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I am a great believer in motivational  
words  and use it often to keep my 
daughter and myself motivated.  
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Words of motivations such as these 
from Mary Kay Ash has helped Alle-
gra and I to stand up tall and face 
the world with a smile no matter how 
grey the sky can be at times.  
 
But when it comes to your child’s 
education, motivation words can  
sometimes fail to clear the doubts 
that can set into one’s mind. We 
worry daily and incessantly about 
their homework and what they are  
attaining at school. We strive to 
make sure that our children are re-
ceiving the right kind of support. We 
hope they are progressing daily in 
their class and that they advance to 
the next level. Not solely to be in an 
age appropriate class by law, but 
because they have attained the aca-
demic level during the previous 
year. 
 
As parents, we are teachers to our 
children - we teach them about life 
and daily living - most of the time by 
example.  
 
In the Buddhist teaching, Buddha, 
parents and teachers are the three  
sanctities that govern one’s life. 
Teachers are as sacred as one’s 
parents and Buddha. This teaching, 
obviously, may not apply in the 
western society but it highlights the 
fact that what one learn from the 
school is (if not more so) as valu-
able as any other life’s lessons, we 
parents can teach our children.  

In the case of  a child with spe-
cial needs, what he or she 
learns at school and their at-
tainment can hugely depend on 
who they have as a teacher. 
Allegra’s grade 4 teacher, in 
my mind, was one of the great-
est that Allegra has ever had. 
When he learned about Alle-
gra’s learning differences, he 
went out of his way to find 
teaching strategies and mul-
tisensory materials that will 
help Allegra learn. It was one of 
the most memorable school 
year that I will always cherish. 
 
For this teacher, this is not a 
special effort, this is the way he 
teaches and he will repeat this 
again and again for each new 
child who is lucky enough to 
become his student.  
 
With the school year coming to 
an end, let us celebrate the 
great teachers that make a dif-
ference in our children’s lives. 
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rized the top 20 accommodations* for 
their child. (* inside IEP reports) 

· Regular moms hope their child finds 
a good career. 
Special needs moms are hopeful 
someone gives our child the chance 
to work. 

· Regular moms soak in the tub when 
they want to unwind. 
Special needs moms consider a 
bathroom break a luxury. 

· Regular moms enjoy reading the lat-
est best selling book. 
Special needs moms should receive 
an honorary degree for all the disabil-
ity books they've read. 

· Regular moms’ kids go to play 
groups. 
Special needs moms’ kids go to ther-
apy groups. 

· Regular moms meet for a ladies night 
out. 
Special needs moms get together at 
support groups and forums. 

· Regular moms have medical claim 
forms that fit in one file folder. 
Special needs moms will tell you a 
small forest was cut down so we 
could receive our claims. 

· Regular moms think OT means over-
time. 
Special needs moms know more ac-
ronyms than a NASA engineer. 

 
Adapted from One  Place for Special Needs 

http://www.oneplaceforspecialneeds.com 

· Regular moms tell their kids to wake 
up and get dressed in the morn-
ing.  And they do it. 
Special needs moms put on battle 
gear to get our kids ready to start 
their day. 

· Regular moms judge other moms 
when kids have tantrums in stores. 
Special needs moms say to them-
selves, “Hmm, I wonder which dis-
ability he has?” 

· Regular moms complain about driv-
ing their kids to sports and recrea-
tion classes. 
Special needs mom grin and bear 
the weekly trips to tutors, doctors 
and therapists. 

· Regular moms talk about accom-
plishments. 
Special needs moms talk about 
skills, as in play skills, conversation 
skills, life skills, social skills and vo-
cational skills. 

· Regular moms know the names of 
all their friends. 
Special needs moms know most of 
their friends by their username. 

· Regular moms relax with their kids 
during the summer. 
Special needs moms start their sec-
ond job as home teachers, thera-
pists and skills coaches. 

· Regular moms think accommoda-
tions refer to hotels. 
Special needs moms have memo-
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What is Special Needs? 
 
Perhaps before attempting to define the 
term ‘Special Needs’, it is most appro-
priate to define what it is not, or what it 
should not be.  
 
Special needs should not imply 
‘exclusion’, ‘denial of access to a broad 
and balanced curriculum’, ‘low attain-
ment’ and ‘low expectations’. Moreover, 
it should not be defined by or simply be 
a generic ‘label’. To the uninformed or 
the ill-informed ‘Special Needs’ as a 
term may suggest an insurmountable 
state, which inevitably and regrettably 
leads to creating and maintaining barri-
ers to learning. Whatever the specific 
needs or difficulties, there is always the 
potential to make progress, relative to 
each individual learner.  
 
