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ABSTRACT 

This study sought to understand how students who were enrolled in postsecondary 

education and received support through special education services understand their identity. It 

was influenced by developmental theories of identity development and the professional interests 

of this researcher. It utilized narrative theory as conceived by Dan McAdams (1985, 1993, 2001) 

as both the methodology and a way of conceiving identity. Data was collected through a series of 

individual interviews. Participants were found to relate their identity as a series of stories. Their 

conception of self-identity views special education status as a trait, but not one central to their 

identity. Their families were viewed as central to how they understand their identities. 

Individuals outside of their families also had a strong impact on how they viewed themselves. 

Participants view differences as common both inside and outside of the special education 

population. Participants indicated a desire to help others heightened by their own struggles. 

Goals were well-articulated and used for self-motivation during times of academic difficulties. 

All shared negative school experiences unrelated to identity without prompts about the quality of 

their educations. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The U. S. Department of Education states that 13.1% of students in public education 

receive special education services. Teachers often struggle to understand these students whose 

own adolescence was dramatically different from their own. Teachers perceive high achieving, 

middle-class students as most similar to them, which leads to warmer relationships and more 

attention (Vieluf, Hochweber, Klieme & Kunter, 2015). Understanding other populations can 

foster better relationships between teachers and students. 

Those who qualify for special education services are reported to have less favorable life 

outcomes than regular students (Aron & Loprest, 2012). While graduation rates are comparable 

(74% versus 70% in 2003), far fewer of them graduate with a regular diploma (46% versus 75% 

in 2005). They are also less likely to enroll in postsecondary schools, and those who do enroll are 

less likely to graduate. They are more likely to be incarcerated and less likely to live 

independently. Transitioning to adulthood is important yet difficult for many of these students. 

Schools are required by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act to develop a transition 

plan for students who receive special education services. This endeavor is more productive when 

educators understand how these students see themselves and what they desire for their futures. 

Kaplan and Flum (2009) call for the exploration of students’ identity and 

motivation/engagement in school as central to understanding school outcomes. They observed 
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that when college students are asked about their experiences they tend to refer to experiences 

growing up, their hometown, high school experiences, and figuring out who they were and 

wanted to be. They conjecture that achievement goals of college students are derived largely 

through the identity formation process and contend that motivation is best understood in terms of 

this developmental process. 

Disability and Identity 

 Batra (2013) maintains that modern life makes growing up and identity formation highly 

complex because of society’s emphasis on school, success, future employment, and academic 

achievement. Teachers are often confused about their roles and influence on students. Batra 

believes that the current educational focus on skills and behavior leaves the fundamental aspect 

of identity development neglected, unrecognized, and unappreciated. Teachers often try to 

understand their roles through their own experiences as adolescents and students--experiences 

vastly different from students identified with disabilities. 

 There is a range of disparate research on this issue which lacks a lacks a coherent 

approach to the nature of identity formation for students who receive special education services. 

Renshaw, Choo, and Emerald (2014) see the category of the disability as defining the identity of 

a person and masking the complexities and capabilities of individuals who receive the same 

label. They believe that disabilities are typically viewed through a medical model that identifies 

individuals as pathological and deficient. Disabilities, they argue, must be understood as social 

constructs. Even so, their study fails to look at the situation from the student’s perspective. 

 Jahiel and Scherer (2012) see identity as an understanding of how individuals define 

themselves. This understanding is built through past and present experiences. They further argue 

that there are only two major conceptions of disability found in literature. One perspective views 
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an individual with a disability along a continuum that goes from perfect functioning to a 

complete inability to function. The disability itself is defined by the functioning state of the 

individual within a given environmental context. The other approach views disability as a status 

assigned by society and is associated with stigma. They argue that the identities of the disabled 

arise both from the functional state and from social status. They believe that the age when one is 

identified as having a disability affects how one incorporates that status into one’s identity and 

this, in turn, affects one’s ability. They also see class as being a major indicator of power within 

American society. One’s social class may therefore have a major impact on how one 

incorporates disability into one’s identity, thus affecting education and life chances. 

 Major and O’Brien (2005) also believe that membership in other status groups may 

mediate how membership in a stigmatized group is construed by the individual. Stigmatized 

evaluations are generally widely shared and known among members of a society, including the 

stereotyped group. Indeed, they argue that by age 10 most children are aware of these 

stereotypes, although members of the stereotyped group frequently become aware of the 

stereotype even earlier. They maintain that the problem with stigma is that it creates expectation 

which can thereby become self-fulfilling. They also contend that coping with stigma often 

creates a quid pro quo status in which achieving one goal (self-esteem enhancement) hinders 

others (such as academic achievement and career aspirations). 

 Corrigan et al. (2010) argues that stigma can be external or internal. Both have negative 

consequences. They view external stigma as the public endorsement of stereotypes of groups that 

results in prejudice and discrimination. However, internal stigma or self-stigma can have just as 

many repercussions through lowered self-esteem and self-efficacy. They believe self-stigma may 

have even stronger effects for individuals of stigmatized groups whose membership is hidden. 
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 Usher and Pajares (2006) believe that sorting students into ability groupings diminishes 

the self-perceived efficacy of those in lower tracks. Special education is often viewed as a form 

of tracking. They recommend that researchers look at how students interpret and evaluate their 

academic experiences and consider the importance they give to the messages they receive. 

 Similarly Brown, Hammer, Foley, and Woodring (2009) argue that identity is made and 

remade through an individual’s interactions with others and institutions. They view identity as a 

social mirror that is dependent on the context of social interactions. They examined how 

individuals negotiated having a disability through interactions with employment agencies and 

employers and found that individuals often understand their disability in ways that conflict with 

academic understandings of disability. Interestingly, they discovered that the length of time 

individuals were connected with disability services affected how people constructed their 

identity but did not find significant differences associated with race, class, or gender in the 

construction of a disability identity. 

 Gibson, Mistry, Smith, Yoshida, Abbott, Lindsay, and Hamdani (2014) looked at identity 

formation of male youth with Duchenne muscular dystrophy. They found that these youth 

created a narrative that established their identities as “typical guys,” pervasively distanced 

themselves from the label of “disabled,” and discussed themselves in terms of normative 

development. These researchers cited Bourdieu’s belief that marginalized individuals only have 

two options to improve social stature: to valorize what is stigmatized or to assimilate to the 

dominant ideal and minimize apparent differences. They overwhelmingly chose the latter, 

placing much value on being positive. 

McVittie, Goodall, and McKinlay (2008) examined how those with learning disabilities 

manage and negotiate their identity in daily life. They found that these individuals often 
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constructed identities that are meaningful to themselves, which overlooked their intellectual 

ability. Indeed their interviews at a community center for individuals who had been identified 

with a learning disability revealed that subjects tended to describe themselves as the giver of help 

rather than a receiver. When asked about the experiences of those with learning disabilities, all 

described the experiences in the third person rather than stating first-hand knowledge. All 

resisted any inference that suggested they belong to that category. 

Banks (2014) theorized that being a White person with a disability is experienced 

differently than that of an African American with a disability because African Americans with 

disabilities have two stereotyped group memberships to overcome. Banks maintains that many 

postsecondary African American students fail to disclose their disability and seek 

accommodation until they have already failed due to fear of being negatively stereotyped. 

Students with disabilities often view the accommodations to which they are entitled as evidence 

of intellectual weakness. Banks argues that this fear of stereotype can have a psychological 

impact on motivation, academic self-worth, academic achievement, peer relationship, and 

interactions with faculty members. Those whose disability is imperceptible may be more likely 

to fear self-disclosure. Banks found that the construction of a personal narrative that ran counter 

to the stereotype of special education and less concern about disability stereotypes were 

important keys in achieving academic success at the postsecondary level.  

Evans (2014) found that nursing students with dyslexia were also reluctant to disclose 

their disability. Noting that identity mediates many aspects of a student’s education, and 

discourse is a critical part of that construction, Evans identified three positions on a continuum of 

a dyslexic identity: embracer, passive engage, and resister. In this case, dyslexia is the disability 

most often disclosed in higher education in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Ireland. 
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Statement of Problem 

This disparate body of research, which I expanded upon in Chapter 2, points to a 

significant problem in special education: how identification as needing special education impacts 

the student’s sense of identity, in particular, their aspirations or sense of efficacy. Light on this 

problem can be gained from Bandura’s social competency theory which hypothesizes that human 

behavior is an interaction of behavior, environment, and personal factors (Bandura, 1997). 

Pivotally, Bandura views individuals as active agents that can control their environment, internal 

processes, and behavior. On this account, students who believe that they can succeed 

academically, show greater interest in academic work, set higher goals, put forth greater effort 

and show more resilience in school. Bandura believes that the strongest source of information 

affecting this is how one interprets past attainment. The same information may be interpreted 

differently by different individuals. A special education student may interpret a “C” in math as 

indication that they are good at math while a gifted student may interpret the same grade as 

meaning that they are poor at math. How then do special education students interpret the 

supports that they receive and perceive their aptitude? 

There was little or no literature that related the stories special education students who 

have achieved some level of academic success tell themselves. Accordingly, this study sought to 

tell those stories and attempted to answer the following overriding research question: How do 

those receiving special education services understand their identity?  This notion of identity can 

be understood through aspirations and self-disclosure. Aspirations has been widely cited as an 

aspect of identity development. How one sees oneself in the future and the steps one is taking to 

reach this anticipated future is interwoven with how one sees one’s self in the present. However, 

the consideration of aspirations in connection with identity is lacking in respect to those 
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receiving special education services. Self-disclosure is an important area of identity for those 

entitled to accommodations through special education services because it is required to access 

those services. The importance of disclosure was highlighted for me when I was taking a 

graduate course in communications in which we had to make presentations. One of the students 

had numerous misspellings in his presentation. Another student jokingly said “are you dyslexic 

or something?” This was in fact the case and a heated verbal exchange occurred in which the 

tearful student responded that he was “dyslexic but I’m not stupid.” This is the only recollection 

of a tearful male at the postsecondary level, which I believe highlights the significance of the 

exchange to the student with dyslexia. The comments of the professor who attempted to defuse 

the confrontation suggested that she was also unaware of his disability status. 

Methodology 

Punch (2014) argues that research questions should guide the choice of methodology. 

Willig (2013) agrees with Punch and says that it is not a question of which methodology is 

better, but of which methodology is best suited for the questions asked. She claims that 

qualitative research is the best approach to use when trying to understand the meaning of things, 

to see how people understand the world, or to perceive how others experience events. Willig 

(2013) argues that qualitative research is not used to answer cause-and-effect questions, but is 

utilized to gain in-depth understanding of particular phenomena. She sees the aim of qualitative 

research as gaining cognizance rather than finding truth. 

I saw merit in both quantitative and qualitative methodology, but my question was best 

answered through qualitative methods. I hope my research will help others understand how 

students who receive special education services perceive what it means to be a special education 

student. There was not enough research on the topic at this point to have variables that could be 
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measured. More importantly, following the theoretical framework outlined above, identity had to 

be understood as a conceptual script, a narrative forged to bring meaning to experiences. Reading 

and understanding this narrative is the work of qualitative inquiry. We have to understand how 

others see themselves before we can intelligently respond to their educational needs. 

