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Stigma In Teachers' Speech: The Influence of Medical Terminology on Perception of 
Special Educational Needs  

Zulfiya Movkebayeva1*, Natalya Syuy-fu-shun2, Dana Khamitova3, Aitolkyn 
Duzelbayeva4 

A R T I C L E   I N F O A B S T R A C T 

Purpose: The article explores teachers' understanding 
of special educational needs (SEN) in Kazakhstan. 
Through an analysis of the language used to describe 
children with disabilities, the study aims to identify 
underlying stigmas and stereotypes. Method: 
Recognizing the limitations of formalized 
questionnaires in revealing subtle biases, the 
researchers opted for semi-structured interviews. This 
method allowed for a deeper exploration of the 
participants' implicit beliefs and assumptions about 
children with disabilities. Findings: The results show 
that experienced teachers who were educated in a 
more traditional, segregated system tend to subscribe 
to the medical model of disability. However, novice 
teachers, while more aligned with the social model of 
disability, often emphasize students' disabilities over 
their strengths. Implications for research and practice: 
The study implies that the use of stigmatizing terms in 

professional speech can contribute to discrimination against children with special educational needs 
and hinder the creation of an inclusive environment, since special education teachers play a key role 
in fostering an inclusive culture and promoting a positive image of children with special needs. 

© 2024 Ani Publishing Ltd. All rights reserved. 

Introduction 

In the modern world, there has been progress in shifting from a medical to a social 
understanding of disability. The Preamble to the 2006 Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities states that "disability is an evolving concept and that disability results 
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from the interaction between people with disabilities and attitudinal and environmental 
barriers that hinders their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with 
others." This document is a guideline for all states that have ratified it, including 
Kazakhstan. In accordance with this ordinance, the country is transitioning from a medical 
understanding of disability to a social one, and the ideas of inclusion are actively promoted. 
Currently, there are two education systems for children with disabilities in Kazakhstan: 
special and inclusive. Special teachers actively work in both systems. Special pedagogical 
education in Kazakhstan can be obtained at a university, where they teach how to work 
with children with different educational needs. Since until recently a child with special 
educational needs (here in after SEN) in our country could only receive an education in the 
special education system, future special educators were oriented towards working in a 
special school.  

The content of professional training for SEN was based on a medical understanding of 
disability and special educational needs, as evidenced by even the name of the specialty 
"Defectology". Despite the fact that currently, in Kazakhstan, 32,125 children are covered 
by inclusive education, who study in 3,289 schools, which is 44.45% of schools (Mendaliev, 
2021), the medical model of disability still influences how teachers perceive children with 
SEN and how they teach them. There are a number of studies devoted to the problem of 
understanding disability and perception of students with SEN (Adl-Amini et al., 2024; Lu 
et al., 2020; Moriña & Carnerero, 2022; Rodríguez-Izquierdo et al., 2020; Tarantino et al., 
2022). But there is a gap in research on how widespread the medical model is in the Central 
Asian region, and among teachers with special education, in particular.  

Heyder et al. (2020) found that in inclusion studies, teachers tend to give socially 
expected answers. Symeonidou and Chrysostomou (2019) in their study identified a gap 
between the conscious part of an inclusive culture (external agreement with inclusive 
values) and the unconscious part (understanding disability as the opposite of ability). Both 
of these studies highlight the pitfalls that inclusion research can face: results can be skewed 
by both the tendency of participants to give socially expected answers (Heyder et al., 2020) 
and by genuine misconceptions among respondents (Symeonidou & Chrysostomou, 2019). 
Thus, in the study of inclusive culture, as in other studies aimed at identifying beliefs, 
prejudices, cultural influences, attitudes towards certain social groups and topics, it is 
preferable to use qualitative methods, in particular narrative analysis (Macan & Merritt, 
2011; Parrott et al., 2017; Petrjánošová, 2018). Stereotypes, attitudes, tendencies to give 
socially expected answers, which are often not realized by a person, can distort the results 
of such methods as formal surveys, but can be identified through narrative analysis, such 
as semi-structured interview analysis. 

