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Creating Developmentally Appropriate Practices for Exceptional Students
	Human development researchers have proposed many different theories over the last century. There are theories about how and why we change and grow at different stages of our life such as Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory or Piaget’s Theory of Development (Berk, 2018, p. 130). These theories suggest that there are concrete time periods when humans develop certain skills, and their growth is discontinuous rather than a gradual change. The time periods are often very large and amount to a substantial age difference between then beginning of the stage to the end. It has made me wonder how these stages can be so rigid while also seeming so broad. 
	The other side of proposed theories is that your environment around you impacts your developmental process as you grow (Berk, 2018, p.107). Development seems to be more continuous in these theories and a gradual progression from one stage to the next. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory is one I find particularly interesting. Each person has multiple levels of community within their own life and the ones closest to you impact you the most. This would seemingly be your family or close friends. Building upon this, the levels start to build into different community members like teachers, government, or religious groups (Berk, 2018, p. 160). This would support a nurture prospective regarding how humans develop and less emphasis on the innate features we are born with. Consequentially, the implication would be that the less connections that you have, the less exposure you must develop. 
	Something that is evident amongst our society is that none of us act the same. Various cultures and ethnicities have different ways of rearing children and their view on development could be completely different of those in the western world. Another influential factor is socioeconomic status (SES), exposure to addictions, violence, or crime. These influences can impact a child’s social and cognitive function. Those with a lower SES are shown to have more barriers over all when looking at the development of children (Berk, 2018, p. 238-239).
	All these environmental factors seem to contribute to a large piece of the developmental process of a child, but the neuroscience piece is what seem to be the most influential. The study of the brain is a relatively new field of science, and our minds are more powerful than we know (Berk, 2018, p. 148-149). If we can understand how the brain develops at different stages of our lives then this would provide the soundest evidence for our true development, rather than multiple theories. This would also be substantial information for understanding how people with exceptionalities grow and change in our ever-evolving world. These key pieces of information would make the puzzles much easier to solve and discover a concrete answer on the process of development.
	With all these theories circle around the education world, we must ask ourselves how this can influence our teaching and treatment of children. Berk (2018) states “once a theory helps us understand development, we are in a much better position to know how to improve the welfare and treatment of children and adults” (p. 104). When I read this quote, I chuckled a little because I think this is something that we lack as a society. We have so much research and profound theories on how we grow and develop as people but when it comes to putting systems and resources in place, we seem to take the shortcut and the cheapest option viable. My thought process for this course after reading these first two chapters made me want to know more about how development influences our education world and how our practices impact those that may not have a “typical developmental timeline”. The goal of this paper is to explore developmentally appropriate practices, accommodations, and modifications for children with exceptionalities in our kindergarten to grade 12 education system. 
Early Years
Children with exceptionalities often develop at different rates as other children we see in our education system. Some have individualized education plans (IEP) to help them achieve goals while others may receive slight modifications to their programming to be successful in school. In my experience, most of these accommodations are not concretely put into placed until after grade two as districts want to avoid pre-maturely labelling a child or providing them something that is not helpful to their situation. 
Temperament
As a young child the main issues observed are those of behaviour and temperament. A young child is still trying to figure out how to engage with their environment and interact with their peers. As a child enters kindergarten, the child “should” be able to identify their needs and basic emotions as well as have some ability to regulate their emotions (Human Development Teaching and Learning Group, 2021, “Temperament” para. 2). I believe what we are seeing in our classrooms are that kids are coming less prepared socially than they were in previous years, and it is our job as educators to help them reach their potential. When children come to school with an exceptionality it is even more imperative that these basic skills are explicitly taught. There are other strategies that can help kids thrive at a young age and after some reflection, I believe the most developmentally appropriate practice for this age group in general is providing a secure base within the classroom (Tanter, 2018, p. 24). 
Attachment Styles
A secure base means that the teacher is making connections with each child and providing them what they need emotionally to function independently (Tanter, 2018, p. 24). A child’s base is usually their parents, but when the parents leave that security is taken away. A challenge for a teacher is to accommodate each type of attachment style within their room and provide something that is meaningful for the child. If done properly then one can move on to adding in more developmentally appropriate strategies such as family considerations. 