There are numerous methods for conducting qualitative research. Given the research 

question posed for this inquiry, narrative inquiry seemed the most appropriate. McAdams (1985) 

asserts that narratives bind together past, present, and anticipated future into a coherent structure 

and illustrates the unity and purpose individuals see in their own lives. McAdams and Pals 

(2006) believe that life stories are keys to understanding others because people conceive their 

own lives as internalized stories that are evolving as they do. These stories bring order, unity, 

and purpose to one’s life. They are what give individuals singular understanding of their lives. 

Indeed, it is difficult to identify with others without knowing their stories. 

These stories are not to be understood as accurate representations of the past. McAdams, 

Albaugh, Farber, Daniels, Logan, and Olson (2008) view narratives as representative of how 

people consider themselves. Although these researchers regard such texts as selective, they 

believe they are one of the most revealing insights into a person. Bluck and Habermas (2000) 

also argue that the memory itself is not what is important, but rather it is the emotional or 

motivational significance of the memory that signifies it as legitimately autobiographical. 

Habermas and Bluck (2000) suggest that the prerequisite cognitive tools needed to form a 

life story emerge during adolescence. Although they were unable to find much research to 

indicate directly when life stories emerge, they reviewed research in motivation and social-

cognitive abilities that suggests adolescence is the time period when the ability to form a life 

story arises. They believe that the life story arises because of improved cognition, awareness of 
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the concept of personality, integration of emotional and motivational states in evaluating actions, 

and perception of internal conflicts in self and others. The development of sexual orientation, 

commitment to others in relationships, and the pursuit of vocational goals are hallmarks of 

adolescence that highlight this growing awareness and commitment to an identity. 

Population and Research Design 

In order to answer my research question I studied a number of special education 

undergraduate students. My research was comprised of narrative interviews of students with high 

incident disabilities (i.e., learning disabilities, mild intellectual disabilities, Asperger’s syndrome, 

emotional behavioral disorders, other health impaired). This population is often served through 

inclusion and is not physically identifiable. Indeed, their contact with special education teachers 

and the accommodations these students receive are usually the only ways their peers identify 

them as special education students. Thus their experiences are different from those with higher 

degrees of impairment, and they have the language to relate their experiences to others in the 

form of a narrative. 

They are also a different subgroup from those who have been identified as gifted and 

talented and whose labeling is usually considered positively. This group tends to excel in school 

and does not need any accommodations to excel in postsecondary education. They are the 

successful subset of the special education population. They are identified by having higher 

intellectual potential than even the average student and are generally seen positively by adults. 

Their precociousness helps them relate more readily to their teachers. They demonstrate positive 

ways of dealing with their special education status and have no need for accommodations to be 

successful in school or work. Disclosure of their special education status is not expected 
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therefore to matter in terms of academic outcomes or life adjustment. Their status is therefore 

markedly different from the students this study aimed to understand. 

My subjects were three undergraduate students receiving accommodations through 

disability services at a Southeastern university. The use of undergraduates is advantageous in 

several ways. Underclassmen are the upper range of adolescence while upperclassmen are close 

enough to adolescence to remember it well. McAdams and Guo (2014) identify the college years 

as an identity-seeking climax where individuals endeavor to figure out who they are and how 

they want to lead their lives. They view college as a forum for self-discovery through 

conversations with others. These students are legally adults and therefore consent will be easier 

to obtain. There will also present fewer ethical dilemmas than working with students still in high 

school. McAdams and Guo (2014) venture that students may even benefit from these types of 

interviews. Banks (2014) maintains that postsecondary education improves the chances of 

satisfactory life outcomes; yet the evidence shows that many postsecondary students identified 

with disabilities experience difficulty transitioning successfully to postsecondary schools. 

Undergraduate students also have insight to offer on how they transitioned to postsecondary 

education and the obstacles they faced or are currently facing. 

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews. Subjects were solicited through 

the office of student disability services and participation was voluntary. DiCicco-Bloom and 

Crabtree (2006) indicate that semi-structured interviews are the type most frequently used in 

qualitative research and usually take between 30 minutes to several hours. I interviewed each 

participant three times. First interviews with my participants lasted from 45 minutes to an hour 

ten minutes. Second interviews from 30 minutes to an hour, and third interviews from 40 

minutes to an hour and a half. 
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After the first meeting I transcribed responses, coded themes, and constructed a 

biography that sought to capture the participant’s story. During the second interview, this 

transcript was shared with the subject and whatever amendments were indicated were rewritten 

into the text. The participant then had an opportunity to review the final draft by email. 

Interviews were conducted on campus or at a public location agreed to by both parties. The 

interviews were recorded and transcribed within 48 hours. Each interview was guided by a set of 

questions, but deviations from the script did occur on occasion (Appendix A). Questions for the 

interviews addressed the topics of identity, motivation, self-esteem, strengths, weaknesses, 

stigma, and self-disclosure. 

 McAdams (2012) suggests that researchers using narrative inquiry not have pre-existing 

answers. Rather he believes that researchers should examine the stories thoroughly seeking ideas 

that are salient, recurrent, or surprising. Accordingly data were coded using the themes that 

arose. A computer program was used to assist in the process. Analytic memos were kept to 

document my reflections about data collection and themes as I saw them unfolding.  They were 

also used to explain the interpretations offered. 

Conclusion 

Special education students differ from teachers and administrators who often excelled in 

school. They often fail to transition successfully into higher education thus they have difficulty 

transitioning successfully into socially desirable roles as adults. The stories of those who are 

academically successful remain largely untold. This study told some of those stories and 

illuminated their common themes. 

Such stories are important because of the large number of students receiving special 

education services. Teachers need to understand what special education means to them and to 
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increase their ability to understand their needs. Transition plans are developed by law for these 

students when they turn 16 to help them transition into adulthood and adult roles. These plans are 

often not followed, perhaps because these students feel that teachers misunderstand them. They 

are often reluctant to share their special education label with employers or postsecondary 

instructors. To rectify these problems we need to understand what being a special education 

student means for those students, and how they interpret this classification.
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CHAPTER 2 

OVERVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Anfara and Mertz (2006) say of theoretical frameworks that “there is neither consensus 

about its role in qualitative research, nor about what is being discussed” (p. XIX). This can be 

liberating in the sense that one can find researchers who support one’s orientation no matter what 

that orientation may be; it can also be paralyzing in the sense that one has to find a suitable 

theoretical framework knowing that there never will be consensus. For those who like certainty, 

qualitative research can be a difficult path to follow. 

Merriam (2006) argues that even asking a question entails some theoretical or 

disciplinary orientation and that identification of a theoretical framework is therefore necessary 

to make that orientation known to readers. I found it useful because it helped me become more 

aware of my own personal orientation. Theoretical frameworks are tied to particular disciplines 

and provided the language and models on which this study evolved. Bettis and Mills (2006) say 

that theoretical frameworks help “to make sense of the data, to provide some coherent 

explanation for why people are doing or saying what they are doing or saying. It is meant to 

move the research project beyond the realm of the descriptive into the realm of the explanatory” 

(p.112). Bettis and Mills go on to say that it is “part of this iterative process--the part that adds 

greater weight to the mundane data we gather and pore over” (p. 68). I examined theories of 

identity and past research related to the identity of the disabled in developing my theoretical 

framework.



14 

Kearney and Hyle (2006) use the metaphor that a theoretical framework is a roadmap. I 

like that analogy. Maps serve as a guide to help us navigate; however, they are only a guide. 

Sometimes we realize that they have taken us somewhere unforeseen, and we have to seek 

information elsewhere. I found viewing a theoretical framework as a roadmap was useful in the 

sense that it helped me avoid one of the common pitfalls of qualitative research: forcing the 

datum neatly into a box. Bettis and Mills (2006) caution that the framework is not meant to be a 

straightjacket. 

 In addressing my research question, I needed a theoretical framework that made sense of 

the phenomena. In the literature review that follows, I examined the research for such an 

orientation. This involved consideration of research on the psychology of identity, the 

relationship between narrative and identity, Social Identity Theory, and studies of identity in 

relation to disability.  

Identity Development as a Psychosocial Stage 

Erikson was the first psychologist to propose a theory that viewed identity development 

as a stage of development that occurred during early adolescence through adulthood (Karkouti, 

2014). Marcia and Josselson (2013) consider Erikson’s theory of development as the most 

comprehensive and empirically validated of any theory of identity. Erikson (1970) came from a 

psychoanalytic background and thus viewed part of identity development as being below the 

level of consciousness. However, he believed that much of identity is conscious and accessible to 

individuals. He considered identity as “a sense of personal continuity and sameness” (p. 732) 

built upon what was has been granted through genetics, family or origin, and society along with 

the choices one has made. It includes one’s present, past, and anticipated future. Erikson thought 
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finding an identity for one’s self often resulted in a crisis during adolescence and early 

adulthood. 

 Erikson (1956) believed that identity development continued throughout the lifespan, but 

that adolescence and early adulthood were critical periods to embrace an identity and choose a 

course. Many of the experiences on which he concluded this identity would be built derive from 

an early time in life. However, he theorized that the making sense of those experiences and 

blending them together in a meaningful way occurred during adolescence and early adulthood. 

He recognized that the roles offered by society were based on the time period and roles available 

to an individual within a society. His conception of identity included both how one was distinct 

from others but also the ways one was the same. Of all the stages that Erikson proposed the one 

that occurs during adolescence, Identity verses Role Confusion, has been the most researched 

(Marica & Josselson, 2013). 

Torres, Howard-Hamilton, and Cooper (2003) argue that Chickering is the pre-eminent 

college student development theorist. Building on Erikson, they expand on the epigenetic 

development of identity. Chickering and Reisser (1993) maintain that the college years are a 

period of time in which students address seven areas or vectors of development of which identity 

formation is one. These areas shift with time and may be revisited throughout life. Chickering 

and Reisser identify the following as areas in which identity evolves: satisfaction with one’s 

body and appearance, a gender and sexual orientation, positioning one’s self within a 

sociocultural context, embracing roles and a lifestyle, integration of feedback from others, self-

acceptance, and stability and integration of different aspects of the self. Chickering and Reisser 

do not argue that those who do not attend college do not address these same areas. Rather they 

focus on promoting positive development of college students by college personnel. 
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 Marcia (1966, 1980) also expanded on Erikson’s conception of identity development. 

Marcia views identity as an internalized point where one has synthesized his or her needs, 

abilities, beliefs, perceptions, and individual history. This structure changes with time with 

elements being added and eliminated. Although he does not view adolescence as the beginning 

or the ending of identity development, he sees it as a crucial period because one’s cognitive 

processes switch from concrete to formal operations. He also views this time as critical because 

individuals are asked to pursue a viable path to adulthood and make a vocational commitment. 