Our study focused on solving two problems: (1). What speech characteristics of 
Kazakhstani special educators reflect adherence to the medical or social model of 
disability? (2). Is there a difference between the verbal behavior of experienced teachers 
and novice educators? Little research has been conducted on how inclusive culture and 
understanding of disability manifest themselves in the everyday speech practices of 
teachers, especially those specializing in special education. Moreover, no studies on this 
topic have been conducted in the Central Asian region. This study focused on teachers for 
children with special education needs, as we believe that they play a special role in the 
development of an inclusive school culture. In an inclusive school, they become the 
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coordinator of work with a child with SEN, providing support to teachers without special 
education. It is the special educator who is the bearer of knowledge on how to meet special 
educational needs, he becomes the headliner of the implementation of inclusion, a model 
of inclusive culture for other teachers, students, and parents. We set a goal to identify what 
features of the description of children with special educational needs by Kazakhstani 
special educators indicate their understanding of disability and special educational needs. 
In addition, several questions formed the part of discussion such as whether special 
education teachers used incorrect terms; reasons not to use incorrect terms; classification 
of incorrect terms; who used incorrect terms; and what special education teachers pay 
attention to when describing children with special education needs.  

Literature Review 

A team of specialists, most of whom are teachers, provide support and assistance to 
children in regular schools. Teachers are at the forefront of the changes that the 
introduction of inclusive education brings to school life. It is teachers who bring the ideas 
of inclusion to life and interact most actively with children with SEN, and the effectiveness 
of training depends on them (Feng & Sass, 2013). This is an additional burden, as a result 
of which teachers can experience stress, feel disoriented in the flow of changes, and show 
insufficient readiness to work with children with SEN. Researchers have found that low 
teacher competence in working with students with SEN decreases motivation (Rodríguez-
Izquierdo et al., 2020) and may even lead to a refusal to work with such students (Budiarti 
& Sugito, 2018). Many researchers talk about the need for informational and emotional 
support for teachers implementing inclusive education. Studies have shown that greater 
awareness of developmental disorders improves teachers' professional self-efficacy and 
attitudes toward inclusion (Lu et al., 2020; Tarantino et al., 2022).  

One of the effective ways to improve the level of inclusive culture of regular teachers is 
to support special educators. Rodríguez-Izquierdo et al. (2020) believe that since there is a 
gap in the level of inclusive culture between teachers trained to work with children with 
special educational needs and regular teachers, collaboration between them significantly 
enhances the development of inclusive culture in schools. Other studies Taneja-Johansson 
et al. (2023) found that teachers without special education identified a lack of support from 
special teachers as one of the problems they face with inclusion at school. Thus, cooperation 
between regular teachers and teachers with special education is one of the drivers of the 
development of an inclusive culture of teachers and the school as a whole. This is 
important, since the inclusive culture of teachers working with children with SEN is of 
particular importance. Likewise, studies (Heller & Kern, 2021; Lu et al., 2020) found that 
teachers' attitudes and expectations affect the effectiveness of interaction with students 
with SEN and their academic achievement.  

A recent study Bialka et al. (2024) has found that teachers' understanding of disabilities 
may inadvertently stigmatize their students or cause students to conceal their disabilities 
Research results provide conflicting data regarding which model of disability teachers and 
bachelors in teacher education tend to adhere to, but most often it is the medical model 
(Adl-Amini et al., 2024; Moriña & Carnerero, 2022). In addition, such studies did not 
include teachers with special education. Understanding disability, as well as an inclusive 
culture in general are not always recognized by the subject. For example, in another 
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empirical study (Symeonidou & Chrysostomou, 2019), one of the participants only realized 
after completing a professional development program that his understanding of disability 
was based on a medical approach. 

Inclusive culture is also manifested in speech. For example Siperstein et al. (2018) 
confirmed in their study that the use of stigmatizing language such as 'the r-word' 
highlights societal perceptions of intellectual disabilities and those affected. Likewise, 
several studies have identified the stigmatizing effect of everyday words and scientific 
terms used in communication with people with developmental disabilities, denoting their 
characteristics and themselves (Abdul-Chani et al., 2021; Dollinger et al., 2024; King et al., 
2019; MacKenzie et al., 2020; Richard & Hennekam, 2021; Solaru & Mendonca, 2023). All 
these studies unanimously agreed that inclusive culture is reflected in the language used 
by educators, and that inclusive language promotes positive perceptions of students’ 
abilities and potential. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

The current study used a qualitative research design adopting a survey method to 
collect data. It was important to choose a method that would reduce the possibility of both 
conscious and unconscious distortion of information. Hence, the study touched on such an 
emotionally charged issue and based its questionnaire on the beliefs and past experiences 
of respondents. This helped in understanding the inappropriate behavior of specialists, 
teachers and classmates when communicating with children with special educational 
needs. 

