
Chapter 1  n  Special Education in Context 11

labels are powerful, biasing, and frequently filled with expectations about how people 
should behave and act.

Labels, whether formally imposed by psychologists or educators or casually applied 
by peers, are capable of stigmatizing and, in certain instances, penalizing children. 
Remember your earlier school days? Did you call any of your classmates “a retard,” 
“Four-Eyes,” “Fatso,” “a geek,” or “a nerd”? Were these labels truly valid? Did they give 
a complete and accurate picture of the person, or did the teasing and taunting focus 
only on a single characteristic? The labels we attach to people and the names we call 
them can significantly influence how individuals view themselves and how others in 
the environment relate to them.

Special educators have been examining the impact of labels on children for many 
years; unfortunately, the research evidence is not clear-cut, and it is difficult to draw 
consistent conclusions (Bicard & Heward, 2013; Ysseldyke, Algozzine, & Thurlow, 
1992). The information gleaned from a variety of studies is frequently inconclusive, 
contradictory, and often subject to methodological flaws. Kliewer and Biklen (1996) 
perhaps best capture this state of affairs when they note that labeling or categorizing 
certain youngsters is a demeaning process frequently contributing to stigmatization 
and leading to social and educational isolation; on the other hand, a label may result in 
a pupil’s receiving extraordinary services and support.

Despite the advantages of labeling children (see Table 1.1), we, like many of our 
colleagues in the field of special education, are not ardent supporters of the labeling 
process. We find that labeling too often promotes stereotyping and discrimination and 

  TABLE 1.1  The Advantages and Disadvantages of Labeling Individuals With Special Needs

Advantages Disadvantages

•	 Labels serve as a means for funding and administering 
education programs.

•	 Teacher certification programs and the credentialing process 
are frequently developed around specific disability categories 
(e.g., intellectual disabilities, hearing impairment).

•	 Labels allow professionals to communicate efficiently in a 
meaningful fashion.

•	 Research efforts frequently focus on specific diagnostic 
categories.

•	 Labels establish an individual’s eligibility for services.

•	 Treatments, instruction, and support services are differentially 
provided on the basis of a label (e.g., sign language for a 
student who is deaf, an accelerated or enriched curriculum for 
pupils who are gifted and talented).

•	 Labels heighten the visibility of the unique needs of persons 
with disabilities.

•	 Labels serve as a basis for counting the number of individuals 
with disabilities and thus assist governments, schools, 
agencies, and other organizations in planning for the delivery 
of needed services.

•	 Advocacy and special interest groups, such as the Autism 
Society of America or the National Federation of the Blind, 
typically have an interest in assisting particular groups of 
citizens with disabling conditions.

•	 Labels can be stigmatizing and may lead to stereotyping.

•	 Labeling has the potential of focusing attention on limitations 
and what a person cannot do instead of on the individual’s 
capabilities and strengths.

•	 Labels can sometimes be used as an excuse or a reason for 
delivering ineffective instruction (e.g., “Marvin can’t learn his 
multiplication facts because he is intellectually disabled”).

•	 Labels can contribute to a diminished self-concept, lower 
expectations, and poor self-esteem.

•	 Labels are typically inadequate for instructional purposes; they 
do not accurately reflect the educational or therapeutic needs 
of the individual student.

•	 Labeling can lead to reduced opportunities for normalized 
experiences in school and community life.

•	 A label can give the false impression of the permanence of 
a disability; some labels evaporate upon leaving the school 
environment.
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