Back in the mid 90s, many of my fellow 
professionals in the field of special edu-
cational needs shied away from using 
such terms as ‘dyslexia’. ‘Dyscalculia’ 
had not, as yet, become a term that was 
used regularly. I recall one Educational 
Psychologist, of whom I had the great-
est respect. She would almost hyper-
ventilate if the word ‘dyslexia’ was men-
tioned. I wondered what the problem 
was in using such a term, as it was 
common parlance amongst parents and 
teachers at the time. Whatever the rea-
son or motivation, ironically, I believe 
‘specific learning difficulties’ is a more 
productive term, since it is all encom-
passing and does not have the  associ-
ated connotations of a so-called ‘label’. 
Years later I was fortunate to attend a 
lecture by Professor Amanda Kirby. 
Prof. Kirby founded the ‘Dyscovery Cen-
tre’ in 1997, an interdisciplinary centre 
providing assessment and intervention 
for children and adults with a range of 
developmental disorders including 

Dyspraxia (also known as DCD), ADHD, 
Dyslexia, Specific Language Impairment. 
She advocated vociferously that each 
child is an individual, not a label or a per-
son who should be labelled. A child may 
have ‘dyspraxia’, however, is it not more 
productive to talk specifically about his or 
her particular areas of strength and diffi-
culty? Should we not then use the term 
‘individual needs’ rather than ‘special 
needs’? 
 
‘Special Needs’ or hence ‘individual 
needs’ should be defined as a state of 
provision whereby professionals collabo-
rate with parents and families on behalf 
of individual children.  Educational estab-
lishments, outside agencies and parents 
should endeavour to recognize and iden-
tify individual needs and barriers to learn-
ing as early as is realistically possible. It 
is a fusion of professional and informed 
viewpoints which strive to explore and 
determine the best way of supporting 
individual needs. 
 
It involves developing appropriate strate-
gies which can support and lead to 
higher and sustained personal attain-
ment. All students are born with a power-
ful desire to learn. Everything that we do 
must ensure that this powerful desire is 
kept alive. There should be no exception, 
exemption or excuse based on individual 
differences. 
‘Special Needs’ should be about having 
and maintaining high expectations of 
each individual student. It concerns the 
acknowledgement of and sharing in indi-
vidual progress. Whatever the achieve-
ment, success should be recognized as 
considerable and significant. 
 
To conclude, ‘Special Needs’, whilst be-
ing challenging and demanding for all 
involved, is rewarding. When acknowl-
edged fully, it is concerned with keeping 
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the doors to learning open. It is about 
enabling children with individual learning 
obstacles to, despite these difficulties, 
become powerful learners. 
 
I have had the pleasure and the profes-
sional satisfaction to work and collabo-
rate with many colleagues who are as 
devoted to meeting individual needs.  
 
Teaching is not a profession, it is a 
passion.  
 
Alison Piguet 
Head Teacher, La Côte Int’l School  
 
Alison has worked with children with a wide 
range of special educational needs for more 
than two decades. Before coming to Switzer-
land, and following a degree in Psychology 
and a Post-Graduate Certificate in Education, 
she spent two years working in impoverished, 

drug-ridden estates in the North West of 
England. She then became Teacher-in-
Charge of a Special Resource for children 
with specific learning difficulties. This re-
source was attached to a mainstream 
school. Children who were supported by this 
resource attended lessons such as Science, 
topic- based subjects and Physical Educa-
tion with their peers, whilst receiving fo-
cused support in literacy and numeracy 
regularly during the week. This enabled spe-
cific needs to be met whilst providing each 
child with important opportunities to learn 
and develop alongside their school mates. 
She was also responsible for special needs 
provision across the mainstream school and 
spent 7 years working as its SENCo. 
 
Note: La Côte International School  is one of 
the ASK School Affiliates. The school pro-
vides support services for the children with 
special needs and learning difficulties.  http://
www. internat ional-schoo l.org/page.php?
pid=4010  
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1. How do you feel when someone refer to you as a special needs student?  
How  do you see yourself?  
I really do not care what people call me. I am a good person and a super good student. I 
also like all my teachers even when the work is hard for me sometimes. 
 
2. Do you feel that other students do better than you at school? 
 Not at all . We are all different but perfect in our own way.  
  
3.. How do you feel about going to school? Happy or anxious? 
I like school because I meet a new friend everyday.  I am mostly happy about school but 
feel anxious sometime when I have a big test. 
  
4.. How does the other students treat you? Are they friendly? 
The students treat me like I am one of them. But sometimes I will find a few who are not 
that friendly.  Like I said, we are all different.  
 
5.. Do you have many friends at school?  
I have a lot of friends even boys. 
  