Marcia’s contribution to identity theory is the inclusion of different levels of identity 

development. He has identified four types of identity statuses which consider how much a person 

has explored possibilities and how much commitment a person has made to choices. He 

identifies those who have searched for an identity and embraced a vocation and ideology as 

identity achievers. He refers to those who are still searching with occupational or ideological 

issues as being in moratorium. Those who have made a commitment either ideologically or 

occupationally but without personal searching are considered to be foreclosed. Those who have 

not made a commitment or have made only tenuous commitments and are not searching for 

answers are considered to have identity diffusion. Over 600 studies have been conducted on the 

identity statuses proposed by Marcia (Marcia & Josselson, 2013). Marcia (1980) says though that 

the research has not been as rigorous for how women make commitments and establish their 

identities as it has been for men. 

 Discussing this problem is Josselson (1988, 2000) who is the best known researcher to 

examine identity development in women. She followed 30 women for over 22 years from the 

time that they graduated college. She found that for these women the development of identity 

and intimacy were bound together. She theorizes that women find their identity through 
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relationships--not just with spouses and children but through all to whom significant time is 

devoted. She sees relationships as building insight through affective and intuitive means. She 

finds that although men find identity through work and competence, women focus on emotional 

connections. They find personal meaning in caring for others; they find integrity by providing 

emotional support to others; they find value in work through believing they have had a positive 

impact on the lives of others. 

Although Josselson (1988) is considered an Eriksonian, she objects to the fact that only 

men were used in his case studies. She theorizes that interpersonal relationships may be more 

central in understanding identity development in women than men although I suspect that those 

lines have blurred as gender roles have become more fluid. Josselson (1988) postulates that any 

theory of identity development must illustrate how a “child metamorphosizes into an adult” (p. 

92) during adolescence through the reconstruction of self from one dependent on others to one of 

adult autonomy. She views the task as one of finding continuity between the old and the new self 

during this transition. Although adolescence is a time of separating from parents and caregivers, 

she argues that they are embedded internally and become the voices that adolescents converse 

with when examining the world. She takes the position that the construction of identity is not 

done in isolation but rather derives through one’s connections and understanding of others. She 

perceives a tension between a desire for autonomy and inclusion with others. 

McAdams and Zapata-Gietl (2015) maintain that Erikson’s writing is sufficiently vague 

and that there are numerous ways of construing his theory. They argue that his biographies of 

Martin Luther and Mahatma Gandhi indicate that Erikson believed in the power of narratives in 

defining oneself. McAdams and Zapata-Gietl agree that identity is shaped by social class, 

gender, and society. They recognize that hunters and gatherers probably did not understand 
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themselves in the same fashion that modern Westerners do. They also acknowledge that 

individuals can only choose from the roles that are available to them within a society. They 

concur that identity development occurs throughout the course of one’s life and moves to the 

foreground during adolescence and early adulthood. They regard adolescence as the period when 

individuals are cognitively capable of recognizing contradiction within themselves, discrepancies 

between their thoughts and actions, and contemplate how others view them. These recently 

acquired cognitive abilities in combination with increasing social demands lead adolescents to 

try to link their various social performances together and find unity within. 

The psychosocial stages theory of identity is the best known theory of identity. It has had 

a large impact on counseling, education, and the juvenile justice system. It is important because 

of this impact and because it suggests the time period when investigating identity becomes 

possible and would provide the most insight into its development. 

Identity as a Narrative 

Baddley and Singer (2007) consider narrative identity to be an extension of Erikson’s 

theory of identity. They argue that narratives are a way to forge one’s life experiences and 

thereby identity. Narrative identity becomes the primary way of self-understanding and how one 

becomes known by others. Narrative identity is viewed as a cognitive means of self-

understanding that encompasses sociocultural factors of development, individual choices and 

experiences, and is ongoing. Baddley and Singer believe that people struggle to delineate an 

identity that is unique based on social influences, experiences, and individuals they have 

encountered. However, societal templates provide the structure for individuals to compare 

themselves to normative expectations. Although the authors believe children can tell stories 
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about their lives, they do not believe that most individuals can organize these stories into a 

narrative until adolescence. 

 Singer, Blagov, Berry, and Oost (2013) also see narratives as a central way of 

understanding identity and cite the acceptance of narratives as a means to understand identity 

across a range of domains within psychology. They believe that memories of the past are stored 

at different levels of abstraction, and memories tied to self-image are processed deeper because 

they are central to one’s identity. They argue that memories salient during phases of life develop 

into life-story memories when they connect to how one organizes the chapters of one’s life story 

or become linked to one’s long-term goals. These memories are more frequently recalled and 

therefore become more affectively intense and detailed than other memories. They consider 

McAdams as a researcher who “has built an impressive body of theoretical and empirical work” 

based on a conception of identity as a narrative (Singer et al., 2013, p. 573). 

Pasupathi and Weeks (2010) also regard narratives as a means to construct and 

understand identity. They view the central problem of adolescence and young adulthood as 

constructing an identity capable of integrating the past, present, and emerging future into a 

coherent story that maintains the narrator as the same person over time. Adolescence and young 

adulthood is argued to be the point at which this occurs due to the rapid developmental and 

social changes that arise during this time. They argue that narratives are important in the 

construction of identity because through the process of weaving a story that incorporates past, 

present, and anticipated future the narrator places him or herself as the key character who has 

remained continuous even over periods of significant change. 

Fivush, Habermas, Waters, and Zaman (2011) also conceive of narratives as a critical 

means for individuals to understand their own lives and to make their lives understandable to 
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others. They avow that these stories are essential for one’s own wellbeing and for acceptance by 

others as someone who accepts responsibility for their own actions. They believe that cognitive 

development during adolescence allows individuals to transform memories from entertaining 

stories to a means of self-definition and regulating emotional experiences. While individuals will 

still tell stories for entertainment, many stories are used to illustrate who people believe they are 

and how they believe they became so. They consider these stories to be shaped socioculturally 

and acknowledge that most of the research on narratives has been conducted in the West. They 

aver that narratives gained importance as society became industrialized; people became more 

geographically mobile; social relationships became more fluid; and vocational paths became 

more varied. They detect this sociocultural influence when reviewing narratives and notice that 

people have a conception of when normative events should occur and a need to explain when 

these events occurred outside normative expectations or did not occur. 

McAdams (2001) argues that narratives are used to find and convey to others coherence 

and meaning within one’s life. McAdams believes that these narratives are in fact identity. He is 

not referred to as an Eriksonian because his focus is on narratives rather than all of Erikson’s 

stages. Much of his research has focused on generativity versus stagnation, which is one of the 

stages that Erikson identified. However, McAdams examines how one is attaining generativity 

through an analysis of the life story while Erikson does not focus on one stage or consider 

narratives central in researching stage progression. 

McAdams (2001) finds that narratives can be analyzed in terms of setting, scenes, 

characters, plots, and themes. Although narratives are based on biographical facts, he argues that 

they should be viewed more as psychosocial constructions. Stories in the narrative are selected to 

help understand the past and envision the future. They reflect cultural values, norms, and 
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assumptions about gender, race, and class of the narrator while differentiating the narrator from 

others. He considers emerging adulthood as the period when narratives emerge. He finds that 

children will tell their name, traits, things they do or do not like, and relate family relationships 

when asked who they are. They can relate stories about their life. However, he regards them as 

not having the cognitive capacity to weave isolated stories into a meaningful narrative that 

indicates an identity per se. He does not believe that narratives arise strictly because of improved 

cognition. He thinks that puberty though may serve as a conduit through helping one realize that 

he or she is no longer a child. He argues that there is an expectation within Western societies for 

adolescents to explore roles in society and make tentative commitments. 

McAdams (2001) considers that there are three levels of personality. The first level is 

dispositional traits. These are stable, comparative areas of personality such as extroversion or 

dependability. He refers to the second level as characteristic adaptations. These characteristics 

are contextualized in time, place, or social role. These include things such as goals, motives, 

coping strategies, self-image, interests, and skills. The third level is the life story. This level 

reveals what type of identity an individual is working on through the patterning of traits and 

adaptations and stories selected. McAdams (2001) observes a movement within the social 

sciences to write, interpret, and disseminate life stories of those whose stories have been ignored. 

Narrative identity is significant because it suggests that identity is best understood by 

understanding the stories of others. It also considers narratives as the means people are most 

comfortable with when sharing their identity and understanding the identity of others. McAdams 

has the added benefit of providing a template to use in constructing a narrative. 
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Social Identity Theory 

Another perspective on identity is social identity theory. Social identity theory views 

identity as being derived through relationships with others. Social identity theory is not opposed 

to narrative identity or identity as seen by Erikson. It, however, focuses on group identification 

as a means to understand identity. McAdams (2001) also recognizes group identification in 

understanding identity and has examined how political and religious affiliation affect one’s 

narrative. However, the focus for McAdams is the narrative itself.  

Social identity theory is a social psychology theory that attempts to explain group 

processes and intergroup relations (Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995). It views individuals as active 

constructors of meaning. Social identity theory originated in the late 1950s with Henri Tajfel but 

was further developed and expanded in the 1970s through collaboration with John Turner. It 

theorizes that people employ social categories when they try to define themselves and that these 

categories become part of their self-concepts. Social categories are also important because they 

inform people on how they should think, feel, and act. Thus social categories are likewise a 

means of social control by group affiliation. Individuals are motivated to see comparisons of 

their group favorably in comparison to other groups. Individuals belong to numerous groups but 

the primacy of those groups changes depending on the social context. 

 Stets and Burke (2000) are social identity theorists who define social identity as a 

person’s awareness that he or she belongs to a certain social category. This knowledge is not 

objective: people accentuate the similarities among group members and the differences between 

groups. Group membership exists only by the perception that there is another group and that 

there are differences between the two groups. The group a person is in is called the in-group. The 

contrast group is called the out-group. Individuals want to see themselves positively so 
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comparing groups usually leads its members to see their group as superior in some ways to the 

out-group. Social identity means recognizing one is identified with a certain group, seeing 

oneself as similar to group members in some manner, and examining things from a group 

perspective. Even low-status group members partake in the group’s culture, separate themselves 

from the out-group, and exhibit the in-group’s behavior at times. 

 Social identity theorists believe that identifying groups occurs naturally (Cuhadar & 

Dayton, 2011). They believe that this is an outgrowth of a human tendency to search for patterns. 

This tendency leads people to categorize others as either like them or different from them. This 

strategy assists people in quick recognition of others by type and activates mental constructs 

necessary to guide behavior in social interactions. McAdams (2001) does not discuss these social 

forces as they do not relate directly to narratives. 

I thought social identity theory would give some insight into identity of students 

identified as qualifying for special education services. I have identified this group of students as 

a group different from the rest of the student body. This group of students is identified to report 

academic achievement and graduation rates aggregately by elementary and secondary schools. I 

have heard students use this label in identifying themselves and others as “speds” or “specials.” 

However, this group categorization is often perceived as negative. Social identity theory has also 

examined negative group affiliation.  

