166  ADOLESCENTS AT ScCHoOL

a lot of them had, in a sense, “sold out.” One student I can think of.

was planning to be a teacher, is an investment banker now. He belor’l who
a country club, he wears the right shoes, he drives the right car. He e
thf? altruistic kid that we knew when he was eighteen years old a;nd h;s ;::
going to go out and join the Peac i

B o e Jthat., e Corps. He got into money. I could te]]

So even though kids want to shrug it off from their parents and they w

to be altruistic, somewhere that piece of identity is deeply ingrainedy T}":nt
are what they were groomed to be as little children, going to the righ'; nurey
ery schools and then-all the way up through the right colleges. It’s not th .
there’s something wrong with students living their lives this way, but it botfit
ers me sometimes when I think about what they could have do;1e. .

a

How can educators support students’ positive identity development, espe-
cially those students who might not be part of the dominant social groups
at school?

Bessette: 1 think the teachers who really acknowledge a student, not just
whether he got the right answer or not, but acknowledge him for v,vho he is
malfe a big difference. Such teachers don’t just bring students to my bfﬁc;
an'd say, “Mary has the top average in my class.” They might also say some-
thing like, “Mary has a new job after schdol.” Or, “Sandra is on the dance
team. Have you ever seen her dance?” Or, “Who is your favorite writer, Jer-
emy?” Then Jeremy will answer, “Vonnegut,” and the next thing you k’now
we are having a discussion about Vonnegut. We want every student to feel
that someone knows him or her well on a personal level. I think that helps
develop a sense of self. E

Quirm: To me, identity is based on many things, but two \things are most
important. One aspect of a student’s identity is, “How do I experier;ce myself
given all my capacities? Am I defined by what I can do academically? What I
can do_athletically?” That part of thém that is the center of their ov;rn expe-
rience is a major part of identity. But another major contributing factor in
identity is, “Who do the people outside of me say I am? Who does my family
say I am? Who does the school say I am? And what does the larger culture
say I a'm?” For students who are minority students—whether it be economic
minority students, racial or cultural minority students, sexual minority stu-
dents—outside society may be giving them messages that are not supportive
of their true selves. And the question we need to ask as educators is how we
can begin to counteract those messages. A
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Any discussion of adolescent identity and disability must begin with an

icknowledgment that, fundamentally, there is no such thing as a unitary

P disability identity.” Indeed, it is difficult to generalize almost anything as

. applying to the group referred to as “people with disabilities,” due in part

to the sheer number of people in this category. According to a U.S. Census

Bureau report, there are more than 51 million Americans with disabilities,

toughly 4 million of whom are between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four,
a large and diverse group of young people.! Some are born with a disabil-
L ity; and their identity emerges with that “characteristic” as part of how they
. think about themselves and how others think about them. Others experi-
b ence injuries or are identified later in childhood or adolescence and must
therefore accommodate this new aspect of themselves into their still form*
ing ‘identities. Some disabilities are “hidden” ‘and known only by the young
péople who have them and those close to them, while others are openly dis-
cernible. Some disabilities affect cognitive development and performance,
while others do not.

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) defines a student
with a disability as “a child with mental retardation, hearing impairments
(including deafness), speec‘fh or language impairments, visual impairments
(including blindness), serious emotional disturbance . . . orthopedic impair-
ments, autism, traumatic brain injury, other health impairments, or specific
léarning disabilities.” The most recent report to Congress on the imple-
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mentation of the IDEA indicates that about 2.9 million students ages twelve
to seventeen receive special education services funded under the act.3 The
majority of students receiving special education services are those with cog-
nitive disabilities, such as learning disabilities and menta] retardation.

In light of the variety of disabilities that exist and the diversity of Young
people who have them, it is a daunting task to try to describe an identity
associated with adolescent disability. Still, some experiences are nearly ypj.
versal to people with disabilities and provide a way of describing the impact
that disability can have on identity during adolescence. It is important for
educators to understand these issues so that students with disabilities have
instructional experiences that promote a healthy, positive sense of self 4

»

IDENTITY AND DISABILITY

If we define identity in the simplest and most straightforward manner, an
identity is, in the words of psychologist David Moshman, “an explicit the-
ory of oneself as a person.”S This “theory of oneself” is derived from mul-
tiple sources, including important input from peers. Thus, one’s understand-
ing of self is derived not only from personal attributions of identity, but also

from understanding others’ perceptions. This metarepresentational process

(thini(ing about how others are thinking about you) is particularly salient
when one of the primary “descriptors” of oneself is “person with a disabil-
ity.” How disability is understood and viewed by peers and others in society
is a key component of the construction of identity for young people with
disabilities, and the fact that disability is associated with stigma also greatly
impacts the construction of self for these youth.