Considering the family’s values, beliefs and culture can greatly impact a child at any age, but particularly in a child’s early years. Inclusion seems to push this model in schools that sticking kids in a classroom and hoping they all get along and accept each other is inclusive. However, this is far from the correct model to portray in a classroom. Each child has their own identity, which at this age they share with their family. Consultation with the student’s family must be made to ensure they are receiving the accommodations the family can put trust in (Paris et al., 2019, p. 142).
Eating
	A topic that piqued my interest was mealtimes for kids at school. While reading, Paris et al. (2019) discusses that children are taught to eat healthy foods first and there are rules in which parents and caregivers should follow to ensure their child is developing properly (p. 167). Upon reflection, I thought about what the most developmentally appropriate option for kids of all cultures, SES, as well as taking into consideration exceptionalities. In my class, I teach healthy foods and “sometimes” foods to our earliest learners and they can distinguish between both categories after some practice. I never thought about how damaging this might be to someone who does not have access to healthier foods. I also failed to think about some of the kids in my class with an exceptionality who struggle to identify different types of food and eat what they are comfortable with. This has altered my thinking on food choices in the classroom, and while I still promote healthy food, I have become more accepting of having food because you simply need it. I think at a young age the most developmentally appropriate practice is to accept that children are trying new foods and while others are rigid on never trying new things. Taking into consideration how dynamic food can feel, taste and smell is important when considering all learners. 
Adolescents
	As a child grows into a young adult there are many challenges they may face. Becoming a functioning and well-rounded individual is no easy feat and our job as educators can become more challenging when we are unsure how to respond to different developmental periods. As a kindergarten teacher, being in a classroom of pubescent teenagers scares me to death but I believe our job is to look the individuals holistically to help them flourish. 
Intelligence
	Intelligence is a tricky subject as it can vary based on who you are having a conversation with. Keeping in mind children with exceptionalities, their intelligence may not be academic or social, but it could be in another area like art or music. What intrigued my thought while reading was how autistic savants scores lower on intelligence testing but have exceptional skills in a specific domain (Human Development Teaching and Learning Group, 2021, “Intelligence”, para. 14). Often, I see IEPs that explain the child’s weaknesses and areas of improvement and the “strengths” section is left particularly scarce. Strengths needs to be celebrated and encourage at every age regardless of exceptionality. The developmentally appropriate accommodation and modification would be applying their strengths to improve their weaknesses. Focusing on their areas of improvement is going to deter them away from the joy of learning all together and maybe even hinder other areas of their development. 
	Another interesting take on intelligence is how much other people effect our own beliefs. For the longest time research has stated that there is a clear difference on how boys perform in science and math compared to how girls thrive in language arts (Human Development Teaching and Learning Group, 2021, “Intelligence”, para. 26). Through further research there is a marginal difference between boys and girls in these areas of study. However, teachers today still believe in these statistics and often parents do as well. Research shows that when a belief is strong, it becomes reflective in their classroom, and it made me think about how easily we can influence our students with just our own beliefs and thoughts. Continuing the topic of providing developmentally appropriate accommodations for children with exceptionalities, I have wondered if similar beliefs or negative beliefs would impact children with disabilities as well. My assumption is that it would, and I think the only way we can fix that is if we have better teacher training to truly understand the process of development. That is its own developmentally appropriate practice. 
Giftedness
	While I’ve never had a gifted child in my classroom, I have been fascinated with their development and navigation through their educational journey. Gifted children are shown to thrive if given enrichment, but it is also easy for them to get lost amongst the system if not accommodated properly (Berk, 2018, p. 937). A practice that gets toss around a lot is whether to push a child ahead, or in some cases, hold them back. Socially, it can be a challenge if they are not at the same maturity level. But, by Piaget’s standards, developmental stages are quite large and the difference between a 14-year-old and 15-year-old should be quite small. I beg to differ as each year of one’s life is substantial in one way or another and we should not be pushing kids past their developmental period. So how do we accommodate gifted children? I believe that the most appropriate strategy is to consider the child, their age, maturity, academic level, and family wishes before jumping to any conclusion. I believe that for some students skipping a grade could be incomparable to other strategies and it may be the only way they feel challenged enough to continue to stay in school. Others may need pull-out instruction or regular enrichment in their classroom to successfully function. 