 Bilewicz and Kofta (2011) examined how negative stereotypes associated with 

nationality affect behavior. They found that negative self-stereotypes of a group can occur at the 

same time one strongly identifies with a group. When the stereotype of the group is positive and 

information threatening to self-esteem occurs, defense mechanisms such as scapegoating and 

derogations of the out-group occur. However, if the stereotype of the group is negative and 
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information threatening to self-esteem occurs that is nonetheless consistent with the stereotype, 

individuals tend to favor the out-group. Both high- and low-status groups use stereotypes to 

rationalize the system. This is why even low-status groups may favor the higher status group.  

 Jackson, Tudway, Giles, and Smith (2009) also investigated low-status group members 

using social identity theory. They found that the perceptions of a group impacted the self-concept 

and wellbeing of group members receiving mental health services and compounded their mental 

health problems. They conclude that social identity often determines behavior and what seems 

pathological may in actuality be someone acting on what is expected of his in-group. They argue 

that the stigmatizing effects of a mental health label impacts an individual’s self-worth and 

motivates individuals to avoid the label. I also see this in special education and parents. 

Sometimes parents do not want their children to receive a label even though the label is 

necessary to get the help that the child needs. 

Shinnar (2008) applied social identity theory in examining Mexican immigrants. She 

noted that people need to feel that they belong to a group but also that they have something that 

makes them an individual. She said that the degree to which the self-concept is shaped by group 

membership depends on the value and emotional significance of the group membership to the 

individual. When comparison of an in-group to an out-group results in a negative comparison or 

when one internalizes negative stereotypes, one has a negative social identity. She explored 

coping methods in this group she regarded as low-status. She found three coping mechanisms: 

individual mobility, social creativity, and social competition. Individual mobility is when 

individuals try to distance themselves from an in-group. Social creativity involves changing 

one’s views such as finding new elements to compare or changing what is valued. Social 

competition involves taking social action to try to change the status quo. I suspect individual 
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mobility and social creativity may also be utilized by those receiving special education services 

in college when understanding their identity. 

 In elementary school, there does not seem to be the stigmatism or awareness of special 

education status that one finds in older children. Sometimes students who are not in special 

education will ask if they can work with the special education teacher; while in middle school I 

have seen students hide so others will not know that they are in special education. However, 

sometimes those same students do not want to go into an inclusion class because they perceive it 

as being too difficult. 

I saw narratives and social identity theory as complementary in understanding identity. I 

found narratives often included group memberships. One of the important things I sought to 

understand was how students receiving special education services develop a narrative of an 

achieving student despite the label and stigma. What I found is that these participants understood 

their identity in terms of other group memberships. They accepted the term disabled for the 

provision of accommodations but understood themselves as individuals who struggled in certain 

areas rather than someone who was disabled. 

Identity and the Disabled 

There has not been much research examining how being identified as disabled affects 

one’s sense of identity. Disability studies have focused more on how society as a whole views 

those with disabilities rather than how those individuals see themselves. The goal of much of the 

research appears to be reducing physical barriers and increasing political activism. The term 

disabled also covers a wide spectrum of people. Most of the research focuses on those with 

physical disabilities and the experiences of those who become disabled through an accident or 

stroke. Sexuality and parenting by the disabled have also been a frequent focus of research. 
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I identified several researchers who have examined self-identity among those identified 

with a disability. Evans (2014) examined the identity of the disabled among students in nursing 

education. He found that most of these students had to overcome the assumption that those with 

dyslexia were “stupid,” and three-fourths of the group did not disclose that they had dyslexia 

when working in clinical settings. He identified a continuum of acceptance among students with 

dyslexia: embracer, passive engager, and resister. Most students tended to downplay their 

differences from others and emphasized the positive aspects of having dyslexia. Evans 

emphasized the importance of examining the internalized understanding of dyslexia and the 

internalized barriers labels can create which inhibit learning. 

Banks (2014) also found that special education students were reluctant to disclose their 

status to others at the postsecondary level because of fear of being labeled as incompetent. 

Although concealment of a disability may protect against negative stereotypes, it also prevents 

those students from receiving accommodations through disability support. He found that 

minority students who had been identified as having a disability had constructed a narrative that 

included themselves as academic achievers that often ran counter to how school personnel and 

family members viewed the narrators. 

McVittie et al. (2008) found the students with learning disabilities did not disclose this to 

others and had not incorporated this into their sense of identity although they were aware of that 

label. They spoke in the third person when speaking about the experiences of people with 

learning disabilities. Although all of the participants attended a community center for the 

learning disabled, they compared their abilities to participants who had more difficulties and 

viewed themselves as the giver rather than the receiver of assistance. 
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Gibson et al. (2014) found that students with muscular dystrophy rejected a disability 

identity and viewed themselves as typical male adolescents. Although they acknowledged 

differences and challenges associated with their disability, they distanced themselves from other 

disabled youth. The authors suggested that these students had only limited access to alternative 

narrative models as a possible explanation for the embracing of self as a typical male.  

Corrigan et al. (2010) explored the effects of telling others about one’s mental illness. In 

this study, however, participants were three times more likely to disclose their disability than try 

to conceal it. The researchers theorized that this was tied to willingness to access a rehabilitation 

center and because those who volunteer to participate in research studies are more comfortable 

with their disability. All of the participants were too mentally ill to maintain employment or live 

independently, and I suspect that explaining this makes one more likely to disclose. They found 

that letting others know about one’s disability status was associated with less self-stigma and 

argued that this was a benefit of discloser. I think people who are more accepting of themselves 

to begin with are more likely to disclose. They also found that African Americans were more 

likely to disclose than those of European descent. 

Dunn and Burcaw (2013) examined the identity of the disabled through six published 

autobiographies. They define a disability identity as “a positive sense of self, feelings of 

connection to, or solidarity with, the disability community” (p. 148). They believe that a 

disability identity helps individuals adjust to having a disability. They argue that disability 

becomes salient when that status is unusual within a social situation much like race and gender. 

The themes they found within these published narratives were communal attachment to the 

disability community, self-worth and pride, dealing with discrimination, and finding personal 

meaning through the disability. I was unable to gather a sense of the identity of these disabled 
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writers. The stories were not connected and did not give me a sense of how they saw themselves. 

Dunn and Burcaw consider their work to be a preliminary exploration of disability identity and 

call for further exploration of disability through narratives.  

Brown et al. (2009) consider work as a key part of identity for Americans and therefore 

believe that the experiences of the disabled in their search for work have a strong effect on the 

construction of a disability identity. Disabled in this context was defined as qualifying for 

supplemental security income or social security disability insurance. They found that the length 

of time an individual was identified as disabled had an impact on the construction of a disability 

identity. While some embraced being labeled as disabled as a justification for not working, 

others resented the label and viewed structural obstacles and stigma as what impairs their ability 

to work. 

Several researchers have called for more research on the psychological effects of being 

identified as disabled. Reeve (2002) regards an exploration of the psychological and emotional 

dimensions of disabilities as overdue. She maintains that placing so much emphasis on structural 

barriers has ignored the cultural and experiential dimensions. She recognizes the prevalence of 

the medical model of disability and believes that the Disability Discrimination Act of 1995 has 

helped maintain the medical model of disability. She conceives that identity and disability are 

construed differently by individuals. She perceives that not only is identity affected by the type 

of disability and level of impairment but also that one’s experiences may be impacted by class, 

age, gender, ethnicity, race, and sexual orientation. She recognizes that those who have 

impairments that are visible will have different experiences than those who have hidden 

impairments and therefore struggle with whether to conceal their disability status or not. 
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Watson (2002) also points to the need to explore the experiences of people with 

disabilities. He agrees that the focus of disability studies has been on the analysis of oppressive 

social relations, changing society, and empowering the disabled rather individual experiences or 

self-understanding. His interviews with the physically handicapped found that most individuals 

do not view their impairment as central to their identity. While they do not deny their 

impairment, most do not view a sense of physical identity as equivalent to who they are as 

individuals. Other individuals incorporated their impairments into their identity in such a manner 

that the impairment was normalized. He suggests that the disabled tend to desire to assimilate 

into the mainstream rather than be recognized as different. 

Shakespeare (1996) states that there are two models of disability and considers the 

medical model of disability to be the mainstream view of disability. He believes the social 

process model to be the model that is held by most who work within disability studies. He goes 

on to identify five categories within the social process model. The first he identifies as the social 

model. This focuses on understanding disability as an interaction between impairments and 

barriers and focuses on removing barriers and removing prejudice. The second category is 

referred to as the minority group approach and regards the disabled as an oppressed group. The 

third category is Weberian or Foucauldian and considers disability to be a result of social policy 

and focuses on statutes and policies that label a person as disabled. The fourth category is based 

on definitions and instruments that label people as disabled. He argues that these definitions and 

instruments are often arbitrary. The last category deems disability to be a cultural category in 

terms of prejudice, language, and the creation of meaning. 

Shakespeare (1996) argues that the identity of the disabled has parallels with the identity 

of women, gays and lesbians, African Americans, and people who have HIV. The focus of 
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disability studies through the social process model has been examining oppressive social 

relations, transforming society, empowering the disabled, and promoting positive self-

understanding for the disabled. He suggests that the focus should be shifted to understanding 

disability through narratives because disability is not necessarily a specific trait or collection of 

traits. Rather, he contends that any identity has to be understood as how people understand 

themselves through their life story. He contends that the need to overcome the psychological 

obstacles of the disabled is as important as political change and these can be unmasked through 

understanding how the disabled view their own lives. He also recognizes that identity is multiple: 

class, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and race all interact to determine how disability is 

experienced and understood by individuals. 

Research on disability illuminates what has already been done and how previous 

researchers have viewed identity when exploring the disabled. It offers guidance on what 

direction future research should take. 

Conclusion 

Research on disability and identity is limited and disparate. This may not be surprising 

considering that disability has been defined in many different ways and covers such a range of 

disabilities. Research about the disabled who are not immediately identifiable is lacking. There 

have been calls to document the experiences of the disabled and how they see themselves but this 

area of research is still in its infancy. This study sought to tell those stories and discover how 

students with disabilities understand themselves and their disabilities. It was influenced by 

developmental, narrative, and social identity theory which through understanding other 

individuals at a significant time in life construct their own self-identity amid the social forces 

that form the landscape of their lives.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The debate over whether quantitative or qualitative methods are superior continues within 

academia. Advocates of both are frequently bound to one methodology and seek to build support 

for one methodology through criticism of the other. I think this is because methodology is often 

tied to ideology. I viewed both methodologies as offering insight through different means. Each 

had its strengths and weaknesses. The questions that were asked guided my selection of 

qualitative methodology. My questions were best answered by qualitative methods, specifically 

narrative inquiry. 

Narrative Inquiry 

After deciding that qualitative methods were best-suited to answer my research question, 

I had to choose which type of qualitative methodology was the most appropriate means to 

answer the research question, and I chose narrative inquiry. Kraus (2006) calls for those 

researching identity to embrace the use of the narrative. He suggests that narrative inquiry is vital 

to comprehend the changes that have taken place within in a person and how a person has found 

meaning. He asserts that these narratives are rarely written down but rather produced verbally 

when interacting with others or through self-reflection. Narrative researchers usually write those 

stories out based on interviews. He views narration as an important means of building social 

bonds through the affirmation and rejection of collective identities and others. Narration thus 

becomes a means to manage relations to others by producing an image for oneself as well as for 

others.