Sampling and Population 

The study involved 20 teachers qualified in special education, with graduation in 
Special Pedagogy. These teachers significantly differed in the amount of professional 
experience, e.g., 10 teachers with experience ranging from six months to 3 years; and 10 
teachers with more than 20 years of experience. This was done because we hoped to find 
differences between long-serving participants who were trained and formed as 
professionals in the context of the widespread dissemination of the medical model of 
disability and short-serving participants who received their professional education more 
recently, in the context of the dissemination of the social model of disability. 

Instrument and Procedure 

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data, organized with open and 
reflective discussions while ensuring consistency. The interview guide focused on two 
primary topics. Terminology Use: How do teachers with special education refer to children 
with SEN during communication with colleagues, students, and parents? Perceptions of 
Inappropriate Terms: What terms used by teachers, students, or others do they find 
inappropriate when describing children with SEN, and why? Have they witnessed such 
usage? The interviews were designed to address sensitive topics, such as inappropriate 
behavior by teachers or classmates, while creating a comfortable environment for 
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participants to share their insights. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, 
and confidentiality was ensured throughout the study. 

Data Analysis 

The interview transcripts were analyzed using narrative analysis, a method effective 
for uncovering implicit biases, stereotypes, and cultural influences. The analysis focused 
on identifying patterns in language use, beliefs about disability, and attitudes toward SEN. 
Special attention was given to differences in responses between the two groups of 
participants, aiming to reveal how professional experience and training influence 
perspectives on inclusion. The study adhered to ethical guidelines for research involving 
human participants. Participants were fully informed about the study's purpose, and their 
consent was obtained prior to participation. Confidentiality and anonymity were 
maintained to ensure the privacy of the respondents. 

Results 

There were several revelations evident from the first-hand responses of the informants 
during the interviews. There were basically questions that referred to the usage of incorrect 
terms for SEN children. For example, it was sought whether special education teachers 
used incorrect terms; reasons not to use incorrect terms; classification of incorrect terms; 
who used these incorrect terms; and whether special education teachers paid attention to 
when describing children with special education needs. To understand the question 
whether special education teachers used incorrect terms, all respondents insisted that they 
do not use objectifying, devaluing, or incorrect terms to refer to children with special 
educational needs. Most participants said that at their school it is customary to call all 
children by their first and last names, and they do not make exceptions for children with 
SEN.  

For instance, Participant 8 (less than 3 years of experience) admitted: “We don’t divide 
children in any way, neither by diagnosis, no by categories, we call them by their first or 
last names and that’s it.” However, in the process of research, it was found that the teacher 
realizes that it is undesirable to use certain words and knows for what reason, but still used 
them during the interview. Participant 6 (more than 20 years of experience): “I had 
experience working with “downyata”, that is with (children) with Down disease 
(syndrome). She's the same: “I call them (children with special needs). Unfortunately, the 
inclusive culture in society is very low and I hear from those around me called them 
“disabled”, “sick” and so on. Sometimes they just say “not like everyone else”, “different”, 
“special”, but, unfortunately, there are just insults. Even among teachers he meets with 
“disabilities”, “with limited developmental opportunities” Considers “disabled” offensive, 
incorrect when they are called “down”, “autistic” directly on the basis of their disabilities... 
I ... (feel) uncomfortable.” She finds it acceptable “special child”, “special educational 
needs” acceptable... Maybe “different child”, “not like everyone else” 

A similar situation arose with another respondent, participant 15 (more than 20 years 
of experience), who did not believe that she was directly in contact with inclusion and 
worked in an inclusive class, despite the fact that she was the class teacher of a class in 
which a child with a disability studied. She exclaimed, “For example, I have a girl in my 
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class, she has diabetes and she is not in the class (for children) with special needs...” At the 
same time, she classified children with disabilities as children with special needs: “In 
mostly these are children, mostly like this. Some diabetes... A child with diabetes is also 
very have heart problems... suffering from... disorders... with diseases such as vulnerable... 
I believe that these are not necessarily mentally retarded children, but children with special 
needs associated with various disorders ... of the organism.” 

