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Julie Stanley, ACES special education teacher, plays hard and 
works hard 

BY:  
ALLEN YOUNG ADN COLUMNIST 

What does a special needs teacher do all day with 35 preschoolers — many categorized as 
“special needs” students because they are not moving along developmental milestones at 
what is considered a “typical rate?” 
The short answer is this: She gets down on the floor and plays hard and works hard all day, 
knowing these little human beings will make progress and have improved lives because of 
her work. I sat down recently over lunch at Herrick’s Tavern with Julie Stanley of Orange to 
learn more about her work as a special education teacher in the brand-new Athol 
Community Elementary School. 
One hears a lot of talk about “special needs,” often focusing on its cost, but I have long been 
aware that a societal commitment to these young people is one of the many aspects of life 
in Massachusetts that makes our commonwealth a great place to live. 
Julie is convinced, based on her experience, that “intense early intervention really makes a 
difference.” She loves her job and appreciates the “team component” that is essential to its 
success. She has a strong paraprofessional, Angela Deveneau, in the classroom, and praises 
the “tremendous support” coming from the Athol-Royalston district’s special education 
administrator Jeff Ferranti. 
Julie’s classroom, and three others in the building, are devoted to preschoolers age 3-5. 
These youngsters, about a hundred in all, have a variety of needs to be resolved before they 
can succeed in the learning process that starts in kindergarten. Many show “developmental 
delays” of some sort; they often lack social and emotional skills. 
Some of these children have no verbal ability at all — have never said a word — and others 
need teaching of bathroom routines, hand-washing and the ability to relate to others. 
Some have been diagnosed by a medical doctor (usually a neurologist) with “autism 
spectrum disorder” (ASD). Another important acronym in this field is ABA, which stands 
for “applied behavior analysis,” a scientific approach to the youngsters’ development. It’s 
common for two ABA professionals to be in the classroom with Julie and sometimes 
another special education teacher specializing in ABA. And there’s a third acronym in this 
field — IEP, which stands for an individual education plan that is created for each pupil 
demonstrating the need for specialized instruction. 
A typical day consists of “teacher-directed time and student-directed time,” Julie explained, 
adding with a smile that the student-directed time “is what most people would call play.” 
Play is work for these students. Staff utilize this time to develop an array of skills including 
social, emotional and readiness skills for academic instruction. 
Some specific things that need to be taught are how to make eye contact with others, the 
values of sharing and kindness, and basic hygiene such as hand-washing and bathroom 
routines. In some communities, problems emerge with numerous students who are 
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immigrants, but that’s not the case in the preschool. Julie said there is a Chinese-speaking 
student and a Spanish-speaking student, designated as “English language learners” and 
receiving additional support. 
The goal is to have “all students make progress alongside their peers in a rich, nurturing, 
high-quality learning environment. We meet each child and the family where they are and 
scaffold growth from there.” 
She added, “Behavior is how they communicate,” but they also need to be taught useful 
words like “My turn, please.” As language increases, challenging behaviors decrease. 
Julie, 47, grew up in Athol, the daughter of James and Patricia Fairman, and graduated from 
Athol High School in 1987. She obtained a bachelor of education from Fitchburg State 
College in 1991 and a master’s degree from Leslie University, Cambridge, in 1996. Pursing 
further studies after years of work in her field in Athol and Royalston schools, she obtained 
a certificate of advanced graduate study (CAGS) from Fitchburg State University in 2013. 
Julie loves children of all ages, something I became aware of when I first visited her home 
in Orange, accompanied by Scott Pralinsky, a mutual friend and Julie’s Athol High School 
classmate. In addition to Julie, I met her husband Jim Stanley, retired from the U.S. Air 
Force; Jim’s teenage son Hunter; Julie’s daughters from her previous marriage, Victoria 
Johnson and Myra Johnson; a former foster child Jaylah Taylor, age 8, and several teenage 
foreign exchange students. 
Julie noted that Victoria, 22, will graduate from the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, 
this year; and Myra, 21, has received her associate’s degree from Mount Wachusett 
Community College, and will attend Fitchburg State next fall. Her stepson Hunter is now a 
junior at Mahar Regional School. 
There’s a strong connection, Julie noted, between being a mom and being a teacher. She 
recalled that when Myra was heading off to kindergarten, “it was very vivid for me, looking 
into her face as I sent her off to school, as I was teaching kindergarten then and she was a 
kindergartener, too. This inspired me to do my best.” 
 