It can be helpful to view the relationship between identity formmation and
disability through a historical lens. Since the early 1900s, disability'has been
associated with a variety of negative stereotypes. In the early part of the cen-
tury, people with cognitive disabilities were perceived as menaces responsi-
ble for many of society’s ills, including crime, pauperism, and prostitution,
and people with physical disabilities were seen as subhuman (“vegetables”)
or as economic burdens to society. By mid-century, the stereotypes associ-
ated with disability became more charitable, but they were still stigmatizing.
The return of large numbers of soldiers who had been injured and disabled
during World War II led to a flurry of rehabilitation and training initiatives.
Medical advances that conquered diseases linked with disability, including
polio, began to move public opinion about disability away from stereq--
types of menace and burden. These were replaced by perceptions of people

TETom e e T I o Ty s 2 o oo T . T

= = e =

th disabilities as objects of charity and pity. The”ubi(‘l‘ui.tous pc?stt.zr-clelc}
Enages and the constant pleas to “help t'he xe_tarc?e.d. or “aid the.v1ct1ms os
{; merous diseases portrayed people with disabilities as not qul.te menace
ﬂ subhuman, but still not equal citizens. Many of these perceptions persist
[ I?ir; self-evident that these kinds of stereotypical perceptions can'have an
fmpact- on an adolescent’s developing sense of self. For e.xample, if one ;s
v". ought by others to be a burden or in some way responsible for the prob-
flems experienced by others, one’s self-worth and s?lf—conﬁdence, not to rr:ler;
Gion one’s tmage of oneself as a valued person, will be adversely affected.
ou are a teacher, consider the number of times you have h(_aard. a.dolescents
sing, harassing, or even bullying their peers using terms like idiot, retard,
ignoron, or spaz. Clearly, these perceptions Stll'l simmer close to. the surface:
The perceptions of disability associated with pity and charity are mani-
st in a number of ways. People with visual impairments are spok'en to in
ud voices with clearly (and slowly) articulated measure; adults with cere-
ral palsy are patted on the head by well-meaning strangers; adol'escel?ts
with Down syndrome are assigned to classrooms with children with dis-
abilitjes from the elementary and secondary grades. . .
Exagerbating the impact of all of these stereotypes ?nd misperceptions
are the expectations that arise from them. People with disabilities are some-
®-times seen as “holy innocents” and are therefore not t_expected”to be sexual
b: beings, marry, or have children. “Victims™ anc.i “charlt?' cases” are seen as
worthy of being helped but unable (or maybe just unwilling) to he'lp them-
b selves by working. “Eternal children” will, it is as'sum.e.d? never live 1ndfepen-
- -dcntﬁy. Even for students with so-called hidden dxsa‘bxhtles, such as epxl(?psy
~ or learning disabilities, these stigmatizing perceptions lower expectations
b and limit their options and possibilities. . .
¥ New images of disability are beginning to replacc_z these older,. stigmatiz-
5 i ing perceptions, albeit slowly. These newer conceptions fran.le .dlsablhty as
! - a natural part of the human experience, not separate or dlstmct'from it,
and focus on the interaction between a person’s capacities and .hlS or“ her
[ " sotial context or environment. Rather than placing anfmp.hasm on “fix-
F ing” or “curing” the person, new perspectives on fiisabxhty mvolve' effor.tli
to modify the environment to provide more effective sup.por.ts,.wh.lch wi
B i turn enable the person with a disability to succeed. c.le.splte llmlta}tlons. By
] viewing the relationship between students with disabilities anc.i their context
in this way, teachers, administrators, and others who worlf in schools can
envision ways to change aspects of learning environments in order to sup-
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port the positive identity development and academic success of adolescents

with disabilities.

FACTORS THAT AFFECT IDENTITY FORMATION FOR YOUTH
WITH DISABILITIES

A beginning point for making positive changes in schools is understanding
the factors related to disability that uniquely contribute to identity forma-
tion, some of which are “internal” to the adolescent and others of which
arise from the experience of living with a disability. Unfortunately, most
of the factors that have been'studied by researchers have shown a negative
impact on identity developrhent, including cognitive impairments, social
isolation, segregation, ineffective social skills, and other problems that often
affect students with disabilities.