32 

Riessman and Speedy (2007) argue that narrative inquiry has become a cross-disciplinary 

and widely acceptable research method within education, psychology, history, anthropology, 

social work, sociology, and counseling. Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007) maintain that 

narrative researchers are concerned with individuals and the social conditions that they 

encounter. They contend that it is an advantageous approach to help researchers understand 

others, themselves, and environments. They view these things as the primary step in change. 

Seidman (2013) regards interviewing as a fundamental means of inquiry and one of the 

oldest means of understanding others. She says that social abstractions such as education are best 

understood through the experiences of its participants. She argues that interviewing is a 

necessary road to understand how those participants understand their experiences and believes 

that interviewing is a powerful way to appreciate others’ lives. Seidman describes it as the 

research most consistent with people’s ability to gain meaning through language while affirming 

the importance of the individual. She says that interviewing is a method closely aligned with 

phenomenology. 

The primary source of data collection for a phenomenological study is in-depth 

interviews (Creswell, 1998). Although the number of subjects interviewed shows considerable 

variation, Creswell argues that the most important element is detailed description of the meaning 

of the phenomenon from the point of view of a small number of participants. Interviews should 

not last more than two hours. 

Creswell and Miller (2000) argue that the focus for qualitative researchers should be 

credibility rather than validity. They suggest several means to help establish credibility. One 

means is through having subjects verify how accurately they have been portrayed. An underlying 

belief of qualitative researchers is that reality is largely dependent on the perception of the 
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individual. Therefore, it is essential that the account shown is the account of the individual and 

not the researcher. Verification by subjects is a common means to assure this occurs. 

 Another guideline offered by Creswell and Miller (2000) is revealing the assumptions of 

the researcher. They conclude that perspectives are based on social, political, cultural, economic, 

and ethnic and gender antecedents. Accordingly, it is necessary for researchers to be reflective 

and reveal what these antecedents are to readers by disclosing personal beliefs, values, and biases 

that may have shaped the inquiry 

Creswell and Miller (2000) view a detailed description of the setting and the participants 

as another procedure to provide credibility. They argue that these descriptions help readers 

visualize the experience themselves and can imagine themselves being there. This helps readers 

determine how similar the subjects are to individuals that they know and evaluate how relevant 

the findings are for them.  

Research Study 

This research study aimed to answer the following overriding question: How do those 

receiving special education services understand their identity? 

 The crux of my research question focused on who these individuals believe they are and 

what they believe has shaped them. This research was an attempt to hear and tell their stories 

from their points of view. Narrative inquiry was thus the most suitable means to answer these 

questions. Narrative inquiry is the preferred medium to understand how others have changed and 

find meaning in their lives. It illuminates the social conditions and environments as others view 

them. It also went along with my phenomenological belief that others act intentionally and with 

thought. Narrative inquiry is the most expedient path to seek the answers to my research 

question. 
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Previous research has shown that individuals are often reluctant to disclose their 

disability status. This reluctance has been suggested as a reason that students with disabilities do 

not approach disability services and often do not graduate from postsecondary institutions. The 

students in this study have accessed disability services. The question I asked enabled me to 

better understand how they have overcame those barriers to get the accommodations to which 

they were entitled and how they constructed a narrative that ran counter to those with low 

aspirations or those unable to self-advocate. 

Atkinson (2007) argues that narratives are the best way to understand another and are an 

effective means to discern how someone changes over time within the context of society and 

culture. He also views them as a path to understand subjectively how life trajectories may have 

been limited or expanded within individual contexts. He maintains that these stories give readers 

and researchers the clearest sense of understanding from another’s point of view. He 

recommends putting the narrative into paragraph form with the questions left out and that the 

narrator should verify the written account. 

Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) identify narratives as both a methodology and the 

phenomenon being studied. They argue that narrative researchers recognize and embrace the 

interactive nature of relationships and view stories as a means of knowing others within disparate 

contexts from their own. Narrative researchers recognize that there are multiple paths to knowing 

but consider narrative inquiry as the best method to illuminate a path and understand another. 

Errante (2000) cautions that narrative research methodology is not prescribed. She describes its 

methodology as developing and infrequently discussed in literature. Andrews, Squire, and 

Tamboukou (2008) also propose that it is a methodology without automatic points of reference. 

Therefore narrative researchers have to make some methodological choices with little guidance. 
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 McAdams (1993) provided a model of understanding one’s own life story or the life story 

of someone close to you. His model served as a guide for this study. He does not provide a 

transcript of a complete interview. Although it was designed for personal discovery, it can also 

be utilized for research. The interview has two main parts. The first part allowed narrators to 

provide an overview of their life and an understanding of the important sections of their life. It 

provided the structure as the narrator perceives it. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) also find that 

asking for an overview of one’s life is a good place to begin because people find it a manageable 

task. The second part is divided into several subcategories. The second part was designed to 

examine specific episodes and people in a person’s life such as high/low points, turning points, 

and important people. The third part of McAdam’s script examines personal ideology (i.e., 

religious beliefs, political orientation, values). Here I deviated from McAdams and asked 

questions related to special education. McAdams script begins broad, narrows, and then broadens 

further than initially. I began broad, narrowed, and then narrowed even more. McAdams’ 

research focuses on identity throughout the lifespan. Therefore, he interviews adults who are 

older than my participants. He often has examined generativity, Erikson’s seventh stage, among 

middle-aged adults. The idea of how receiving special education services affects how one 

understands his or her identity is more narrow than how one understands the meaning of life. My 

deviation from McAdams reflected this. 

The Interviews 

Schwartz, Luyckx, and Crocetti (2014) identify McAdams as one of two researchers on 

whom most narrative researchers base their work. McAdams’ (1993) approach provides an 

outline of how to explore one’s own story with a friend or a spouse. I plan to follow his guide for 

life story interviews. McAdams views the first part of the interview as the most open-ended. This 
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section is designed to provide narrators an opportunity to organize their life stories coherently 

and provides the researcher a schema indicative of what the narrator considers his or her 

developmental trends and the major benchmarks the narrator believes have been achieved. It also 

provides insight into the tone and imagery of a person’s life story. McAdams finds that this 

section of an interview generally lasts from 30 to 45 minutes. McAdams, Anyidoho, Brown, 

Huang, Kaplan, and Machado (2004) identify tone and theme as key elements of life stories. 

They define tone as the predominant emotional characteristic of a life story. They characterize 

theme as the plot and movement as the intentions and actions of the characters. 

The first interview is subdivided into two sections. The second part of the interview shifts 

the narration from the general to the specific by asking the narrator to tell about eight specific 

incidents in detail. He suggests that focusing on eight episodes allows individuals to expand on 

what they deem the essential elements of who they are and discuss events with more depth and 

introspection than would occur with the use of having them tell more stories about themselves. 

McAdams (1993) refers to these incidents as nuclear episodes. These episodes are described as 

highly subjective memories of events that have appropriated prominent positions in self-

understanding. He believes that these often reveal central thematic demarcations of identity 

through imagery and tone. He has found that individuals are most articulate, vivid, and insightful 

when discussing concrete episodes in their lives. McAdams et al. (2004) indicate key stories in 

understanding others include the high and low points, turning points, memories from childhood, 

and moral decision making. First interviews with my participants lasted from 45 minutes to 70 

minutes.  

The second interview is subdivided into three sections. The first portion of the interview 

provides a chance to learn more about the important people in another’s life. This can illuminate 
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the effect others have had on an individual. This also illuminates decisions on how one chooses 

to define oneself. McAdams (1993) calls the characters that dominate life stories imagoes. These 

are not to be understood as individuals themselves but rather as personified and idealized 

characters. These may be who an individual believes he is, who he wants to become, who he 

wishes he was, or who he fears becoming. Characteristics are transferred consciously and 

unconsciously onto others, and these become main characters in one’s narrative. Central conflicts 

are often described through the interactions of these characters. McAdams conjectures that in 

early adulthood, one searches for patterns and organization while searching for meaning. Social 

roles and divergent aspects of self are thus forged into imagoes transposed onto important people 

encountered in life. He believes that from early to middle adulthood, people focus 

psychologically on developing and refining imagoes. 

The second part of the second interview focuses on the future. The future script provides 

information regarding motivational themes because life goals typically reflect one’s fundamental 

wants and needs in life. When viewed with life chapters and key events, it illuminates one’s 

particular approach to autobiography. 

The third portion of the second interview examines problems that the individual has 

faced. McAdams (1993) says that internal struggles are the meaning of life. They can 

foreshadow potential resolutions or issues that remain unmitigated. Second interviews with my 

participants lasted from 30 minutes to 1 hour. 

The third interview can be conducted separately or at the end of the second interview. 

McAdam (1993) examines personal ideology here, which he ties to religious beliefs, values, and 

political orientation. At this point in the interview, I deviated from McAdam’s script and focused 

on special education. Much of McAdam’s research focuses on generativity. The focus of my 
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research is on identity and special education. McAdams concludes his interviews by asking his 

subjects to discuss the theme that they see in their biographies. I concluded my interviews in the 

same manner. Third interviews with my participants lasted from 40 minutes to 1.5 hours. 

Narratives are chronicles of the experiences one finds important in their development and 

self-understanding (Fischer & Goblirsch, 2006). They occur every time a person talks or thinks 

about his life. When gathered in a structured interview, they offer the opportunity to see how 

people construct and interpret their lives through the past experiences recalled and how these are 

interpreted. Life stories highlight the decisions narrators make, which points they view as 

milestones, the possibilities they see, the constraints they bear, and the time period in which they 

live and are essential to understand their lived experiences. See Appendix A for the interview 

protocol.  

A mock interview was conducted with my spouse for interviews one and two. This 

revealed that a sheet with the specific details presented before the interview questions themselves 

would be beneficial. This sheet was presented to the participants and referred to by the 

interviewer. 

Participants 

The sample for this study was located through personal connections. I have a colleague 

who works at a regional state university in a southern state and she spoke on my behalf to the 

director in the Office of Student Disabilities. This university is located in a rural setting and has 

more than 7,500 students. Current enrollment is 68.9% White and 23.1% African American; 

57% of students are female, 56% of students are between the ages of 18-22, and 20% of students 

are from out of state. 
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After she made the initial contact, I spoke with the director in the Office of Student 

Disabilities who agreed to help me locate candidates for my study. This was done through 

distribution of a flyer with my contact information to assure confidentiality was not broken. See 

Appendix B for flyer. Together with the director of the Office of Student Disabilities, I assured 

students were selected who met eligibility criteria: participants were students who received 

special education services in high school (according to an individualized education plan), were 

currently enrolled in postsecondary education at an accredited/nonprofit institution, who 

qualified for services in one of the 13 categories identified through the Individuals with 

Disabilities Act of 2004 (IDEA), and who were under the age of 26. In addition, these students 

were, at the time of this study, receiving accommodations through disability services. Informed 

consent was obtained from each participant before beginning any interviews. One participant 

was unable to read the consent form because he is blind. His form was read to him by the 

researcher. He was also given a copy of the consent form in enlarged print. A copy of the consent 

forms appear in Appendix C. Signed consent forms are not included to protect the privacy of the 

participants. 