In this study, we also found that one of our respondents found it difficult not only to 
choose words denoting children with SEN, but also to choose the correct words relating to 
certain aspects of interaction with them. Participant 4 (more than 20 years of experience): 
“We say: “You see”, “Look”. Even one teacher once made a remark to me: “Why do you 
say: “Look,” they don’t see,” but how do I should have said: “Feel”, or what? That’s why 
we say: “Look with your hands”. Just “look” means (pay attention), they (children) 
understand that “look” means “look with your hands”; (perceive) with your feet, 
somewhere with a cane... Why don’t I should say “Look”... to disadvantage the child and 
let him know that he doesn’t see? ... Sometimes high school children ... say: “Why do you 
say “look,” because I can’t see?” but then you talk to this child and say: “Why? You can see 
with your hands, why can’t I say this word?” 

To another question, why not to use incorrect terms, all of the respondents interviewed 
believed that the use of objectifying, devaluing and incorrect terms to refer to children with 
SEN is unacceptable even in conversations “behind closed doors.” For instance, participant 
2 (less than 3 years of experience): “Personally, I do not use such (words) as deaf, deaf- 
mute in relation to children... I think that it is incorrect to use such words, even when 
working with specialists” Participant 4 (more than 20 years of experience): “I can’t even 
say something like that about children (hurtful) even with myself... It’s unacceptable (to 
talk about children like that behind their back) if you made such a decision (to work with 
such children)". 

Arguing why objectifying terms should not be used, our respondents gave very strong 
reasons such as: it will negatively affect the status of a child with special educational needs 
in the class  (teachers with extensive experience - 1 answer, novice teachers - 1 answer). An 
example would be the statements of Participant 6 (more than 20 years of experience): 
“Because... everything depends on your attitude and (it affects) the attitude (towards a 
child with special educational needs)... In addition, his peers listen to you, this is very 
strongly reflected...” Another reason given was the desire to minimize the possibility of 
conflicts (teachers with extensive experience - 1 answer, novice teachers - 1 answer). So, 
Participant 6 (more than 20 years of experience) answered: “(It helps) to avoid conflicts... 
and if it was not possible to prevent it, it helps to get out more painlessly for both students 
and parents”. Another argument was having felt the need to spare the feelings of children 
with SEN (teachers with extensive experience - 4 answers, novice teachers - 6 answers). For 
example, Participant 18 (more than 20 years of experience) said: “Children are different, 
for some (incorrect words) may hurt... hurt, offend. Therefore, it seems to me, it’s better to 
choose words, of course.” 

One of the arguments was the awareness that this is part of pedagogical ethics (teachers 
with extensive experience - 3 answers, novice teachers - 3 answers). An example was 
participant 10's response (less than 3 years of experience): “Because we are teachers, we 
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must explain everything correctly (about why it is necessary to use the correct terminology 
about people with special needs even in their absence)”. Another respondent, Participant 
1 (more than 20 years of experience): “The teacher should always be a cut above and not 
allow himself... to expose the child in some unsightly light... Teachers should lead by 
example”. There was also a reason given that because this is part of an inclusive culture 
(teachers with extensive experience - 1 answer, novice teachers - 2 answers). For example, 
Participant 6 (more than 20 years of experience): “firstly, there is a certain inclusive culture, 
relationships, especially in institutions such as educational organizations, an 
understanding of what the status of a teacher is... A person who understands how inclusion 
works... this imposes a certain responsibility. I believe that even a simply educated person 
will never embarrass... anyone.”  Another reason claimed was the realization that this is 
part of universal ethics (teachers with extensive experience - 2 answers, novice teachers - 2 
answers). Participant 3 (more than 20 years of experience): “People in general should 
choose words, not only when talking about children with special needs... In any 
communication situation, people must choose their words, this is basic ethics.” Other, 
Participant 2 (less than 3 years of experience): “I would not like people to say things about 
me similar words, so I adhere to this principle". When analyzing the answers of our 
respondents, we were unable to identify a difference between the answers of teachers with 
long and short work experience. Such a large number of opinions on this issue is explained 
by the fact that only 12 teachers gave one reason, and the teachers gave 2-3 reasons. 