Similarly, children who are struggling should not necessarily be held back a grade. The research shows that children who are held back do not make academic gains as one would believe, and they struggle not only socially but mentally as well. Children who are held back experience a lower self-worth and become more self-conscious of their capabilities, and by the end of the year, they are not more caught up academically anyway (Peixoto et al., 2016). However, I have seen children with exceptionalities thrive when held back. They are finally with kids at their own developmental level and start making great gains. As stated before, consultation with the family, assessing their strengths and needs and even a consultation with the child depending on their age needs to happen to ensure that they are receiving the education that benefits them the most. 
Puberty
	I think we can all agree that puberty is one of the strangest times in a child’s life. Going through the bodily and hormonal changes can be a substantial amount of added stress on top of what society places on kids nowadays anyway. No differently from neurotypical children, most children with exceptionalities will also go through puberty although with potentially more complications and confusion (Human Development Teaching and Learning Group, 2021, Puberty and Cognition, para 2). Again, with the consultation of families, I believe the best way to ensure that students are having their needs met is to meet them where there at. If they can comprehend what is going on with their bodies, then they should be explained as such and their thoughts, opinions and questions should be taken into consideration. If the capacity to understand is not there, then measures should be put in place to help with the physical and hormonal transitions that take place to ensure that the student is clean and safe not only at school but throughout their life. 
Early Adulthood
	The last stage that I decided to focus on was early adulthood which ends up being ages 18 to 40. This large time-period accounts for most of one’s life and it really made me think about educations role in preparing students for the largest portion of their life. 
Independence
	Looking at this developmental period, the main skills to acquire are independence and vocational possibilities to be self-sufficient in life (Human Development Teaching and Learning Group, Emerging Adulthood and Cognition, para 1-2). A huge focus for our education system is creating people who all think similarly, know similar things and who can read, write, and compute at the same rate. For children with exceptionalities, the focus needs to be on developing their own skills to be independent by themselves. Of course, they can have help and at the younger grades this is when we may see the most support given to children. However, what I have seen is a push to have them reading at grade level, or computing math facts, or understanding how a science experiment works when we should be preparing them for how to ride the bus, or how to cook their own meal and go shopping for ingredients. These life skills will never be able to be taken away from them and with them they can build on their skills to more academic areas or vocational pieces. 
Vocational Development
	Similarly to life skills, I think this is where our education system needs to focus on students’ strengths to find out what they are good at. At the end of the day, we want students to feel proud of themselves and that they can provide for themselves and children with exceptionalities should be no different. By teaching them explicitly how to write a resume, how to count money or answer phones, these basic skills are transferable to employment so they can feel a purpose (Human Development Teaching and Learning Group, Vocational Development, para. 3). Evidently, all student’s capabilities are going to be different, but it is our job to provide a safe place to facilitate these skills to encourage independence. 
When They Are Ready
	Many of the strategies discussed have been focusing on how we can serve students the best by focusing on their individual needs. I believe that this is the best strategy of all for not only accommodating children with exceptionalities, but for all student to ensure they are receiving developmentally appropriate practices in their school. The best practice at every age is to try and find empathy and the ability to relate to what that child may be experiencing and understanding that developmental is not always linear (Beurkens & Morgan, 2019). 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]	In fact, by forcing kids to develop quicker than they can have some detrimental effects not only on their well-being but on the environment of the whole class. By forcing students into developmental expectations, we are creating an environment where tensions run high if they do not reach the criteria laid out for them. This is a dangerous avenue as it can create false hope and skips crucial steps involving their growth (Beurkens & Morgan, 2019). Amanda Morgan, an early childhood educator uses an excellent metaphor to describe development. When picking flowers in the Springtime, there are some that are in full bloom and others that need more time to petal. By forcing these petals open, the flower struggles to bloom, or unfortunately dies. Comparably, children are the same way. If we force back their layers, we can encover beauty for a few moments but evidently pushing too hard can lead to a more detrimental effect on their overall growth (Beurkens & Morgan, 2019).
	Society is pushing development at a higher rate than ever, hoping that kids can do more and be more at a younger age. The issue is, teachers become part of this ride to push these expectations and figure out how to press the outcomes into their day while also becoming frustrated when they cannot do what is being asked (Beurkens & Morgan, 2019). 
Our key to success is to take a step back, consider the child, their circumstance, their culture, their SES, the parent’s perspective and their strengths to ensure that we accommodate them with the most developmentally appropriate practice for them, at that specific time in their lives. 
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