Disabilities are defined differently at the postsecondary level than for students in 

preschool through 12th grade, due to legislation. Students at the secondary level are protected 

under IDEA, The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA), and Section 504 of the 

Workforce Investment Act (Section 504). However, at the postsecondary level, students are no 

longer covered by IDEA. IDEA is an educational law. Under IDEA, education is guaranteed to 

all regardless of whether or not one has a disability. Schools are therefore required to evaluate 

and diagnose those with disabilities, provide specialized instruction for those with academic 

difficulties, and provide a free and appropriate environment for those with disabilities. Schools 
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are mandated to write an individualized educational plan (IEP) annually for students with 

disabilities who can qualify for services under 13 different categories. An IEP legally must 

address goals, accommodations/modifications, present levels of academic performance, and the 

location of services that are provided. Some federal money is provided under IDEA. These 

documents are often extensive; my district’s individualized plan is more than 20 pages. Students 

with problems that have less of an impact on their academics may be served with a 504 plan. 

These plans are not federally funded, but federal funds can be lost for noncompliance with the 

act. These plans are generally only about a page long. A student who breaks an arm may have a 

504 plan. A student with attention deficit disorder that has responded well to medication may 

have a 504 plan, but another student with attention deficit disorder who has demonstrated less 

pronounced improvement might have an IEP. 

At the postsecondary level, education in the United States is generally not free and 

individuals are not entitled to it. Therefore, students at the postsecondary level are no longer 

covered by IDEA. They are covered by ADA and Section 504; however, these are considered 

civil rights legislation rather than education legislation and this legislation also applies to the 

workplace. The onus shifts to the individual. Postsecondary schools are no longer required to 

identify or test individuals with disabilities. Individuals who want services must identify 

themselves to schools and provide whatever documentation that the school requires to obtain 

services. This documentation varies by institution and disability type. Schools must provide 

reasonable accommodations to students with disabilities but are not required to provide an 

accommodation that would result in undue financial or administrative burdens on the 

institution’s resources. 
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Creswell (2005) affirms that narrative inquirers often study just a single individual but 

can interview more individuals. I find that I am more inclined to give credence to information 

that comes from more than one individual. The disadvantage to more narratives is that the data 

becomes less rich. I chose to interview three individuals. I considered this a small enough sample 

to provide thick descriptions while large enough to provide comparison between individuals. 

These three individuals were interviewed three times at a location convenient to them and the 

researcher. The school library was suggested by the researcher. Interviews were recorded on a 

tape recorder and manually transcribed by this researcher by hand within 48 hours. McAdams 

(1993) finds that his interviews typically take 45 minutes to1.5 hours. Recording and all 

documents were kept under lock and key until the study was completed and then all were 

erased/shredded. Approval for this study was obtained from an institutional review board at The 

University of Alabama before the commencement of the study. Approval through an institutional 

review board at the participating university was granted as exempt. See Appendix C for IRB 

approvals. NIH training on protecting human research participants was completed as required by 

IRB. See Appendix D for certification of completion. 

Analysis 

Saldaña (2013) suggests that coding is a practical way to analyze and interpret qualitative 

data. He asserts that coding helps researchers reflect on the data to examine its essential meaning 

and assists in recognizing patterns and themes. I used coding to help me identify themes. 

McAdams also codes his data although he sometimes uses themes identified through previous 

research (Jones & McAdams, 2013; McAdams, 1993, 2013). Coding was initially performed by 

hand. A computer assisted in coding when hand coding became too cumbersome. 
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 In addition, Saldana (2013) recommends the use of analytic memos, which I also 

incorporated into my study. He asserts that these provide another form of data, to document the 

evolution of the study, and provide readers insight on the researcher and subjects which are key 

in evaluating qualitative research. These likewise can be coded for theme identification.  

 Participant feedback was gathered to ascertain that my narratives corresponded to how 

subjects viewed their own lives. Analysis was emailed to subjects who were afforded an 

opportunity to make revisions and provide additional commentary by mail or subsequent 

interviews. Subjects were also free to revisit previous discussions during the second and third 

interviews. These interviews began by asking if there was anything that the subject would like to 

add or say about the previous interview. 

Creswell (1998) reviews several steps in the analysis of data. The first step in the process 

is to organize the data and convert it into units of analysis as small as a word or as long as a 

story. The next step is to examine the data as a whole. He suggests writing memos in the margins 

of field notes while reading through the transcript several times. Then he recommends that 

researchers try to classify, describe, and interpret the data through developing categories and 

themes. The last stage involves organizing the data for presentation to readers. Creswell (1998) 

considers Clark Moustakas an expert on conducting phenomenological research. Moustakas 

(1994) discusses the philosophy behind phenomenological research and provides a detailed 

description of how to analyze data. I used Moustakas as a guide to analyze my data.  

Creswell (2005) discusses the organization and presentation of narrative data in more 

detail. After the narrative has been gathered and transcribed, he suggests that researchers restory 

or retell the individual’s story. This is an organizational means of presenting the individual’s 

experiences logically either through sequencing or organizing elements by theme. Creswell 
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recommends utilizing a three-column chart in this process. The first column is the transcript, the 

second column is used to show coding of the data, and the third column shows the reorganized 

data. 

Moustakas (1994) breaks the analysis of data analysis into eight steps. The first step is 

referred to as horizonalization. During this stage, the researcher lists every expression considered 

relevant to the experience. These expressions can be as short as a phrase or as long as a 

paragraph. At this stage, every comment is given equal weight and gives a layer of meaning to 

the experience. The second stage is to determine invariant constituents. The goal of this stage is 

to reduce and eliminate nonessential elements. To be retained, elements of the narrative have to 

be necessary and sufficient to understand the experience and can be labeled. Moustakas refers to 

the third stage as clustering and schematizing the invariant constituents. The researcher as this 

stage determines what the unique qualities of the experience are and identifies themes. The first 

two stages were completed by hand. I experienced some difficulty in stage three with clustering 

and reclustering. I utilized a computer program called Quirkos to help me visualize themes and 

recode when new themes emerged. The fourth stage is the final identification of the invariant 

constituents and themes by application validation. During this stage, the researcher reaffirms the 

essential nature of the themes. The themes must be expressed explicitly or be compatible with 

the transcript as a whole to remain included. The next stage is to develop an individual textural 

description of the experience for each subject. This is accomplished by producing a synthesis of 

the themes and invariant constituents for each individual. The sixth stage is to develop an 

individual structural description of the experience. The structural descriptions are the underlying 

dynamics of the experience along with the thoughts and feelings surrounding the experience. The 

next stage is to develop an individual textural description of the essences of the experience that 
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encompasses the invariant constituents and themes. The last stage is to take the individual 

textural-structural descriptions of each subject and develop a composite description of the 

essential meaning of the experience for the group as a whole. 

McAdams (1993) ties into the analysis because the questions are designed to obtain data 

in the form of a narrative. I used his techniques to examine the settings, scenes, characters, plots, 

and themes of the narratives. 

I anticipated that social identity theory would be the primary theory utilized to understand 

how these students identified as disabled. Too often I believe students in special education 

identify as disabled and construct an identity built on limitations and low aspirations. I hope my 

analysis showed how recognition of a disability does not necessarily lead into that construction 

of identity and with which groups do they identify. Social identity theory had limited 

applicability to my research. These participants did identify with groups but not based on special 

education status. Developmental theorists, such as Erikson (1963, 1968) and Josselson (1988), 

best explain the identity development of these participants. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

By examining participants’ narratives and studying how their stories are tied to their own 

sense of identity, we can gain an understanding of how receiving disability services is 

incorporated into identity. This chapter first presents a brief narrative of each participant in this 

study. Common themes that emerged from the interviews are then used to answer the research 

question. These themes are presented separately to illustrate commonalities found among the 

participants. These themes were divided into subthemes to present a broader picture of 

commonalties. 

Interviews for Ryan and Robert occurred in a group study room at the library of their 

institution. Ashley was not living on campus during the semester of the interviews. She 

suggested other locations. The first interview occurred in a classroom of a community college in 

the town where she was doing her student teaching. The second and third interviews occurred in 

a room at the public library. Interviews were recorded and transcribed within 48 hours. 

Transcripts were reviewed and accepted by participants. 

Interviews 

Narrative of Ryan 

Ryan (pseudonym) is a Caucasian 23-year-old male who looks several years older than 

his age (field note dated 8-24-16). He is from a small town in southern Alabama. He is a 

computer science major and would like to work in game development on the side. An
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elementary art teacher said that he would make a great game developer and he has remembered 

that all of these years. He mentioned her several times during our interviews and credits her with 

leading him to major in computer science. He would also like to become a professor because 

teaching is where his passion lies. He often looks for people who are having trouble in class and 

feels it is his responsibility to help them through sharing his knowledge. 

Ryan noticed that his stories often focused on negative experiences but wanted to clarify 

that he sees himself as a positive person. However, he does believe that negative experiences are 

where one grows. It is one of the many paradoxes he verbally referenced during our interviews. 

 Ryan has been blind since birth and attended a school for the blind until sixth grade. 

Although he described the academics there as outstanding, he was miserable. He transferred to a 

public high school where he graduated as valedictorian. He described his high school as a 

positive social experience, but he described the academics as poor. Attending the local high 

school allowed him to see his family more. He does not believe that the school for the blind 

taught the social skills that one normally learns through family life, and therefore attending the 

local high school allowed him to learn those social skills he would have otherwise not have 

developed. 

Ryan was the only person interviewed who expressed anger and hostility about his 

education. While Robert described discrimination in elementary school, excessive boredom in 

middle and high school, and a lack of interest in students by teachers in high school--he seemed 

resigned to it as something that had happened in the past. Likewise, Ashley described the stigma 

of having resource classes, teachers unwilling to address the needs of all learners, and 

unprepared teachers--she also seemed resigned to the fact that these things happened in her past 

and reflected ignorance. Ryan, however, described American education as in “absolute shambles 
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from what I’ve seen” and expressed a desire to move to Canada, which is partially tied to his 

view of American education. His stories, however, reflected difficulty at the administrative level 

obtaining resources due to expense rather than negative experiences with teachers. He stated that 

he has admiration for teachers and remembered most of his interactions as being positive. 

However, he also described shortsightedness and inflexibility in teachers in general and penury 

at the administrative level. 

Narrative of Robert 

Robert (pseudonym) is a 24-year-old African American from an urban area in Alabama. 

He often sees the world as a duality and describes the world as “it could exist and the world as 

reality.” He is an art major and hopes to one day work for a large animation company, have his 

own business, and teach at the college level. His family played a central role in many of his 

stories, and he talked at length about both his immediate and extended family. He described his 

mother and great-grandmother as individuals who tried to instill courage and confidence in him 

and his father as someone who hindered his courage and weakened his confidence. Religion was 

also important in Robert’s life. He is a Jehovah’s Witness, and some of his earliest memories 

relate to ostracism because of his religion. He currently believes that it is best for him to live by 

himself because of his religion. He had an intimidating experience with his first roommate and 

someone else whom he considered a friend. This aggressive confrontation by them led to him 

spending the night on the resident assistant’s floor and changing roommates in the middle of the 

semester. 