To the question over the classification of incorrect terms, more than half of our 
respondents (6 teachers with extensive experience and 5 new teachers) reported 
encountering terms they deemed incorrect when referring to children with SEN. The terms 
used for children with special needs are diverse and can be categorized such as: (1) 
offensive, incorrect, devaluing (moron, imbecile, down, autistic); (2) objectifying, borrowed 
from medical terminology (deaf, deaf-mute, blind children, unseeing children, children 
with mental retardation, disabled, not normic, etc.) (3) disguised objectifying terms (e.g., 
downyata, autyata) involve attaching diminutive suffixes like '-onok/-enok' for singular 
and '-yata' for plural (e.g., downenok/downyata, autenok/autyata) to medical terms. This 
suffix is found in the names of children and young animals (rebenok/rebyata as 
child/children, telyonok/telyata as calf/calves). Because this is a diminutive suffix, it 
allows you to soften and “disguise” the objectifying meaning. In addition, like all 
affectionate diminutive suffixes, it gives the word double connotations: expressing love, 
caring attitude, but at the same time emphasizing belittlement, lower status, immaturity. 
(4) emphasizing isolation, separation (special children, correctional children) (5) disguised 
isolating (such children, inclusive children, inclusionists) 

We also noticed that many respondents (parents of children with SEN, special teachers 
and students) avoided answering the question about what children with SEN are called, 
either directly refusing to answer, or diverting the discussion to another plane, refusing to 
give examples, or answer clarifying and direct questions. Hence, this was difficult to find 
out who and when used incorrect terms. Those of our respondents who witnessed the use 
of incorrect names and terms in relation to children with special needs usually encountered 
this at school.  Many respondents observed incorrect terms being used by others, including 
teachers without training in special education and peers of children with special 
educational needs. An example would be Participant 3’s statement (more than 20 years of 
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experience): ...Their... whatever they want, that’s what they call it: inclusionists, autistics, 
autyata, whatever they are called, in principle... Teachers (that’s what they are called), 
ordinary teachers who have such children in their class... And the administration". Other, 
Participant 4 (more than 20 years of experience): “We say “unseeing children, special 
children”, I heard them say “blind children” ... Teachers, educators who work with them, 
we say to them (children with visual impairments) “our children” ", we use (the term) 
unseeing children... And people from the outside say "blind children", and so on, but this 
really offends (me)... Even those teachers who do not teach these classes... also say (to 
normo-typical children) "Give in the presence of (children with visual impairments, their 
teachers) the road, blind children walk!” ... they can shout like that... But they don’t even 
understand that it can be offensive... Even me it hurts me a lot" 

Our respondents were divided in their opinion about who used incorrect designations 
more often. Thus, Participant 6 (more than 20 years of experience) noted: “If in percentage 
terms, then approximately 70% are parents (of normo-typical children), 20% are teachers, 
and 10%, perhaps, are the children’s team itself. However, according to Participant 20 (less 
than 3 years of experience), classmates of children with SEN use incorrect words more 
often: “... Children ... are normo-typical. But they call each other what they call each other, 
you should have heard... More often they call each other names, but everyone gets it. I can 
imagine what’s going on in their closed chats... We don’t know, we can’t imagine... when 
they start openly bullying (then it comes to the surface). 

Another respondent noted that classmates of children with special needs tend to ignore 
them rather than engage in direct conflict. So, she did not have to witness conflicts between 
children with SEN and their peers. Participant 7 (more than 20 years of experience): “I have 
not heard such a fact in our school that there were... some kind of conflict situations... It 
was children from, let's say, regular classes and children from classes where children with 
special educational needs study... When children they see... they just move away... don’t 
contact them... If they meet such children, they simply... don't argue with them ... As they 
noticed that the child is not entirely adequate... with disorders ... they leave and don’t get 
hung up... This is probably bad, because if a child knows that there is someone like that 
next to him... he should just understand this child... It seems to me that this is why today’s 
children are more... tougher, so to speak... They are less friends (children with SEN and 
their classmates with each other) due to circumstances... Interests a little different... even 
playing games... A more developed child will always win and he is not interested in the 
one whose thinking... will be more like that... slow... A normal child knows more... than 
such children" 

