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Sticks and Stones by Jennie S.  

How we talk about a person ï the specific 

words we choose when making an introduc-

tion or telling a friend who we may have run 

into at the store ï really does matter.  People 

First Language is powerful ï putting the 

person before the labels.  Itôs more than just 

being politically correct ï itôs a reflection on 

how we view and value an individual.  Itôs 

about being respectful.  Itôs about NOT 

choosing words that define who that person 

is in a negative light.  None of us wants to 

be characterized by our most limiting traits.  

If we put a label before the person, thatôs 

exactly what we are doing - the autistic 

child, the blind man, the brain damaged or 

handicapped baby, even the normal sibling.  

When we put a label before the person, we 

instantly highlight the differences between 

us rather than focus on the similarities.  This 

is especially true when talking about chil-

dren who have disabilities.  Kids are kids 

first and foremost - they ALL are more alike 

than they are different.  Whether itôs a child 

who happens to be blind or have a diagnosis 

of autism or use a wheelchair ï they are all 

children.  They have distinct personalities,  

likes, and dislikes ï the same as any other 

child.  Some kids might love Elmo, some 

might like swings on the playground, and 

some might enjoy playing in the sink.   They 

all can do these things - together with 

friends - when introduced and talked about 

simply as Sammie or Aleshia or Juan in-

stead of the little Downôs child or an autistic 

girl or a blind boy. 

Kathie Snow is a disability rights advocate, 

author, public speaker, and Mom to Ben.  

Her article, ñPeople First Language,ò is in-

credibly thought provoking.  I strongly  

encourage you to visit her web page at 

www.disabilityisnatural.com to read her 

ideas.  Even if we donôt all agree, thatôs OK 

(many people I have met in the NFB do not 

share the ñperson first languageò point of 

view).  Kathieôs ideas are marvelous food 

for thought about how we use language  

everyday.  Itôs a great topic for discussion as 

you listen to how you, your family, friends, 

or coworkers use language each day ï sticks 

and stones may break my bones and words 

CAN hurt meé 

Kids being kids TOGETHER!  

Max at his community preschool ï Max is 4 years old, blind, loves music, can 
say his ABCôs, has developmental delays, and loves to spin on the swings!  

Does he really stand out as being that different? 
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    Hi, my name is Bethanne S.*, mother of Sean--

3.5 years old--who was born blind with 

anophthalmia of the left eye and microphthalmia 

of the right, and this is our story. 

  

When my husband and I married, we in-

tended to get through school, find somewhere 

to settle and stay there, most likely to be  

buried under the tall Elm tree out back. It 

sounded so simple and good.  Ten years later 

and we're on our fourth relocation.  I some-

times wonder if there's a sign stuck to my 

back that says, One more time, Lord!   

We came to Decatur, Illinois for security, a 

job worthwhile enough to forgo the resources 

we had in Fairfax, Virginia.  And we were 

blessed.  Sean has been in a blended  

preschool setting with a marvelous special 

education teacher, a vision teacher, who intro-

duced him to Braille, and an O&M instructor, 

who traveled well out of her way to cover our 

area.  

In May of this year, Matt got laid off. 

Through the pulling hair and despair, I knew 

it was time to sit my butt down and start all 

over.  We needed to find a place we could be 

happy, and one that could offer us a  

continuation of the services for Sean.   

My first step has always been to find the 

school for the blind.  Do you want to live in 

Colorado? Google search for their school. 

Montana? Iowa? Texas? I like checking out 

the web pages. Are they up-to-date?  Do they 

have summer programs? Are they in danger  

 

 

of closing? This isn't, by far, the heart of my 

research. It just scratches the surface.  A 

quick call to the superintendent or someone 

else on the staff will give me a better idea of 

how the vision services within that state 

work.  Now, I'm getting to the nitty-gritty.   

Following that, we [Matt and I] take the time 

to consider if this is really somewhere we 

want to live.  How far is it from family?  How 

big are the cities?  What is the cost of living 

[100 being the US average]?  What is avail-

able for the entire family--not just Sean,  

special as he is.  One thing we've found 

through hours [and years] of researching is 

that vision services and quality of schools are 

directly related to the cost of living.  This can 

pose a problem to people like us who see a 74 

of the cost of living scale and think, "Oh, to 

live there would be so awesome."  Let's put 

this in perspective.  Fairfax, Virginia, cost of 

living is 121 and man!  Did we get great ser-

vices there!  Decatur, Illinois, cost of living, 

75, and we got lucky.  But our luck ran out 

when at the end of this school year, Sean's  

vision teacher emailed us and told us she'd 

taken a job in Bloomington and wouldn't be 

available next year. Will they replace her? 

They'll certainly try, with no guarantees.   

I'll stop here for a minute to make a note: eve-

ryone has different expectations, everyone has 

a set of goals for family life and how that will 

bring about success.   

What do you do when it's time to 
move...again? 

By Bethanne S. 
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There is no right or wrong in a journey like 

ours.  These facts and perspectives are just 

ours, and maybe they can help you, too.  If 

not, I hope you enjoy the story anyway.  

