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After Dinner Conversation is an award-winning independent nonprofit publisher. We believe in fostering meaningful discussions among friends, family, and students to enhance humanity through truth-seeking, reflection, and respectful debate. To achieve this, we publish philosophical and ethical short story fiction accompanied by discussion questions.
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From the Editor
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THERE IS A LOT OF END-of-life stuff in this issue. As always, this was just luck—the randomness of submissions and acceptance. But this got me thinking on the topic. I’m also reading Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations right now, and that’s all about using death as a tool to understand the silliness of worrying too much about life. It’s like the Everyone Poops book, but for dying.

Humans seem to be the only species that thinks about death well before it happens. Apes don’t. And I’m left to wonder what an alien five percent smarter than humans thinks about that we do not.

I personally believe that all of life is the process of creating a fully developed person who, at the moment of death, can face it in a Zen-like manner. The end to a job well done; and so, the book is closed.

In some ways, humanity is shaped by our unique understanding of the prospect of our own death. It makes moments fleeting and beautiful. As one of the stories of this issue says, scarcity creates value, and universality creates worthlessness. Is our mortality what makes life precious?

Sorry, this is a weird introduction. I feel like I’m writing about something we aren’t supposed to talk about, even though it is universal and a binding commonality for humanity.

Maybe think about, or ask a friend, “What effect does the universality of dying have on human culture?” When you get past the first strange looks, I bet you get a good discussion going.
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Raymond Brunell
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ANNE LOWELL ENTERS at 3:04, apologizing for the delay—the parking lot was full, and she had to circle twice. She’s carrying a worn leather messenger bag and a manila folder thick with documents, and when she sits across from me, I notice her hands trembling as she sets the folder on the table. I’ve been on this evaluation committee for three years, long enough to recognize nervousness in first-time presenters, but there’s something else in Anne’s posture—a kind of rigid determination, as if she’s bracing for impact.

Dr. Susan Krauss calls the meeting to order, her voice carrying that particular blend of efficiency and formality that makes bureaucracy feel inevitable. We’re gathered in the small conference room that always smells faintly of industrial cleaner, five adults arranged around a table to determine a child’s educational trajectory using assessments and acronyms and policy language designed to sound objective. The October light slants through the windows at an angle that will be straight in my eyes within the hour, but these meetings rarely run that long.

I’m Rita Okafor, a fourth-grade teacher, here because the district requires cross-grade representation on special education evaluation committees. Next to me is James Kowalski, the school psychologist, already scrolling through something on his tablet with the harried expression of someone perpetually behind schedule. Linda Abrams, the Special Education Coordinator, sits across from me with a three-ring binder thick with IEP templates, checking her phone with the rapid thumb movements of urgent emails rather than social media.

“Ms. Lowell,” Dr. Krauss says, folding her hands atop her yellow legal pad, “you’ve requested that this evaluation committee convene regarding a student in your fifth-grade class. Can you state the student’s name and the nature of your request?”

Anne clears her throat. “Devin. Last name withheld per foster care privacy protocols. I’m requesting that the committee review documentation supporting classification as a student with specific learning disabilities requiring special education services and an Individualized Education Program.”

Each word arrives with practiced precision, as if she has rehearsed this exact phrasing. I make a note on my pad: SLD classification. Foster care context.

“And the student’s current grade level and primary challenges?” Dr. Krauss prompts.

“Fifth grade, age ten, in my classroom since August.” Anne opens her folder, glances down at the top page, then looks back up without reading from it. “Devin presents with significant behavioral dysregulation, difficulty with reading comprehension and written expression, inability to complete grade-level assignments independently, and challenges with executive function, including task initiation and sustained attention.”

The language is textbook—clinical, diagnostic, the vocabulary of deficit that we all use to translate complicated humans into checkboxes and service categories. James is already pulling up assessment data on his tablet, and Dr. Krauss has started taking notes in her cramped handwriting that always looks like it’s trying to conserve space on the page.

“Mr. Kowalski,” Dr. Krauss says, “have you completed the psychological evaluation?”

James nods, still looking at his screen. “Yes. WISC-V was administered three weeks ago, along with behavioral observations and rating scales completed by Ms. Lowell and the previous year’s teacher, Mr. Roth. I also reviewed records from his foster care caseworker, Angela Pruitt.”

“And your findings?”

James taps his screen, then looks up with the neutral professional expression I’ve seen him use when delivering results that don’t quite fit tidy categories. “Results show significant scatter across cognitive domains—Verbal Comprehension Index in the superior range at the 97th percentile, Visual Spatial Index is average at the 58th percentile, Fluid Reasoning is above average at the 82nd percentile, but Working Memory Index drops to the 23rd percentile, and Processing Speed Index is at the 19th percentile.”

I write this down, though I’m also listening to what James isn’t saying. Those numbers tell multiple stories: a child with exceptional verbal skills and strong reasoning abilities but working memory and processing speed that lag dramatically behind. That profile could indicate ADHD, anxiety, trauma, giftedness with an underlying learning disability—the scatter itself is meaningful, but the pattern could point in several directions.

“The behavioral rating scales indicate elevated concerns for attention problems, executive function difficulties, and emotional dysregulation,” James continues, his voice maintaining that careful neutrality that comes from years of delivering assessments that reduce children to numbered indices. “Observations in the classroom show a student who often appears distracted, has difficulty initiating written work, and exhibits frustration behaviors when tasks become challenging.”

Anne is watching James speak, her face composed, but her right hand grips the table edge hard enough that her knuckles have turned white.

“And your diagnostic impression?” Dr. Krauss asks.