Robert still has some trouble reconciling his early life with the life that he leads now. He 

currently considers himself as an outgoing person who loves spontaneity and has many friends. 

However, he grew up as a loner without friends because he was “the perfect, ideal child and it 
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turns out being perfect means you’re really boring.” He can pinpoint when this changed: when he 

joined the band in high school. His fondest memories are tied to being in the band both in high 

school and in college. 

Robert was identified as qualifying for special education services in seventh grade under 

the categories of reading and written expression. He relates that he was relieved when he 

qualified for special education services since he always struggled with reading and could not 

understand why. Although he responded that people often have negative beliefs about people 

who receive special education services when asked about stereotypes, he never believed in 

concealing that he had a disability. He does not believe the stigma associated with it is as great as 

that with his religion. He always received special education services through inclusion. 

Narrative of Ashley 

Ashley (pseudonym) is a 23-year-old Caucasian female. She is from a small town in 

north Alabama. She is majoring in elementary education and is currently doing her student 

teaching. She views herself as someone who has faced difficulties and conquered them through 

perseverance. She projects confidence and happiness (field note dated 8-10-16) but readily 

admits that she has had doubts and sadness. She credits her family and role models for helping 

her overcome her doubts. Ashley was initially ashamed of receiving special education services 

and tried to conceal it; however, she said it was hard to do so in a small school when she was 

leaving for resource classes. She was a victim of bullying by a group of girls as a result of 

receiving special education services. One of them even threatened to kill her. She won a full-

tuition scholarship for her region through vocational rehabilitation. This has helped her become 

more confident, and she views herself as an advocate for the disability community. Her former 
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school system bused all of the students in special education to a central location and had her as a 

guest speaker last year. 

Ashley was identified as qualifying for special education services under the category of 

specific learning disability in the area of reading. She has anxiety about standardized tests 

because of reading. Ironically, her student teaching is in a second grade reading class. She has 

sympathy for struggling readers and a desire to help those who struggle with learning. However, 

she said that she thinks she would prefer to do that as a math teacher. Reading on a computer or 

tablet is especially difficult for Ashley. The push to eliminate textbooks and put everything on a 

screen frustrates her; she advocates the recognition of the differences in students and not forcing 

them to give up printed material.  

Ashley was active in sports and cheerleading in high school. She views college as a point 

of self-discovery. This is where she determined how she learned and discovered what was 

important to her. Although she readily tells people that she has been identified with a disability, 

she still finds it has fewer stigmas in college. She controls the conversation and those who do not 

know her do not know that she has a disability: no one sees her leave for tests. She finds the 

accommodations better also. She was not allowed to test individually in high school because of 

insufficient staffing but can as a college student: this allows her to read information aloud. She is 

also able to listen to a reader rather than have a person read tests to her. This allows her to 

rewind multiple times and read along aloud. Although student teaching has been stressful, she 

says that she loves it. She views the theme of her life as “never give up.” 

Themes and Subthemes 

Robert, Ryan, and Ashley have diverse experiences. Ryan and Ashley are both Caucasian 

while Robert is African American. Robert and Ashley both attended high school in small towns, 
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but Robert attended an urban high school. Ryan and Robert are both male while Ashley is 

female. Ashley described herself as athletic while Robert contrasted himself with his brother who 

is an athlete. Ryan has known that he was blind as long as he can remember, Ashley was 

ashamed when she was identified as qualifying for services, and Robert experienced a sense of 

relief when identified as qualifying for services. Ryan states that he is not a religious person but 

grew up attending a Protestant church. Ashley did not mention religion. Robert views his religion 

as central to his identity and listed it as a chapter of his life story. Robert grew up and is still a 

practicing Jehovah’s Witness. 

All three participants began to receive special education services during or before middle 

school and all have a strong sense of who they believe they are. I searched for other 

commonalities that would help me answer the research question and understand how they 

understand their own identity. 

I began trying to understand them at the individual level and reread each transcript 

numerous times before I identified any themes or began the process of coding. Coding was 

initially done at the individual level by hand. At this stage, I tried to identify the central themes 

within each individual’s narrative. I began to perceive commonalities among them, but it was 

cumbersome to reorganize and expand categories. At this point, I perused computer programs 

utilized in qualitative research and adopted Quirkos. It helped me organize and visualize 

individual themes. Transferring quotes from one category to another was now much less 

cumbersome. This allowed themes to be developed at the group level. Table 1 displays the 

themes and subthemes found. A discussion follows. Quotes are frequently interspersed to 

provide the voice of the participants. 
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Table 1 

Thematic Categories 
 

Theme Subthemes 

1. Family a. Parents 
b. Siblings 

2. People outside family a. Adults 
b. Friends 
c. Extracurricular groups 

3. Anticipated future a. Choosing a major 
b. Importance of enjoying what you do 
c. Goals 

4. Reconciling differences a. Longer completion time 
b. Academic tasks take longer 
c. Accommodations & adaptations 
d. All people are different 

5. Bad things about education a. No subthemes unique to all 

 

Theme 1: Family 

In telling their stories, each participant mentioned their family and often referred back to 

family members. Each understood their own identity through comparison to other family 

members. It is important to note that no question asked directly about family members. Theme 1 

has been divided into two subcategories. 

Parents. All three participants grew up in a household with both parents although Ryan’s 

mother died in April. All three participants listed one or both of their parents as individuals who 

had the greatest impact on their life. Although Ryan did not consider his father as having a large 

impact on his own life, he said that he gets his “strength from him just because he and I could not 

be more cut from the same cloth if we tried.” He also described himself as almost his (dad’s) 

“clone.” He portrays himself as having his father’s drive and focus on work. However, he also 

said multiple times that they both have problems with laziness. When asked for clarification, he 

described procrastination. They both work without ceasing once they begin a task, but delay 
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starting tasks. He regards their sense of humor as being similar. His father fixes heavy machinery 

in his position at work. However, Ryan states that what his father does is “over my head” and “I 

can’t really wrap my head around it.” I suspect that this could be due to poor visual perception 

but Ryan never mentioned that as a reason. Despite believing that their minds work differently, 

Ryan still considers them to be “cut from the same cloth.” 

Ryan’s parents advocated for the school system to provide an aide and technology to 

create and read documents for school. His mother encouraged him to go to college. He credits 

her as being the one who taught him “how to take care of himself” and explained to him the 

“social limits of what you can and can’t express.” I believe he was more cognizant of that as a 

result of living away from home until sixth grade. It is important to note that although his mother 

encouraged him to go to college, she did not know anything about postsecondary education 

because she dropped out of high school. 

Robert expressed that he received conflicting messages from his parents: his mother 

encouraged him to take risks and “always supported him,” while his father discouraged him from 

taking risks because he might fail and did not show any interest in things that he did. He 

therefore wavers from periods of confidence and pride to self-doubt. His mother is the first 

person he calls when he has a problem. He appreciates that she tries to “make life a little more 

bearable” for him and his siblings. He also recognizes “that she puts aside her own sense of 

happiness and possibly what she wants to do so that we could have a better, happier life.” 

Although attending college was his idea, his mother encouraged him to pursue it once he 

mentioned it. 

Ashley acknowledged that her parents have also had a big impact on the direction that 

she is headed. Her parents are both business owners. Ashley saw how much they worked and 
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instilled a strong work ethic in her. Her parents encouraged her and told her not to let her 

disability or testing “define who you are.” They taught her that she could do anything that 

everybody else did even if it took her longer, and she had to work harder. She views them as 

“inspirational” and believes her tenacity and work ethic come from them. Her parents were as 

happy as she was when she passed the high school graduation exam and the Praxis. They were 

the first people she told. Ashley’s mother was only 15 years old when she was born and did not 

finish high school. Ashley was the one who decided that she wanted to attend college. Her 

parents supported her decision to attend but did not know anything about applying, financial aid, 

or scholarships. She will be the first college graduate in her family. Her father discouraged her 

from majoring in education, but encouraged her to attend once she mentioned she was 

contemplating attending college. 

Siblings. All three participants have siblings and mentioned them during the interviews. 

No direct questions were asked about siblings. Ryan has an older brother, Ashley has a younger 

sister, Robert has a younger brother and sister. Ryan described his brother as a “very good/bad 

example.” He enjoys talking to his brother and was close to him growing up. However, he does 

not see or talk to him often now. He considers his brother to be like their mother, while he is like 

their father. He believes that his brother has a high IQ and exhibits good leadership qualities. 

However, his brother has changed careers several times, which Ryan believes interferes with 

advancing within a profession. His brother also has accumulated a great deal of debt. 

Robert sees many similarities between himself and his sister. He, however, only sees 

contrasts between himself and his brother. Robert’s sister has been identified as having 

Asperger’s Syndrome, and his brother has been diagnosed with attention deficit disorder with 

hyperactivity. His sister is also majoring in art and this was the similarity most often noted by 
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Robert. He describes his brother as his “exact opposite” and that their relationship is an “oil and 

water kind of deal.” His brother is described as athletic while Robert identifies as “the band 

nerd.” He views his brother as being preoccupied with video games while he views himself as 

preoccupied with his sketch book. Despite these perceived differences, he states that he enjoyed 

sharing a bedroom with his brother and expressed sympathy for his brother a couple of times 

during our interviews. 

Ashley appeared to have a closer relationship with her sibling than Ryan or Robert did. 

She views her sibling as a friend. Ashley’s sister also has been identified as having a learning 

disability in reading. Her sister was identified at an earlier age because of Ashley’s identification. 

Her sister does not enjoy school and hopes to become a cosmetologist like their mother. 

This group viewed their family as the most important factor in their success. Their 

families are who they tell things first. Their families serve as a reference point when they 

compare themselves to others. Families are viewed as stable social relationships compared to 

relationships outside the family. Family members are often viewed as role models. Families are 

also the people who encourage the participants and instill the belief that they can achieve. 

However, family members can also create self-doubt and cause one to question decisions that are 

being made. While families can provide the confidence to pursue goals, not all families have the 

social capital necessary to navigate college selection, admission, or financial aid. 

Theme 2: People Outside of the Family 

All three participants mentioned individuals outside of the family unit. Robert and Ashley 

approached teachers at school for guidance when they were thinking about attending college. 

Ryan did not. He spent six semesters going to school online which he finally realized was not 

beneficial. He possibly could have avoided this if he had consulted adults who had attended 
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college. None of them mentioned ever talking to a guidance counselor. Friends were mentioned 

by all participants to varying degrees. High school extracurricular activities were important to all 

participants. Robert and Ashley mentioned adults who have encouraged and guided them while 

in college, but Ryan did not. 

