things that we've crossed 
out because they were negative. Meaning if someone said it about you, you wouldn't like 
it to be said. The negative ones that you've crossed out we're going to ask you to go to 
that after side and change those words. So, let's say somebody put the word hyper. You 
would have crossed out hyper and you might've put an active learner. Let's say you are 
lazy. You would have crossed out lazy and you might put something like relaxed. Let's 
say unfocused. Maybe, you are creative. From demanding to assertive, from immature to 
developing, from emotional to sensitive, from scattered to a divergent thinker, from 
anxious to cautious. 

Julie: There's a really important reason that we're asking you to rethink any words that you 
would typically use that might be considered negative. It is the way that we think about 
our students is the way that we reach and teach our students. So, we have to flip our 
thinking, flip our language, flip the way that we write about, talk about, and see our 
students from a strength-based perspective. So, you might not have had time to do this 
well while we're on this call. Please take the time after to spend some time thinking 
about what I would have described this kid before. Now, how might I flip my thinking? 
This matters more than anything else. If you work with students who challenge you, 
we've got to see them through the lens of strength, gift, talent, and ability. So, we use 
this turning lead to gold as a tool to get there. Lead words are heavy words and they 
make us stuck. Gold words are words that really help us see and think about how to 
reach and teach a student. 

Julie: So, those are two tools that we're going to give you today because of time, but we will 
jump back to those other tools that we intended to give you. Kristie, do you want to finish 
up with this? 

Kristie: So, we just want to leave you with sort of some calls to action or some goals and where 
do we go from here? Now that we walked through this idea of. Want to go back just one, 
Julie? Yeah. So, not that we're sugarcoating, or that we're ignoring the fact that the 
student qualifies as a student with a disability. Oftentimes, we have to go through a 
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whole process to figure out what they can't do in order to make them eligible for 
services. So, I'm going to need to ask you guys to keep yourselves muted for just a 
second. Okay. So Julie, on the slide that says goal, not gold. 

Julie: Oh goal. Going back. Sorry. 

Kristie: That's all right. 

Julie: Right here. Yep. Good to catch up? 

Kristie: No, it's right there. Okay. So, when we use positive language, it's not that we are 
ignoring the fact that the child has needs for support or accommodations or so forth and 
so on, but we're really presuming competence over this idea that the child has a lot of 
needs. So, there's many other handouts and examples in your packet for today about 
how to reframe that language. Some of you were saying, "Well, how would I take this 
word and change it?" So, we've got a lot more examples in your handouts today that are 
always trying to be objective versus subjective. Even a positive word like happy, or 
energetic can sometimes be code for ADHD. We'll say they're a really energetic child, 
but we all know what that really means. We want to make sure that you are still objective 
without judging or labeling. 

Kristie: You focus on the facts, not your impressions or how you feel about things. Then, we just 
do rich descriptions of where the child is currently. Remember when Julie says it's a 
story. It's a story about right now, but there's going to be another story down the road as 
we don't want that story to be forever. Okay, next one Julie. 

Julie: Yep. 

Kristie: Then, the last sort of challenge that we have is our own mindset. A mindset is, what do 
we believe? What do we value? Because what we believe and what we value will dictate 
what we say and what we do. So, we want to make sure that we're very aware of our 
own mindset, our own values, and beliefs. So, one of the things that we want to move 
away from is when I first heard it, I was like that's a really big word. 

Kristie: It's called deterministic. That means that something is already determined. So, if you 
give me a label of a girl, then you've already determined what I have access to, what I'm 
going to think and do, and like, because you have your preconceived notions. If you say 
I'm 50. Now, you have another idea about who I am and what I can do. So, one type of 
determinism is genetic. So, people might say, "Oh, you are what your gene's telling you 
you're going to be." Many of you would be like, "No, I'm not just what my genes are. I'm 
also what happened in my experience and my own individual choices." So, when we 
move away from deterministic thinking, we've allowed ourselves to say anything is 
possible. So, we want you to leave with this idea that labels are limiting. If we can lose 
the labels, that's a lot of Ls, we can be open to possibility. 

Julie: Beautiful, thank you! Our challenge. 

Kristie: Oh sorry. There was one last quote. I have to share this picture because I have issues, 
but these were onesies. If you can't see it, I'm going to just quickly describe it. These are 
onesies for babies and they were in an airport store and the girl onesie says, "I hate my 
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thighs!" The boy onesie says, "I'm super!" It's just this idea that from birth we start 
labeling and positioning people based upon just their gender and their mindset. So, 
Stewart Shanker is a thinker and researcher that I follow a lot and he says that our 
challenge is to move beyond thinking, "Something determines what kind of person you're 
going to be, or what kind of personality you are." So yeah, now, Julie, go. 