James hesitates—just half a second, not perceptible unless you’re watching for it. “Cognitive profile and behavioral presentation are consistent with a specific learning disability in written expression, with secondary attention and executive function deficits.”

Consistent with. Not diagnostic of, not definitively indicates. The qualification is there if you’re listening for it, a small hedge that leaves interpretive room. I wonder if anyone else in this room hears that chosen preposition.

Dr. Krauss turns to Anne. “Ms. Lowell, can you provide additional context about Devin’s classroom functioning and your concerns?”

Anne takes a breath, her shoulders rising and falling in a way that suggests she’s trying to steady herself. “Devin is a complicated child. Complicated situation.” The fragment repetition sounds unintentional, as if the words escaped before she could arrange them. “He’s been in foster care for fourteen months—removed from his biological mother’s custody due to documented neglect and substance abuse—and before that, there were multiple school transfers, inconsistent attendance, and no evidence of early intervention services despite what I suspect were observable developmental concerns from a young age.”

The room is quiet except for the hum of fluorescent lights overhead and the faint sound of a custodian’s cart somewhere in the distant hallway. Linda has stopped checking her phone and is now watching Anne with focused attention.

“When he’s regulated,” Anne continues, her voice gaining momentum now that she’s moved past the clinical opening, “when he feels safe, he asks questions that demonstrate remarkable insight. Last week, we were reading about the water cycle, and he asked if clouds are just ‘delayed rain waiting to happen’—that’s abstract thinking, that’s metaphor—but then I asked him to write three sentences summarizing what we read, and he shut down completely. He won’t pick up the pencil. Sometimes he’ll tip his chair back and stare at the ceiling until I stop asking, and other times he’ll rip the paper, crumple it, and throw it in the recycling bin.”

“Have you implemented behavioral interventions?” Dr. Krauss asks, her pen poised above the legal pad.

“Yes. Preferential seating, extended time, break opportunities, visual schedules.” Anne lists these like she’s reading from a manual—we all have the same intervention handbook, the same hierarchy of desperate accommodations that we’re supposed to try before referring for evaluation. “None of it addresses the core issue, which is that Devin cannot access grade-level curriculum without significant, sustained support that I’m not equipped to provide in a general education setting with twenty-eight other students.”

Twenty-eight students. Anne’s tone doesn’t change when she says it, but the number speaks for itself—an impossible ratio, a classroom full of children with their own needs, while one child requires more than any single teacher can give alone.

“What specific support are you requesting?” Dr. Krauss asks.

Anne opens her folder now and slides a stapled packet toward the center of the table. “I’m requesting that Devin be classified as a student with specific learning disabilities under IDEA, making him eligible for special education services, including resource room support for reading and writing, occupational therapy consultation for executive function strategies, and behavioral support through a one-on-one aide for at least partial days.”

The packet sits on the table between us, and no one reaches for it immediately. I can see the top page—it’s a draft IEP, already filled in with proposed goals and accommodations, the kind of comprehensive planning that usually comes after classification is approved, not before. Anne has done her homework, has anticipated what comes next, and has completed the paperwork for a decision that hasn’t been made yet.

James picks up the packet first and begins flipping through it, his eyebrows rising as he scans the pages. Linda leans over to see, and I wait, watching Anne’s face while the others review her work. Her expression is neutral, but there’s tension in her jaw, in the way she’s holding herself very still, as if any movement might shatter whatever fragile equilibrium she’s maintaining.

“This is comprehensive,” James says, and there’s something underneath the professional assessment—surprise, maybe, or unease. “You’ve outlined very specific goals.”

“I know what he needs,” Anne says. “I’ve been watching him struggle for two months. I’ve tried everything available to me within general education. He needs more.”

Dr. Krauss takes the packet from James and scans it with the kind of focused attention that suggests she’s looking for something specific. “These goals are quite ambitious—you’re proposing he make gains in reading comprehension, written expression, executive function, and behavioral regulation. That’s a significant intervention plan.”

“He needs significant intervention.” Anne’s voice is still steady, but there’s steel in it now, a kind of controlled intensity that makes everyone in the room pay closer attention. “The question isn’t whether he needs help. The question is whether we’re going to provide it.”

We’re going to provide it. Not whether he qualifies, not if the data supports classification—she’s bypassed the diagnostic question and gone straight to the moral imperative. The reframing is deliberate, and I see Dr. Krauss register it with a slight tightening around her eyes.

“Ms. Lowell,” Dr. Krauss says, setting the packet down with careful precision, “I appreciate your advocacy for this student, and it’s clear you’ve invested considerable thought into what support might look like. However, our role on this committee is to determine whether the student meets eligibility criteria under IDEA for special education services, and that determination must be based on documented evidence
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	In summary, “gifted students” receive enrichment programming but no additional staffing support, “504 plans” provide accommodations but no direct services, and students with “learning disabilities” receive resource room support, occupational therapy consultation, and can qualify for one-on-one aide services. Do you think the committee made the right decision by classifying Devin as learning disabled?

	Does the resource math affect the morality of what was done in the story? Does it matter that there is an additional cost to educating a student with a learning disability, as Devin has been categorized? Does it matter that the committee doesn’t know, or discuss, the degree to which Devin’s categorization may strain those resources or limit another student from getting those resources?

	The committee assumes it is taking the correct action, but what if there are “experts” who have created the categorization rules for good reasons? Isn’t the fundamental story premise that the “experts,” and bureaucratic systems, are wrong?

	To what degree do you think students should get standardized versus individualized instruction? What are the educational and moral cases for each? How does your opinion on this affect your opinion of the story’s outcome?

	If anyone on the committee were later fired for this “fraud,” would that make their actions more wrong? If you were on the committee, how would you have voted?
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