Participant 13 (less than 3 years of experience) believes that the attitude of peers 
towards students in special classes depends on the work of class teachers: “It is necessary 
to work with parents... because everything comes from the family... And to work with 
children, of course, and with teachers (subject specialists) ... a lot depends on the class 
teacher and his work" At the same time, two of the respondents noted that currently they 
are less likely to encounter situations of using incorrect and objectifying designations, and 
even violations of inclusive culture in general. Participant 6 (more than 20 years of 
experience): “No... colleagues who have special education... no longer allow incidents... 
Mostly, I hear this (incorrect designations) from teachers who are just beginning to 
understand what inclusion is, for example, 5-7 years ago this was much more common... 
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Thanks to many programs... mostly international, our community understands what 
inclusion is ... and it is already becoming much smaller, and among those teachers with 
whom I work, for example, the same subject teachers, they are, of course, already 
understand that this is a child who requires special approach… special attitude” 
Participant 4 (more than 20 years of experience): “I haven’t heard this for a long time (when 
they say “blind children”)... The last time was last year” The same respondent notes the 
importance of the administration’s efforts in forming a correct attitude towards students 
with special educational needs at school: Participant 4 (more than 20 years of experience): 
“The director and head teacher explain all this at all planning meetings, at meetings, what 
classes we have in our school, what special children we have and etc." 

Another question that was sought an answer was: What special education teachers pay 
attention to when describing children with special education needs. Speaking about 
children with special educational needs, some of our respondents indicated that these 
children are not responsible for who they are. Participant 7 (more than 20 years of 
experience): “(We) shouldn’t even be allowed to think badly about such children (children 
with SEN), it’s not their fault.” On the one hand, this is a positive trend, as the child is not 
blamed for what is beyond their control. On the other hand, researchers are alarmed by the 
very relationship between guilt and developmental problems that arises in the minds of 
some respondents. This perspective can easily lead to assigning blame, as demonstrated by 
one respondent: Participant 19 (more than 20 years of experience): “I believe that such 
children... every year, according to statistics, there are even... more, because now, in 
general, people lead an unhealthy lifestyle... I am completely sure that such children 
(children of parents who leading unhealthy lifestyle) will be born unhealthy, especially 
given our environmental situation." Thus, linking special educational needs with blame 
risks stigmatizing parents. 

Some respondents also associated special educational needs in children with negative 
connotations such as vulnerability and fragility. For example, Participant 7 (more than 20 
years of experience) notes: “For me, these are children offended by God (when asked what 
such children are called) ... For myself, I make a tick that he needs very careful, very careful 
... (treatment). To be treated as equals, but at the same time... to think that you are 
(communicating) with a very fragile child.” One of the respondents believes that pity for a 
child with special needs is the same manifestation intolerance, as well as hatred: Participant 
2 (less than 3 years of experience): “It seems to me that it’s wrong to feel sorry for (children 
with SEN) ... There are 2 stages of acceptance: it’s either pity or hatred, and after all this 
they begin to accept them.” Some participants associated a child's special educational needs 
with inconvenience or discomfort for those interacting with them. For example, here are 
the words of Participant 1 (more than 20 years of experience): “All attention to this child, 
and the whole class should wait"  

In addition, in some interviews, connotations appear related to emphasizing the special 
status of a child with special needs, his difference from others, and excessively emphasizing 
the idea that he should be treated like other children. For instance: Participant 15 (more 
than 20 years of experience): “I have to perceive him as an ordinary child” Participant 11 
(more than 20 years of experience): “There are children (with SEN) ... quite ... normal.” 
Participant 1 (more than 20 years of experience): “He (a child with special needs) should 
feel the same as everyone else, not deprived.” In the responses of several participants there 
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were statements that directly indicated on the inferiority of children with special needs: 
Participant 18 (more than 20 years of experience): “... this is because of their (children with 
special needs) ... shortcomings... This is not possible for them." The responses of two of our 
respondents directly indicated their commitment to the medical model of disability: 
Participant 7 (more than 20 years of experience): “I believe that these are not necessarily 
mentally retarded children, but children with special needs associated with various 
disorders ... of the body” Participant 11 (more than 20 years of experience): “I don’t think 
that this girl belongs to this group (OOP) ... she is a very developed child, I would classify 
such children as ... those who have developmental problems” 

We decided to find out how often negative connotations are found in the description of 
children with special needs by teachers with different experience. Certainly, respondents’ 
answers to the question “What do they and other participants in the educational process 
call children with special needs?” were excluded from the analysis, since when answering 
this question, the participants do not express their own beliefs and attitudes, but rather 
information received from others. The results are shown in Table 1.  

Table 1 

Frequency of occurrence of connotations in the description of children with special needs by teachers 
with different experience. 

