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needs. For instance, a youngster with supe-
rior intellectual ability may require services 
for students identified as gifted; a child with 
a visual impairment may require textbooks in 
large print or Braille. However, we need to 
make an important point. Just because a pupil 
is identified as exceptional does not auto-
matically mean that he or she will require 
a special education. In some instances, the 
student’s educational needs can be met in  
the general education classroom by altering the 
curriculum and/or instructional strategies.

We must remember that exceptionality is 
always relative to the social or cultural context 
in which it exists. As an illustration, the con-
cept of normalcy, which forms an important 
part of our definition of exceptionality, depends 
on the reference group (society, peers, family) as 
well as the specific circumstances. Characteristics or behaviors that might be viewed as 
atypical or abnormal by a middle-aged school administrator might be considered fairly 
typical by a group of high school students. Normalcy is a relative concept that is inter-
preted or judged by others according to their values, attitudes, and perceptions. These 
variables, along with other factors such as the culture’s interpretation of a person’s 
actions, all help to shape our understanding of what it is to be normal. Is it normal:

•• To use profanity in the classroom?
•• For adolescent males to wear earrings or shave their head?
•• To run a mile in less than four minutes?
•• To study while listening to your smartphone?
•• To always be late for a date?
•• To stare at the floor when reprimanded by a teacher?
•• To be disrespectful to authority figures?
•• To wear overly large, yet stylish, clothes?

The answer, of course, is that it all depends.

Disability Versus Handicap
On many occasions, professionals, as well as the general public, will use the terms 
disability and handicap interchangeably. This is incorrect. These terms, contrary to 
popular opinion, are not synonymous but have distinct meanings. When talking about 
a child with a disability, teachers are referring to an inability or a reduced capacity to 
perform a task in a specific way. A disability is a limitation imposed on an individual by 
a loss or reduction of functioning, such as the paralysis of leg muscles, the absence of 
an arm, or the loss of sight. It can also refer to problems in learning. Stated another 
way, a disability might be thought of as an incapacity to perform as other children do 
because of some impairment in sensory, physical, cognitive, or other areas of func-
tioning. These limitations become disabilities only when they interfere with a person’s 
attainment of his or her educational, social, or vocational potential.

The term handicap refers to the impact or consequence of a disability, not the con-
dition itself. In other words, when we talk about handicaps, we mean the problems or 
difficulties that a person with a disability encounters as he or she attempts to function 

Children with disabilities are first and foremost children.
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disability: An inability or incapacity to 
perform a task or activity in a normative 
fashion.

handicap: Difficulties imposed by 
the environment on a person with a 
disability.

REFERENCE
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