Self-definition, self-concept, and self-image

How students think about or define themselves is critical to the development
of a positive self-identity. Students who have a disability often hold self-con-
cepts and self-perceptions that are negative because of the way disability is
perceived in our society. However, the experience of disability is not always
associated with negative self-perception. In reviewing the research on self-
concept and students with learning disabilities, developmental psycholo-
gist Susan'Harter concluded that theie are both similarities and differences
between the self-evaluation patterns of normally achieving students and spe-
cial education students.5 Other research has found that the self-concept of
students with mental retardation is strongly determined by the quality of
their interpersonal relationships and their personal sense of well-being.” A
student with mental retardation who has an adequate social network and a
positive sense of well-being, then, may hold a very positive self-image and
have positive self-esteem, independent of the fact that she or he has mental
retardation. Based on these findings, it seems clear that school environments
can strongly affect these students’ self-esteem and self-image.

Self-efficacy and perceptions of control .

Another factor contributing to students’ “theories of self” is the degree to
which they perceive themselves as able to act successfully i and upon their
environment. This perceived self-efficacy is defined by psychologist Albert
Bandura as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses
of action required to produce given attainments.”® Psychologist Julian Rot-
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defined a related concept, locus of control, as thej degr.ee to which ; per-
;s able to perceive the contingent or causal relatlon:hlps between his or
¢ actions and outcomes that might result from them. 1 outcome
Research examining the self-efficacy, locus of control, an ouc(:1 \
pectations of students with disabilit‘ies has shown that r(rilan?' students
th cognitive disabilities hold perceptions t‘hat are not con ulclzwe to ix;‘(:e
oting autonomy and enhanced self—detf:rmmatxon: That. is, they per cive
emselves as either not capable of act}ng on their enY1r9nm:l111t, not. 1‘_
arge of outcomes caused by their actions, or not beh‘evm}g. that an 1c;

ted outcomes will occur. As a result, stl%dents'wuh dlsabxhtlejs may be
ore capable of acting successfully on their environment than it app;ars
ho teachers or others (and perhaps even themselves). Students mazir. z;ve
ore skills and knowledge than they demonstrate, yet they may not disp aj};
hese skills because they do not believe that it will rrllake any dlfference;1

udent with a disability who on a number of occasions h.as approached a
d tried to initiate a conversation but has been

'»-of popular students an:
m{:gz?feodf \l:nll; eventually quit trying to initiate conv.ersations bec.ause he or
B .hc believes it doesn’t make a difference. This has htt%e to do with the stuc-1
ent’s social skills, and much to do with his or her belief about efficacy a;ln
' co’nt‘rol. Other students come to believe that they cannot s_uccee.d when they
ry to do something, so they stop trying new of challeng%ng'thmgsbbeczuse
hey don’t believe they can achieve them, even if th.at be@x?f is not as;:) 03
experience. These students will, in turn, form self-identities that are base
on these negative beliefs and perceptions. ' )
There is sufficient evidence, however, that these perceptions can be
i changed through intervention. For example, teachers can ensure thj.t stu-
k' dents with disabilities experience success in classroom ta.sks by using erx:orc—l
less” learning strategies, “scaffolding” on stud.ents-’ prior knowledge, a? 1
verbalizing the links between students’ contrlbutxons' and the successiu
achievement of learning outcomes. Such learning experiences, repeate_d over
time, will support more positive efficacy and locus of control perceptions.

Self-determination -
Beliefs about control over one’s life form an important comp.one'nt in ft e
development of self-determination. Fundamentally, self.—det.ermlrkllatlcl)_rfx l:et }eli
to the degree to which someone acts as a cafusa.d ag?nt in his or er life; hat
is, they act to make things happen in their 11ers 11.15teafd of hav11'1g 1slo
ane else act for them.1? Enhanced self-determination is, theoretically, an

important contributor t0 the process of individuation (the movement from
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being largely dependent on.others to being largely dependent o
?nd ad?lfascents’ movement toward autonomy. In fact, settin on loneself)
glfg dlf;c(liswns, 'sol(\ifirgghproblems, and advocating for on;self ari zzllaels;,nllr(laak~
self-determine i i i iy
s ehavior and essentially describe the role of the aduylt in
Students with disabilities are not often provided with experi
e.nable them to learn to make decisions, solve problems, or fet enCle * fhar
ticularly with regard to students with cognitive disabilit,ies mang By
educators, and other adults assume that students with dis,abilit’y o
perform these kinds of tasks. However, there are numerous exl:l:s C?HHOt
student.s with cognitive and other disabilities acquiring skills relateidnP o
d.eterr.n_mation.11 Moreover, research has shown that students with | . s'elf-
d1§ab1hties or mental retardation who are more self-determined u orade
ation from high school are more likely to achieve positive adultp :andu-
such as cc.m?petitive employment, higher wages, and greater independer? mfz
As such., it is important that teachers consider ways to focus instructi iy
promoting self-determination both to improve outcomes and to rlon e
more positive identity development. Some suggestions follow: momer