6. Do you want to go to college when you finish high school? 
I do want to go to college. But right now I am focusing only on finishing this year and will 
work on one year at a time.                                                          

Allegra Yardeny - 10th Grade, East Brunswick High S chool    
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The other day, I went to visit the school 
and class I will be working in next term. 
Shortly after I arrived, Mrs A the main 
class teacher handed me the class list¹. 
About 60% of the children’s names 
were highlighted, when I asked why, I 
was told that these were the children 
with “Special Education Needs”.  
 
I was very quickly told not to be worried, 
that it was not a bad class. The pre-
sumption that I may have viewed the 
class in such a way led me to reflect on 
all the negative connotations that are 
unfortunately occasionally associated 
with the label “special education needs”: 
time-consuming, difficult, disruptive, just 
to name a few.  Such stereotypical 
views can be blinding and stop individu-
als from considering the whole child 
leading them too quickly to make false 
assumptions about what the child’s 
needs are, how to interact with them, 
etc. 
 
In reality saying that someone has spe-
cial education needs, tells one very little 
about the individual and their needs. 
According to the British law ‘special 
education needs’ refers to “children who 
have learning difficulties or difficulties 
that make it harder for them to learn or 
access education than most children of 
the same age” ². This basically means 
that having been assigned recognized 
as having SEN should ensure they 
benefit from extra help. Moreover, SEN 
is a very flexible term in my experience 
and although some children may keep 
this label throughout their education, it 
is also a category which children come 
in and out from.  If a school recognises 
that a child has SEN  it generally en-
sures that this child will receive extra 
support in one or a number of areas in 
which they may be struggling, including 
school work, reading, writing, numeracy, 
expressing themselves or understand-
ing what other people are saying, mak-

ing friends, relating to adults, behaving 
properly in school, organising them-
selves, etc. 
 
Even once the particular special educa-
tion need or needs have been estab-
lished whether they have reading difficul-
ties or behavioural difficulties the solution 
one must still be very careful not to as-
sume that there is one solution which fits 
all. This is why as teachers we must do 
our best to get to know every single child 
at not let labels cloud our judgement. 
 
Mrs A clearly illustrated this as she 
guided me through the class list, describ-
ing each child one by one, revealing how 
different each one was. She let me know 
where they excelled, where they strug-
gled and may need more help or where 
they needed to be stretched and why she 
enjoyed having them as a pupil. The 
‘highlighted’ children had a special edu-
cation needs ranging from Dyslexia and 
Autism to Attention and Hyperactivity 
Disorder and Emotional and Behavioural 
Disorder. More labels again! Perhaps 
this time telling us a bit more about 
where the child difficulties lay, but reveal-
ing very little to us about who the pupil 
actually is, his/her personality, how he/
she works, what his/her  favourite subject 
is, etc. All things I will be striving to dis-
cover when I begin to work with the 
class, as this is what will tell me most 
about how I can teach and work with the 
class effectively. 
 
Despite recognising their difficulties, at 
no point in our discussion did Mrs A dis-
play low expectations for this class.  Un-
fortunately, this is not the case for all 
teachers. Research has shown that la-
bels such as that of SEN can cause peo-
ple to have low expectations of the con-
cerned pupils.3 

 
I am not saying that terms such as Spe-
cial Education Needs, Dyslexia and 
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ADHD are pointless. Being recognised 
as any one of these can allow a child to 
receive the help they need to progress 
and ultimately experience success in 
their education. I am sure as a teacher I 
will fight for at least one of my pupils to 
receive such a ‘label’ during my teaching 
career.  These terms also give away a 
certain amount of information about a 
child very quickly, letting one know what 
types of things one needs to look out for 
or take in to account when working with 
this child. 
 
One must however be very careful 
where, when and how it is used. That it is 
used solely when it is useful. Sadly, one 
may occasionally hear the term misused 
in a way that it becomes a defining ‘title’ 
e.g. the SEN children. A study in 2008, in 
an English speaking school in Greece, 
revealed that the term ‘special needs’ 
was frequently used in the school’ how-
ever the children assigned many different 
meanings to it. Sadly many misinter-
preted the term as describing individual 
who experience difficulties due to defi-
cits, “rather than in terms of contextual 
factors that place limits on what individu-
als can achieve”. 4 

 
Following the 2004 Children Act5, be-
coming teachers means we take on the 
responsibility to teach and support the 
whole child. I therefore believe that as 
part of our role it is important that we 
help break down misconceptions about 
the SEN. If not, children can end up be-
ing marginalised and not recognised for 
who they truly are consequently causing 
SEN become a phrase which people fear 
the mention of instead of realising that it 
is simply another way to say that a child 

is experiencing some difficulties, not 
necessarily under his/her own control, 
for which he/she should receive some 
extra help. Moreover and most impor-
tantly, one must ensure they never let it 
define who the child is.   
 