Julie: That's beautiful, what a message! I see people putting comments in the chat. What a 
message to be starting children out with, right? So, we've got to really be the carriers of 
the light, the people that help students see that anything is possible for them, and the 
people that when talking to other people are using positive professional language about 
our students. So, we've got time for a couple of questions.  

Julie: Someone just made a beautiful comment. The way that we view life is basically how we 
get through life. I couldn't think of a better phrase to say, especially when we think about 
how do we look at the learners in front of us because they have limitless potential. I hear 
lots of thank you, thank you, thank you! So, here's my thinking Kristie. I'm going to make 
sure that we close in a word and I'm going to jump to our last slide. Then, people we'll 
stay on for a bit and you can feel free to go. In a word, type one word that comes to your 
mind when you think about today's session. So, just jot your words. I see a lot of thank 
yous. I see awesome, reframing. Oh, beautiful, nice! 

Julie: We are so happy! I feel tearful when I look at these words. I'm so happy that you've 
joined us because this is a group of humans that pulled together, are some of the most 
powerful people in our school systems, especially about the way we think about and see 
and work with our students. 

April: I had a question. 

Kristie: All right, go ahead. 

April: Going back to what we talked about today with labels and I think what I've ran into the 
most, this year in particular, is the teachers that I'm working with who don't want to look 
beyond the label at what my student can do and what I know that my student is capable 
of doing. 

April: So, I often into, sort of, issues with them not wanting to work with me on 
accommodations and modifications and understanding the difference between... I'm just 
sort of wondering how I can get them to sort of get to my level of thinking? 

Julie: I can take that. That's a beautiful question, April, and pretty common, is that we often 
work with paraprofessionals who understand the complexity and beauty of the students 
and yet the teachers might not see them in the same way. So, that's partly why we're just 
helping you start to reframe students, so that you use language yourself and you model 
it again and again because we recognize the power differential. 

Julie: We know that you can't sort of change their mind. We know that that's not possible, 
necessarily, but how you change their mind is by repeatedly showing, "Oh wow, look at 
this, look what you did today!" That's incredible. 
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Julie: You're constantly pointing out what's going on well and then, the other thing is, I 
personally, when I'm working with educators who don't see completely, the student, and 
the way that I do, is I make suggestions. So, I say things like, "You know what? In 
another class when he was paired with a partner, he did beautifully." I'm constantly 
talking about what works for the student. 

Julie: Like, on Kristie's thing, when it's like what works and what doesn't work, we sometimes 
have to carefully teach teachers just by giving an example, an example, an example 
saying, "Hey, I wonder if we just did it in a partner way, this probably would help the kid." 

Kristie: Uh-huh. 

Julie: Yep. So, that's my example. And so, we lead by example as paraprofessionals and use 
the language of strength and ability and Kristie, I don't know if you want to add anything? 

Kristie: Yeah, I just think, April, it's probably a whole lifetime of a conversation, because 
underlying your question is how do we change the mindset of somebody else? 

April: Yeah. 

Kristie: And how do we help them believe, I say, drink our Kool-Aid, right? How do we help them 
see this amazing human that we see? 

April: Yeah. 

Kristie: You can only have control over yourself. And so, just what Julie said, we model, and 
then I'll put some resources over time on our dashboard about how do we start to help 
other adults change too. It's just a really, really big question and there's no answer, 
because we cannot change somebody else- 

April: Right. 

Kristie: But we can invite them to reframe their own mindset, and so, we have to find out, what 
are they afraid of? What do they believe? What have they heard? What are they afraid 
that this student's going to make them look bad? Or the other kids are going to suffer 
because of them? Who knows what shark music they hear. 

April: Right. 

Kristie: But when we can uncover that, we can start to support them, so they feel more 
comfortable with that human that we love so dearly. 

Julie: And I just want to add, April, we didn't talk about the paraprofessional handbook, but I've 
written one for educators. It's called the educator handbook. And sometimes what 
people do is say, "Hey, these books are awesome. Can we read them together?". 

Julie: It's all about how to rethink about students from the educator's perspective. It's the green 
one, the educator handbook and this go together. 
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April: Perfect! I have the paraprofessional one. We were given that at a training earlier this 
year, so that's amazing! I think I'm going to show that to my principal. 

Julie: Yeah, and if you just simply say, "Let's read this together because I took this class, I 
found it really useful." Then, you get a little bit subversive and say, well let's talk about 
Adam. For example, “How do we look at Adam through a strength based approach? And 
you start to play with your real students and these ideas in new ways.” 

April: Okay. Thank you. That's amazing. Thank you so much. 

Julie: You're welcome. 

Julie: Great! So, thanks everybody! I think I'm going to sign out now. See you all next week on 
Friday. Great to see you! 

Kristie: Good to see you all! Bye everyone! 

Julie: Bye bye! 
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