No. Type of 
connotations 

Quantity Processing results using the 
Mann-Whitney U test 

Teachers with less 
than 3 years of  

work experience 

Teachers with 
over 20 years of  
work experience 

U Statistical 
significance 
at p < 0.01 

Statistical 
significance 
at p < 0.05 

1 Connotations 
associated with 

guilt 

2 2 - - - 

2 Connotations 
associated with 

vulnerability 

1 23 17.5 + + 

3 Connotations 
associated with 

discomfort 

0 4 35 - - 

4 Connotations 
associated with 

emphasizing 
special status 

7 17 31 - - 

5 Connotations 
associated with 

inferiority 

2 16 26 - + 

 Total: 12 62 109.5 + + 

The data was processed using the nonparametric Mann-Whitney U test. Processing was 
conducted using SPSS Mann-Whitney U test (Mann Whitney, 2007). Statistically significant 
differences were Disability and Societyfound between teachers with short and long 
experience in two parameters: 'Connotations associated with vulnerability' (p < 0.01) and 
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'Connotations associated with inferiority' (p < 0.05). In general, teachers with extensive 
experience use more negative, objectifying language and tend to frame disability and 
special educational needs within a medical model. This difference is all the more significant 
since there were practically no differences in direct answers to the interviewer’s questions 
between the answers of teachers with extensive experience and those of novice teachers.  
Among teachers with less than 3 years of experience, connotations emphasizing the special 
status of children with special needs and their dissimilarity from others predominate. In 
contrast, teachers with more than 20 years of experience often focus on connotations 
associated with vulnerability. Also, quite often in their speech there are connotations 
associated with inferiority, deficiency and emphasizing a special status. 

Discussion 

The results of this study demonstrate a strong consensus among teachers regarding the 
ethical imperative to avoid objectifying and devaluing language when addressing children 
with SEN. The main reasons given for avoiding devaluing language reflect teachers’ 
multifaceted understanding of its harmful effects. Only one of reasons can be considered 
business-related:  avoiding of a conflict. The remaining reasons include concerns about the 
emotional well-being of children with SEN and their relationships with peers, or 
consideration of the issue in the broader contexts of pedagogical or universal ethics. The 
study suggests that teachers recognize the role of language in fostering inclusivity and aim 
to adhere to ethical principles in their communication. Similar strategies were used by 
teachers in the studies(Lakkala et al., 2021; Pastore & Luder, 2021). The study found no 
significant differences in reasoning between novice and experienced teachers, indicating a 
shared understanding of the ethical and professional importance of inclusive language.  

However, respondents reported a high prevalence of stigmatizing language in schools, 
particularly among the peers of children with SEN and their parents. They also observed a 
decline in its usage, reflecting the positive impact of efforts to promote inclusive education 
and respectful language. Also noteworthy is the respondents’ avoidance and refusal to 
name words commonly used to refer to people with disabilities, which, in the authors’ 
opinion, indicates high emotional tension associated with this issue. However, a more in-
depth analysis of the language and speech patterns used by special education teachers 
when describing students with SEN revealed a gap between the teachers’ conscious 
inclusive culture and their everyday speech practice. While respondents consciously 
avoided stigmatizing terms, their speech often revealed implicit biases through 
connotations of guilt, vulnerability, disadvantage, danger, and separation when describing 
children with SEN and their needs. Moreover, such connotations dominate in the speech 
of teachers with extensive teaching experience, which confirms the results of the study 
(Larios & Zetlin, 2023). The qualitative difference between the perception of children with 
special educational needs by special teachers with different lengths of service is that 
teachers with little experience in their perception of children with special educational needs 
primarily pay attention to their special status and dissimilarity from their peers, while 
teachers with more experience pay attention to their vulnerability. 

During the study, we were able to record a clear fact of discrepancy between the 
conscious (or declared) and unconscious levels of inclusive culture, when one of the 
respondents used a name for children with special educational needs, which, as she stated, 
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she does not use, which confirms the results of the study (Symeonidou & Chrysostomou, 
2019) and (Bialka et al., 2024). It was also possible to find evidence of difficulties in choosing 
words to denote not only children with special educational needs, but also other aspects 
related to them. For example, participant 15 did not consider herself involved in inclusive 
education, despite the fact that she taught a child with SEN. This reflects a broader systemic 
misunderstanding of the essence of inclusive education, when special educational needs 
are perceived exclusively through the prism of disability. The authors admit that this is 
typical for Kazakhstan, since before the introduction of inclusive education, students with 
disabilities were the most segregated group, and therefore the problem of introducing 
inclusive education is focused on the problem of their inclusion. 

