CRACK THE CASE, authored by Dr. Nancy DeFrates-Densch, Northern Illinois University 

Including John

John is a 12-year-old sixth grader at Baxter Middle School. John has mental retardation requiring extensive support. He also has some mild motor-skill and speech problems and some facial abnormalities. John has been included in regular education classes since kindergarten. He has always had a special education aide or teacher with him in class to provide the necessary curricular modifications and help him with his work. 

John’s classmates in elementary school were very accepting of him. They were together from kindergarten through fifth grade and he was always perceived as just another classmate—one who needed some extra help, and perhaps their support as well. John played on their recreational soccer teams when they were small and participated in the community basketball league as well. They always looked out for John, both at school and in these activities.

As John entered middle school, some things changed. There are now more students in the school, many of whom have not grown up with John. He no longer shares his classes with the same group of students, though some of them are in many of his classes. While he still has either an aide or special educator with him for each class, the peer support level is not the same. Some of the other students seem to resent John’s inclusion in their classes.

 “He can’t do any of the work,” remarks one girl. “I don’t know what they’re trying to prove having him in our classes.”

“They give him the answers all the time,” remarks another student, “like that’s fair.”

Things come to a head after publication of the school honor roll. John is very proud to see his name on the high honor roll, by virtue of having met each of the goals on his IEP. Because John does not know that some of his classmates are so resentful of him, he shares his excitement with some of his more supportive classmates.

“Hey look,” remarks Peter, “The retard made high honor roll. That really stinks. I work my butt off and still get two Cs. He gets handed the answers, so he gets As. What a crock!”

Later, in the hall, Peter begins to harass John directly. “Hey Retard! How’d ya make the high honor roll, huh? Think you’re smart now? I’ll show you smart.”

“Don’t call me that, Peter,” shouts John.

“I’ll call you anything I want—RETARD,” shouts Peter.

At this point, John pushes Peter, who responds in kind. John then pushes Peter again, this time harder. Peter responds by hitting John, who returns the punch. At this point, some of John’s old classmates see what is going on. Within seconds, six of them have tackled Peter to the ground and are hitting him. 

“You mess with him, you mess with us, understand, Jerk?!” shouts one. 

Teachers notice the fight and pull the boys apart. They are all sent to see the assistant principal, who will attempt to sort out what happened and dole out appropriate consequences.

1. What are the issues in this case?

2. Why does Peter resent John’s making the high honor roll? 

3. Should John’s name appear on the high honor roll by virtue of meeting the goals of his IEP? Why or why not?

4. What should the consequences be for the fight in the hall?

5. What could be done to ensure that students learn tolerance for students with disabilities?