Once we've picked a range of areas for our-

selves, we dig even deeper.  It's time to call 

schools.  In my mind, I picture all four of 

my kids getting on a bus for school in the 

morning, I expect the usual teasing and jok-

ing, a bicker here and there, but in the end, a 

family that will stick together and stand up 

for each other as well as anyone weaker 

than they are [I dream big. I can't help it. It 

comes from reading and writing romance 

novels].  I don't want Sean to always be 

separate of what's normal.  So for us, school 

research is huge.  Once again, I hit the inter-

net.  Is there even a link for special ed? This 

might sound ridiculous, but there are school 

districts that don't cater to the disabled or 

visually impaired. We don't want to be there 

[well we do, because it's probably that dinky 

town in that dinky school district that isn't 

clogged with metro anything].  I talk to 

department heads, and if I'm lucky, vision 

teachers, too.  If I'm talking to a bigger city 

district, I ask about how the outer school  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

districts fare.  How do they compare?  Is the 

area rich in resources or will we be hard up 

to find anyone who can teach Braille and 

adjust lessons for the visually impaired? 

Finding a Compromise.  That's the last step, 

isn't it?  In almost any decision made by 

more than one person, there has to be com-

promise.  Will we have to give up our small 

town dreams in order to reach our 

goals?  Will we have to be satisfied with 

less for Sean?  Compromise, we haven't 

found it yet, but when we do, we'll have 

found paradise.  *fingers crossed and look-

ing to heaven* 

 

PS...anyone live in the Colorado Springs 

area? What about Idaho?  Iowa?  Florida?

Hello? Anyone out there?  I'm stuck in a 

cornfield and I don't know how to get out! 

 

*Bethanne submitted this article to MAPS in July 

2009 ï hopefully sheôs found a way out of the corn-

field by now!  You may contact her at 

www.bethannestrasser.com  or 

www.seandidymus.wordpress.com 

The MAPS Moms want to hear from you  ë if you would like to share a  

family story for a future Finding Our Way newsletter, please email us at 
owner@maparentsupport.com  

http://www.bethannestrasser.com/
http://www.seandidymus.wordpress.com/
mailto:owner@maparentsupport.com
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nity preschool), but for us, choosing WPSBC 

meant that Ava would have an experienced TVI, 

tons of PT, O&M, Speech, and that the faculty 

there would know her and understand her.  It did 

not seem very restrictive to us; in fact, it felt lib-

erating.  She is a Braille reader and we were es-

pecially concerned that she would not receive 

enough Braille instruction in a community pre-

school, where a TVI might only visit a few times 

a week or less.  Nevertheless, just because we 

chose the most restrictive environment doesnôt 

mean that the school itself canôt do more to 

make the environment less restricting.   

Discovering possibilities that would enhance 

Avaôs preschool experience went beyond her 

IEP goals.  This process truly began for us last 

January, at our annual IEP meeting.  I expressed 

explicitly to the director and Avaôs teacher that 

my husband and I were in favor of the school 

developing a classroom full of kids whose ulti-

mate goal was to transition out of WPSBC and 

into their local school district.   

Knowing that this may not be the most popular 

educational theory, I wanted the school to know 

that this was something that we supported and 

were excited about.  We were not promised any-

thing at that time, but were told before the 2009-

10 school year began that our desired classroom 

environment for Ava was a reality.  Avaôs cur-

rent class has six students, all of whom have the 

potential for transitioning into a ñregularò class-

room.  The students are diverse in their abilities 

and needs, but they do share one very important 

goal. 

When Avaôs teacher told me that the classroom 

grouping was a go, she also laid out her overall 

plan for the kids: a theme each month with cor-

responding activities that touched on more aca-

demic subjects like early math, science and liter-

acy, an emphasis on cooperative learning and 

group projects, corresponding community-based 

field trips once a month to reinforce the con-

cepts/ themes and practical things that every  

 

Every year, without fail, we hear the same re-

quired statement at Avaôs IEP meeting: the 

choice that we have made for our daughterôs pre-

school experience ï The Western PA School for 

Blind Children ï is, indeed, the most restrictive 

educational environment for her. Children with 

disabilities should be educated with their peers in 

the regular classroom whenever possible.  As 

teachers, we know this now and we knew it when 

we chose Avaôs preschool placement nearly two 

years ago.  However, to us, this wonderful school 

was made for Ava, or at least for her at this point 

in her life.  Next year, she will transition to our 

local school district for Kindergarten and we 

wanted to know what the WPSBC preschool pro-

gram could do to help Ava, who is totally blind 

with no other disabilities, to get ready for Kin-

dergarten.   

We all know that we want our children with vis-

ual impairments to have access to the same ex-

periences as their ñtypicalò peers (aka: a commu-

Making the most �R�X�W���R�I���\�R�X�U���F�K�L�O�G�·�V 
most restrictive environment   by Megan E.  

A happy Ava in her preschool classroom at 
the Western PA School for Blind Children 