This study addressed the problem of the evolution of insults and stigmatizing words 
for people with mental disabilities and allowed us to confirm the results of the study by 
G.N. Siperstein et al. (Siperstein et al., 2018). They found that children's and adolescents' 
use of stigmatizing words for people with intellectual disabilities (“the r-word”) sheds light 
on public attitudes toward the issue of intellectual disabilities and people with them. 
According to researchers, this word has replaced the previously used “moron” or “idiot”; 
recently it has been used less frequently by American teenagers, used simply as an insult 
without reference to a medical diagnosis. Some of our respondents noted similar trend. So, 
for example, participant 2 (less than 3 years of experience) said that among the children 
and adolescents she knows, words such as “autist” and “down” are now common as curse 
words, while 2-3 decades ago words such as “moron”, “idiot”, and the use of the word 
“autist” is not at all known to the authors. However, it is noteworthy that, despite changes 
in frequency of use, words denoting people with mental disorders are still used as curse 
words. 

Participants 2, 5, and 20 observed that children without developmental disorders 
frequently use these words when addressing each other, often without understanding their 
true meaning. According to Participant 20, children use them more often towards each 
other than towards children with SEN. At the same time, the results of the interview with 
Participant 10 suggest that the evolution of swear words and objectifying words used 
between children is influenced by adults still have an impact. Participant 10 (less than 3 
years of experience): “It’s just that the children (from a special school for children with 
musculoskeletal disorders) said to each other, “I’m a normic, and you’re not a normic”... 
Without understanding the meaning, maybe they just heard it somewhere”. 

Considering that the authors heard these words only during the study and in interviews 
with only one participant, it can be assumed that they are specific only to a special school 
for children with musculoskeletal disorders. Considering the principle of forming classes 
in this school, separate for children with normal and reduced levels of intelligence, it can 
be assumed that “normic” most likely means a child with a disorder of the musculoskeletal 
system and a normal level of intelligence, and  “not normic” - a child with a reduced level 
of intelligence. Most likely, the children learned it from the speech of specialists: one of the 
teachers or other employees of the special school. Perhaps, using this case as an example, 
we can see the evolution of a word from objectifying to devaluing. 
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Conclusion 

The study revealed that, despite external acceptance of inclusion—supported by the 
efforts of special educators, administrators, and state and non-state organizations offering 
training courses—the medical model of disability remains dominant among special 
educators. This is evident in the connotations of guilt, vulnerability, disadvantage, danger, 
and separation, which are prevalent in the speech of experienced teachers when describing 
children with SEN. The analysis of interview materials allowed for the classification of 
terms used to describe children with SEN, revealing differences in perceptions based on 
teaching experience. Teachers with extensive experience tend to use terms associated with 
vulnerability, while novice teachers emphasize the special status and uniqueness of 
children with SEN. These findings highlight the persistence of the medical model of 
disability among experienced educators. 

Analysis of the interview materials made it possible to classify the terms used to 
designate children with SEN, which made it possible to identify a qualitative difference 
between the perception of children with special educational needs by teachers with 
different work experience, since connotations associated with vulnerability prevail among 
teachers with extensive experience, and beginning teachers – connotations associated with 
emphasizing the special status of children with special educational needs, their difference 
from other children, which once again confirmed the widespread medical understanding 
of special educational needs among teachers with extensive experience.  The study 
examined the evolution of stigmatizing language, shedding light on how medical terms for 
mental disorders often become insults, are used without reference to their original 
diagnoses, and eventually become obsolete, only to be replaced by new stigmatizing terms. 

The study has a number of limitations. The first limitation relates to the sample size and 
recruitment method. The study involved only 20 respondents, divided into two groups: 
teachers with less than three years of experience and those with more than 20 years. This 
small sample raises questions about the generalizability of the findings to a larger, more 
diverse population. While the main hypotheses were supported, it is unclear whether the 
results are applicable to teachers without special education training or to those from 
countries with significantly different historical and cultural contexts of inclusive education 
compared to Kazakhstan. 

The study does not investigate whether unconscious stereotypes about children with 
SEN impact the effectiveness of their education. This area requires further study to better 
understand the interaction between implicit biases and educational outcomes for children 
with SEN. Research of Garrote et al. (2020) suggests that classroom management practices 
may influence inclusion more than teachers' conscious beliefs. However, the role of 
unconscious attitudes in shaping inclusive practices remains unclear and warrants further 
investigation. 
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