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Education lawyer

has special knowledge

By Nancy Finch
Special Correspoadent

Asked his age, Peter W.D. Wright
picked up a calculator, punched in
some dates, leaned back in his chair
and answered, with a smile, “37.”

He was unconcerned that he'd had
to make use of a calculator to figure
his age. “Yeah, I had problems with
math.” he said matter-of-factly.

Wright is a lawyer. His educational
credentials and his intelligence are
obvious. But Wright also is learning

disabled. He is successful because he

was blessed with educated parents
(his father is a Harvard University
graduate, his mother has a degree

with learning disabilities. That was
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learning disabilities,

In his Richmond law office. Wright
keeps on file his report cards from his
first years in school.

They are consistent. “Peter is im-

mature, very often in mischief, capa-

ble of better work, does not listen to

the teacher, is too free with his fists,
reverses figures and letters, needs to
improve his concentration, has to be
spoken to frequently, wastes time,”
were some of the comments. °

“1 was extremely hyperactive,”
Wright said. When he was in about the
third grade, a friend of his parents’
who was doing graduate work in a
psychology program asked to test Pe-
ter. He was testing friends’ children
as part of a class requirement.

“It was just by chance but he

picked up some bizarre problems. I

Obviously, since Public Law 94-142
was passed only eight years ago,
there has not been a lot of time for
lawyers to have experience with it or
for a great wealth of precedents to
have been set.'But that is changing
too.

Wright is a subscriber to “Educa-
tion for the Handicapped Law Re-
port,” a national review of cases and
their results involving the law which

;

rapidity that Wright's
volumes are thick and beavy. They
are, however, invaluable in the grow.
ing number of “education problem”
cases that Wright is handling.

havior failings and his difculty i
learning are still vivid to him.

“I became an emotional dropout. |
felt stupid and I had trouble getting
along with my peers. | remember
having my written work made fun of
by teachers in front of the class.”

The dyslexia isn’t gone. “It's a com-
pensatory type of thing. I have to
constantly organize and reorgpnize
myself to stay on task.

“1 lip read all the time. If people
talk with their hands over their
mouths, 1 ask them to move them. |
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don’t rely on my memory. I dictate or
‘take copious notes.”

Wright believes his learning dis-
ability is genetic. His grandfather
“made a million but he couldn't read
or write.” His' 11-year-old son has a
visual perception problem. But after
help. Wright says, the boy is “doing
exceptionally.”

As a board member of the Virginia
Association for Children with Learn-
ing Disabilities, Wright has been ac-
tive in this association that seeks to
aid parents and children in obtaining
special education services. He is fre-
quently called on to speak at meet-
ings or conventions as an example of
one who has overcome learning diffi-
culties and gone on to be a success.

Wright handled 77 education prob-
lem cases last year and he won about
80 percent of them. He laughed. “It's
not really a win or lose situation. It's
often just a modification of some-
thing. ... One out of every four con-
sultations leads to a case,” Wright
said.

When a parent calls him to object
to the school’s classification of a child
as retarded, when the parents feel
sure the child is either learning dis-
abled or. emotionally disturbed,
Wright first asks for testing.

If there is a discrepancy between
the resuits that the outside examiners
obtained and those of the school,
Wright then asks for an outside evalu-
ation of the test resuits. If all testing
shows that the child is mentally re-
tarded, tuen Wright informs the par-
ents that the placement in a special
education program is, apparently, ap-
propriate, Otherwise, he proceeds
with requesting a due process hearing
for re-evaluation of the case, an offi-
cial process provided for by Public
Law 94-142.

TOMORROW: Awareness of the
learning disabled has come a long
way, but much still needs to be done.