Teacl.J students the skills and knowledge they will need to become self-de-
te?'mm‘ed. The educational programs of all students, not excluding students
with disabilities, should promote the skills students need to:

® set personal goals :

* solve problems that act as barriers to achieving these goals °
. mak'e ?ppropriate choices based on personal preferences and interests
® participate in decisions that influence the quality of their lives

¢ advocate for themselves '

® create action plans to achieve goals

¢ self-regulate and self-manage day-to-day actions ‘

Pron?ote active student involvement in educational planning and decision-
makmg. Planning for special education services is an important aspect of
educational programming for students with disabilities, and studell;ts can
and should be active participants in such planning sess,ions Students can
learn_ goa'l—setting skills that enable them to develop personal. objectives for
learn¥ng in advance of the meeting and then have those objectives consid-
ered in the planning of their educational programs. Similarly, students can
be tau-gh.t basic skills for participating in meetings (such as cor,npromis: :nd
tegotiation, listening skills, and assertiveness) and be encouraged to use
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-c skills to contribute meaningfully to the discussion. Finally, students

e taught simple skills that enable them to assume a leadership role at
meeting, such as introducing meeting participants, reviewing previous
and progress, or identifying areas of future instructional need.

.ch students to direct their own learning. Many instructional models
shasize teacher-directed learning strategies, in which the teacher is pri-
arily 'gesponsﬂ")le for providing content information, directing student

ponse, and guiding learning. It is important, however, also to teach stu-
ts self-ranagement strategies that enable them to direct their own learn-
. This can be done by teaching students skills such as self-instruction,
_-I;Wl'c)niﬂtoring, self-evaluation, and self-reinforcement that put'thév student
Harge of instructional activities typically performed by teachers. Creative
chers can easily develop self-monitoring tools that enable students with a
de-array of abilities to track progress on educational goals. These might
jude developing a checklist to fill out at the end of the day or class period,
ing'graphing or charting features of word processing software, or drop-
ng a marble in a jar upon completion of a task (and teaching the student
1t when the marbles reach a certain level, a larger goal has been met).

ommunicate high expectations and emphasize student strengths and
iiqyeness. One simple yet powerful thing educators can do to promote
de;fltx: self-determination is to have high expectations for students and to
nunicate those expectations often. Students with disabilities are often
1 too aware of what they cannot do, and are not as aware of their unique
eﬁgtl‘i‘s and abilities.

reate a learning community that promotes active problem-solving and
choice opportunities. Students who learn to solve problems do so in class-
‘zooms-that value diversity of opinion and expression and that create “safe”
‘places for students. All students, but particularly students with disabilities,
‘can benefit from the opportunity to provide answers to problems that might
‘be incorrect, knowing that théy will be provided the support they need to
: learn from their mistakes. Such learning communities often emphasize col-
labération and student involvement in classroom rule-setting. ‘

¥ Create partnerships with parents and students to ensure meaningful involve-
b 77ent. While much can be done through the school to promote self-determi-
§ nation, unless there are parallel activities occurring in the student’s home,
* efforts at school will not be sufficient. Parents are a student’s first and lon-
gest-lasting teachers, and it is important that, from elementary through sec-
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. Although "research documenting the relationship between educational
periences and these adult outcomes for women with disabilities is scarce,4
seems evident that the root of these problems lies in a combination of two
cors: (1) the sotial and educational experiences available to girls with
gisabilities ih school, and (2) societal expectations for girls with disabilities
. seneral. Educators need to be alert to the ways that girls with disabilities

in 8 . :
¥ are treated differently, and how the curriculum content to which they have
' access reflects gender stereotyping and/or differs from that offered to males.

In addition, educators need to provide girls with opportunities to see them-
selves as capable of achieving in a wide range of careers.