Zoë Caloghiris 
Primary PGCE student 
 
¹The teacher’s real name has been re-
placed by a pseudonym in order to pre-
serve the identity of the concerned indi-
vidual. 
 
² Directgov (2009) What are special 
education needs? [online] Available at: 
http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/parents/
schoo ls learn inganddeve lopment /
specialeducationalneeds/dg_4008600  
[Accessed 17 March 2010] 
 
³Ofsted (2004) SEN and disability: to-
wards inclusive schools. [online] Availa-
ble at: 
h t t p : / / w w w . d c s f . g o v . u k /
everychildmatters/about/guidance/
dutytocooperate/ 
[Accessed 17 March 2010] 
 
4 Messiou, K. (2008) Encouraging chil-
dren to think in more inclusive ways.  
British journal of special education, 35, 
1, 26-30.  
 

5 DCSF (2009) Background to Every 
Child Matters. [online] Available at: 
h t t p : / / w w w . d c s f . g o v . u k /
everychildmatters/about/background/
background/   
[Accessed 17 March 2010] 
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CERVIN Auditorium, �

Collège du Léman , Route de Sauverny 74, Versoix- Geneva  
Tuesday, 25 May 2010, Time: 19h – 21h30  

 
ASK member CHF100,  

Non-member: CHF150, Pay at door CHF200 �
 
�� ����!���"����������#�����
 

· Explored the difficulties relating to Mathematics and identified solutions 
· Identified various methods to aid memory when teaching mathematics 
· Understood strategies and techniques relating to study skills and revision 

 
 
Dr. Kate Saunders is the Education and Policy Director of the British Dyslexia Association. 
Kate has 20+ years of experience in the field of dyslexia and special educational needs, having 
worked as a Senior Specific Learning Difficulties/Dyslexia Advisory Teacher, Special Educa-
tional Needs Coordinator, chartered psychologist and lecturer. Kate has a Ph.D. in Education 
and is co-author of 'How Dyslexics Learn', published by PATOSS. 
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Crossroads Church, Ferney Voltaire, Mondays – 4:30 to 6:00pm 

Cost: Friends of ASK: 350CHF for 10 sessions 
Non-ASK: 385CHF for 10 sessions 

 
ASK Weekly Social Drama  club is an afterschool program for children to develop certain so-
cial skills through role play and skits to improve self confidence as well as peer and sibling   

interaction. The program serves 2 age groups from 6 to 14.  
 

��$��/�-/�1222��������3������#��&����

$��%�	��������������!��	�����  
 

Crossroads Church, Ferney Voltaire, Tuesdays – 4:30 to 6:00pm 
Cost: Friends of ASK: 350CHF for 10 sessions 

Non-ASK: 385CHF for 10 sessions 
 

Weekly Arts & Creativity Club will give the kids an opportunity to unleash their creativity and 
imagination through arts and practice their social skills, while having fun.  

Contact: info@allspecialkids.org  
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Please contact ASK for more information, if you are interested in the after-school program at 
the center or off site home program.  

  
Contact: Joy Tong - Email: joy@allspecialkids.org -  Tel: 022 788 2102 
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Geneva Secondary School, avenue de Châtelaine 95, 1 219 Châtelaine  
�
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Morning Tutoring Program - HALF DAY: CHF550  

ASK Social Skills Camp - FULL DAY: CHF775   
Morning Tutoring & Social Skills Afternoon - FULL DAY: CHF975 

 
Contact: info@allspecialkids.org - Tel: 022 788 21 02 
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ASK-Geneva Upcoming Events  
 

May & June 2010 
Please consult our website for more information 

 
PARENTS GET-TOGETHER (COFFEE MORNING) 
3 locations: ASK office in Geneva, Nyon & Vaud 

 
WEEKLY SOCIAL DRAMA  

Mondays - Crossroads Church, Ferney  - 16h30 to 18h  
 

ASK - ANNUAL SEMINAR SERIES  
Teaching Dyslexics the Way They Learn: 

Teaching Techniques to Reading, Spelling & Writing - 
Teaching Mathematics,  Study Skills & Revision Meth od 

By Dr. Kate Saunders  
Education & Policy Director, British Dyslexia Assoc iation  

Cervin Auditorium 
College du Leman, Rte de Sauverny 74, Versoix—Geneva   

Tuesday, 25 May 2010, Time: 19h—21h30    
 

_____________________________________________________ 
 

July & August 2010 
 

ASK SUMMER CAMP 
 

Geneva Secondary School, avenue de Châtelaine 95, 1 219 Châtelaine 
 

First week: July 19th - 23rd, 2010 
Second week: July 26th - 30th, 2010 

Third week: Aug 2nd - 6th, 2010 
Fourth week: Aug 9th - 13th, 2010 

 
RSVP: info@allspecialkids.org  
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