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A message from the president
by Ismael Vivanco

Supporting Exceptional Learners

Effective educators believe all children 
can learn. The corollary of this is that 
optimizing achievement requires healthy 
and safe environments, where children 
are supported, engaged, and challenged. 
Effective educators also know that each 
child is special and possesses unique 
aptitudes and talents. At the core of 
planning lessons, deploying instruction, and 
aligning assessments is assisting learners as 
they identify and cultivate their gifts which 
each child possesses. This is especially true 
when we work with exceptional learners. 
Assisting students in this process is multi-
form, but differentiating instruction, 
providing enrichment or remediation, and 
collaborating with colleagues are a few 
of the activities educators use to support 
exceptional learners.

This subject reminds me of a story 
told by the nationally known speaker Rick 
Wormeli. Rick described a teacher who 
pinned a $5.00 bill on the wall, toward the 
ceiling. The teacher explained to one of 
his tallest students that the money would 
be hers if she could jump up and grab it, 
which she did with ease. Another $5.00 
bill was pinned toward the ceiling, but the 

reward was offered to the shortest student 
in class if he could jump and retrieve it. 
Despite numerous attempts, he was unable 
to close the gap through physical exertion 
alone. However, despite limited height, he 
pulled-up a nearby chair for assistance, but 
the teacher dismissed the idea. Students 
observing these events began mumbling, 
concerned that the demand, without 
support, was unfair. Tall and short students 
should receive the same reward based on 
performance, not variables outside their 
control. Although the moral of the story 
is readily grasped, it’s worth repeating: 
Students need encouragement, support, 
and collective effort to maximize their 
exceptional cognitive, social, and physical 
gifts.

We all know that each child 
enters the classroom with a unique set 
abilities, dispositions, and characteristics. 
Nevertheless, embracing this axiom is a 
challenge. However, the work of effective 
educators is to enable all children to fulfill 
their potentialities. One litmus test showing 
adherence to this work is the quality and 
resourcing allocated toward those with 
special needs. Significant progress has been 
made in this area. For example, Dunst 

(2014) claims that “changing people’s 
attitudes toward… individuals with 
disabilities has been a focus of research… 
for many years” (p. 136). In addition, Dunst 
(2014) indicates that classroom interactions 
and cooperation between students with 
special needs and others promotes a positive 
classroom environment overall.

Findings from Dunst (2014) are 
indicative of the transformations that have 
been ongoing in schools across Washington 
State for decades. Educators are supporting 
a wide variety of students with special needs 
through small and large scale initiatives, 
from modifying curricula, to analyzing 
transitions, to expanding course offerings. 
These kinds of transformations are exciting 
and they promote new lines of inquiry and 
collaboration. This edition of Curriculum 
in Context works toward that end, by 
providing a venue for sharing, discussing, 
and inquiring about how to support 
exceptional learners.
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