Race, ethnicity, and disability. As with gender, it is likely that issues of race
and ethnicity affect identity formation for students with disabilities in a
variety of ways. In fact, these issues underscore the need to consider the
whole child and not try to parcel her or him into discrete segments.
Although there is little data available on the combined impact of race
and disability on adolescent identity formation, it is a well-established fact
that students from minority groups are overrepresented in the population
of students receiving special education support (and male minority students
are even more heavily overrepresented). In Racial Inequity in Special Edu-
cation, Daniel J. Losen and Gary Orfield note that, while African American
students account for 16 percent of the total U.S. student population, they
represent 32 percent of students in programs for students with mild mental
retardation, 29 percent of those in programs for moderate mental retarda-
tion, and 24 percent of students enrolled in programs for serious emotional
disturbance.!’ Similarly, Hispanic students are overrepresented in special
education services. Again, there are multiple reasons for such overrepresen-
tatkfon,'including cultural and linguistic bias in testing procedures, stereo-
types related to gender and race that affect referral to special education (o,
often, simply out of the regular education classroom), and issues pertaining
to the economic availability of educationally enriching experiences.
Presumably, this overrepresentation influences identity formation in mul-
tiplé ways. As with gender and disability issues, expectations for the aca-
demic performance of students of color with disabilities are affected by ste-
reotypes and biases about disability, stereotypes and biases related to race
(and sometimes language), and interactions and combinations thereof. One
area of particular concern for both students of color and students with dis-
abjlities—and so particularly, perhaps, for students of color with disabili-
ties—is the school dropout rate. Recent federal statistics place the national




176 ADOLESCENTS AT L B

!arly, nearly half of a]] minority students recejvin s

in url?an settings drop out of school. This illustrg tpe
of b.elng labeled as having a disability. Presumae;)le i
special education services get the individualized insty’
n_eed, but only about one-fourth of students with d'ru
high school with a regular diploma. )

cial education Serviceg
one of the drawbacks
students who receiye
ctional assistance they
abilities graduate from
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onss l:fve,hlearn, and play. Much of the discussion about this is
fin ideng ;s c agter) focuses on factors that have a negative im actsue
l.mpormmtyh ormation and development of youth with disabilitiei Ito'n
. , however, that eglucators not dwell exclusivel ative
actors but focus as well on the “whole”

Unfortunately, 2 large percentage of students with d

i . ) isabiliti i i
educational services in Settings outside the - es receive their

When adequate supp

room (which remains an ongoing problem in many schools)

that inclusi ice it is evid,
ustve practices promote enhanced social inclusion a ’ evident

nd more posi-

.tive self-concepts-and self-esteem than segregated settings.!” In a study I
conducted with Kathy Kelchner, we found that that the self-perceptions of

students with cognitive disabilities, as well as their perceptions of the class-
room environment, differed from their nondisabled peers based on the set-
ting in which they received their education. Students in separate classrooms
perceived their classroom environment to be more controlling, thus offering
fewer opportunities for exerting control themselves.

In addition to including rather than segregating students with disabilities,
there are 3 variety of other strategies teachers can employ to promote their
positive identity development. Cynthia Warger and Jane Burnette have iden-
tified several of these strategies as follows:!8

Respect diverse backgrounds. Students come into learning environments
with, a variety of experiences. The educational process needs to take into
accourit cultural, linguistic, racial, ethnic, and other differences in addition

todisability-related variables.

M‘gke‘ the curriculum relevant and conducive to the success of all students.
Students with disabilities can succeed in the classroom. This is not a theory
but+a fact. Educators who value diversity and who want to enable students
with disabilities to develop a positive self-identity can do so by ensuring that
all st:{ldents are engaged in a curriculum that meets their needs and that pro-

motes academic and social success. .

Build on students’ strengths. Perhaps the most important thing educators
can do is to focus on what a student does well. Students with disabilities are
very aware of their differences and their failures. Special education has, his-
torically, been a deficit-focused process. Yet all students have strengths, and
by'focusing on those strengths, teachers can enable students to learn what
they do well and to capitalize on that knowledge.

Provide district support to build the capacity of personnel. One frequently
mentioned limitation to supporting' students with disabilities is the lack
of training that many educators have had to work with this population.
With adequate support and ongoing training, however, all educators can
provide the needed support and appropriate instruction to students with
disabilities.

Adolescents with disabilities are, first and foremost, adolescents. There
has been too little focus on enabling this group to develop a healthy, positive
identity—one that enables them to use the skills and knowledge they have
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and to learn new skills and knowledge so that they can become contribut.-

ing members of their communities and experience a more positive quality of
life. Educators play a critical role in this process, since they can provide the
instructional experiences and supports that make the difference.
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