Adults. Ryan had a paraprofessional assigned to him from 6th to 12th grade. He said that 

although she was assigned to him haphazardly, she was good at what she did. He was able to 

become valedictorian with the support that she provided, and said that they became “pretty close 

friends.” Ryan says that he is “personally not one to look for a hero” because he doesn’t “want to 

be like anyone else.” However, he has a professor who helped him realize that his “passion is 

teaching” and considered teaching at the postsecondary level. He believes this is because the 

professor “cracked my perception of what it means to teach,” and he can see himself teaching in 

a similar manner. 

 Robert admitted that his parents were not much help when he decided to attend a four-

year school because “all of that was new to them, and they knew nothing about that.” However, 

he had developed a relationship with the assistant band director so he went to him for advice. 

The assistant band director facilitated his search for schools, discussed housing and meal tickets, 

and helped him understand the application process. He also helped Robert realize that he would 

have to meet certain criteria through testing and his grade point average. After Robert began 

school, he felt overwhelmed and again turned to an adult outside his family for guidance. He did 

not understand how to choose a major and changed majors numerous times within the first 

month. He talked with someone in the Office of Disability Support who explained to him that he 

did not have to decide immediately and could take his core classes while exploring potential 

career paths. He had some difficulty in some of those core classes, and she assisted him in 
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finding solutions such as a text reader and self-assessment of comprehension as he reads. She 

also noticed when his grade point average dropped below the minimum for his scholarship. He 

says that she “she took notice of that and called me up and checked on me to see if everything 

was okay.” She assisted him in finding other sources of financial aid and revealed how he could 

pull his grade point average back up by completing work to remove incompletes on his 

transcript. 

Ashley’s parents were also unfamiliar with four-year institutions so she approached a 

teacher for advice. Her teacher was the one who suggested that she apply for a scholarship 

through vocational rehabilitation, which she won. This scholarship paid for 90% of her tuition at 

a community college and 100% at a university. Her coach who first suggested that she might 

have a learning disability has also been a source of encouragement for 11 years. Her coach 

insisted that she study for the graduation exam rather than practice because it was more 

important. She relates that she “hope(s) someday that I can encourage students and be there for 

them like she was for me.” She also found encouragement through a man who works at 

vocational rehabilitation. Many people tried to discourage her from majoring in education 

because of her reading disability and poor job prospects in education. However, he “was the one 

at the beginning who made sure that I kept doing what I really wanted to do.” 

Adults who reach beyond the limits of their professional roles have a significant impact 

on the lives of special education students. It was important for these participants to have a 

connection with adults who viewed them as individuals and demonstrated that adults took a 

personal interest in them. This connection enabled students to approach these adults for guidance 

when parents were unable to provide assistance. Notably these students were more comfortable 

approaching familiar adults rather than the professionals who had been designated to be the 
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sources of information. Adults willing to step beyond their personal roles and develop 

relationships with students continue to maintain importance even after special education students 

enroll in college. The importance of caring adults outside the family seems especially important 

to special education students who are first-generation college students. 

Friends. Ryan mentioned friends regularly both from when he was in high school and 

college. He tied this to social development, which I found somewhat odd. Ryan is someone who 

talked a great deal about personal growth, and social development is one of the areas he sees 

himself growing as a person. He articulated that he enjoys helping others and frequently seeks 

out individuals to help. He also is drawn to those with mental health problems. He says that 

“most of my friends have some type of mental disability, and you really wouldn’t know unless 

they told you or if you have a lot of experience with it.” His mother had problems with her 

physical health for many years. I believe this has led him to be comfortable in the role of 

caregiver.  

Robert focused the most on friends. Although Robert has had friends for several years, he 

still appreciates friendship more because of his years without them. One of his most memorable 

events in college “stands out cause I was just hanging out with people.” When discussing another 

college memory, he said that “it was so fun to be somewhere else having fun with a bunch of 

people.” His fondest memory of high school involved the realization that “this is what having 

friends is like” and that “I’ve met people who have something in common with me.” 

 Although Ashley frequently mentioned that people are different and that it is acceptable 

that things take longer for her, she cannot resist comparing herself to her friends at times. She 

said that it was hard for her when “all her friends had passed the graduation exam.” She also 
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commented that “all of her friends have graduated and are starting their lives.” However, she 

followed that with “that’s okay because I will graduate in December.” 

The support and affirmation that they get from strong peer relations is important in how 

the participants view themselves and their identity. Friendships are viewed by them as making 

their lives more enjoyable and providing respite from their school work. Peer relations also 

importantly include an opportunity for them to contribute to the wellbeing of others. These types 

of relationships are especially evident in their engagement with extracurricular groups. 

Extracurricular groups. All three students mentioned extracurricular groups without 

being asked directly about them. They were especially important for Robert and Ashley. Robert 

said “band kept me motivated” in high school because he “had to keep my grades up to march.” 

He also worked hard in class to complete his work so he could go to the band room once he was 

finished. Band is where he began to explore going to college because he met other students who 

were exploring postsecondary education and met the mentor who was mentioned earlier. Band 

was also important as the place where he developed his first friendships and experienced his first 

feelings of success when he “finally found a skill I thought I was good at.” He described school 

as “so gray and boring” before joining the band. 

Extracurricular groups continued to be important to Robert in college. He discussed 

memories of his time with the marching band in college during his first two years and described 

time with band mates as some of his fondest memories of college. He mentioned a disability 

support group as helping him form friendships on campus and deal with stress. He even formed 

an anime group on campus and described this as his turning point in life because it was a time he 

actually took a risk; things did not go as well as anticipated, but he was not defeated and the 

group has continued.  
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 Ashley was identified as having a learning disability through participation in volleyball. 

She had to turn in her report cards in order to try out for the team. The volleyball coach was a 

special education teacher and thought something looked amiss. She recommended that Ashley be 

evaluated to see if she qualified for special education services. Ashley stated that this coach has 

had the greatest impact on her of anyone outside of her family. Her coach continues to encourage 

her and attended a banquet at which Ashley was the guest speaker. They communicate frequently 

by text messages and see each other often since she is from a small town. 

 Ryan ascertained that he did not receive much recognition through high school for his 

achievements until his senior year. He did feel some sort of validation of his efforts through Beta 

Club and the National Honor Society. He describes one of the highlights of his college years as 

being invited to join a club for those with disabilities on campus. He relishes this for the people 

that he has met and how varied its members are. This group is different from either group 

mentioned by Robert. 

 Extracurricular activities provide an opportunity to connect with adults who serve as 

mentors. There is not the pressure of focusing on academics. This may be important because it 

provides time for adults to get to know there students, and students feel less constrained having 

to meet academic standards. Furthermore, extracurricular groups present an opportunity to 

validate achievement to students who receive little recognition in their classes. Moreover, they 

allow students to develop friendships with likeminded individuals. These groups provide a label 

which students can identify. Group affiliation is an important component of identification. 

Indeed, these college students still identify themselves with the groups they associated with 

several years ago in high school. 
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 If family is the foundation upon which identity is built, individuals outside the family 

provide the framework for identity. Adults willing to establish social relationships with special 

students become mentors to these students. These adults provide guidance that parents are unable 

to provide. They provide encouragement and motivation for students. They also become role 

models for students who are striving to decide what career they would like to pursue. Friendship 

and extracurricular groups provide meaningful social connections outside of the family. They 

furnish labels with which students can self-identify and identify themselves to others. These 

groups also supply social recognition when they rarely receive otherwise in school. 

Theme 3: Anticipated Future 

All three participants talked at length about their anticipated future. All have both short 

and long-term goals. All discussed the process of choosing a major and identifying with a career 

field. All discussed their early thoughts about choosing a career. All believe that it is important to 

enjoy the work one does. 

Choosing a major. Ryan began considering what he wanted to do earlier than the other 

two participants. He recalled contemplating what he wanted to do when he was in sixth grade, 

and he suggested that he was behind his peers in that aspect. He enjoyed playing video games as 

a child and latched on to a suggestion by an elementary teacher that he would make a good game 

designer. He originally conceived of majoring in computer science as a means to become a game 

designer, but currently envisions doing this to supplement his income. He sees himself as a 

“nerd” who enjoys computers, games and science fiction. He decided to try programming and 

“loved it.” He never wavered from his decision after that. 

 Robert had the most difficulty choosing a major. When he first thought about going to 

college, he thought about majoring in biology and becoming a zoologist. He decided in his first 
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college-level biology class that he did not want to do that. He has also been music major and a 

music education major. He is currently a senior art major. He said that he can graduate this 

summer if he makes up classes from last semester. One of the first statements about himself to 

the researcher was, “I am an artist.” Robert recounted that he “kind of swap(ped) around the arts 

in a way” when explaining his switch from music to art. He stated that he still loves biology, but 

had an epiphany that he did not want to do it for a career. He also believes that art offers more 

opportunities for employment than music.  

 Ashley did not consider what career she desired until she began college. She just knew 

that she wanted to attend college. She began college majoring in occupational therapy. She said 

it took her “a while to realize that she didn’t like the body.” When she first explored majoring in 

education, she was discouraged by others. Her father hated the idea of her majoring in education 

because of low pay, few jobs, and because he knew there would be a great deal of reading. 

Friends and teachers also discouraged her because of the amount of reading. Her mother said 

though that Ashley pretended to be a teacher when she was four or five, and she thinks “that’s 

kind of cool” that she came back to that. Ashley said that she “had to stop and decide what I 

wanted to be” and “realized money has never been important to me.” She also realized that one 

of her strengths is working with children and that this is what she enjoys. 

 Each wrote a script for themselves to affirm or create their identities and give meaning to 

their experiences. They needed a story. 

Importance of enjoying what you do. Ryan has seen many people who hate their jobs 

and thinks this is typical. He wants to avoid that. He relates, “I don’t want to wind up with just a 

regular old nine to five. You see all these people who just hate their jobs either because they 
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didn’t go to college; they couldn’t go to college; or they just didn’t think to.” He also recognizes 

that “I don’t want a third of my life to be something I hate.” 

 Robert also wants to avoid having a job that he does not enjoy. He says, “I don’t want to 

work a job that I hate. I want to do art. It’s my passion.” He recognizes that most jobs without a 

college education are low-paying. He has heard jokes about art majors, but believes “there’s 

more jobs (in art) out there if a person is willing to look for it and willing to work for it.” 

 Ashley also wants to avoid a job that she does not enjoy. She finds that time appears to 

go faster when you do something that you enjoy. She, therefore, believes that she will not mind 

the long hours required to be a teacher. Moreover she is able to tolerate unpleasant elements of 

teaching by focusing on the elements that she does enjoy. She believes other career choices 

would not have offered as many preferable elements.  

Goals. Ryan has big dreams because he tries his “hardest not to limit myself.” He 

referenced becoming a game developer numerous times during our interviews. However, when 

asked about his goals he said that working in software development was his primary vocational 

goal and that he hoped to supplement his income with game development. He eventually hopes 

to then move into academia as a professor while continuing to develop software and games. He 

has already chosen the graduate school that he hopes to attend and has researched the city in 

which the university is located. This university is outside the United States, and he has explored 

the application process for a permit to do so. He also plans to write textbooks while employed in 

academia. His short-term goals are to graduate in a few years, complete an internship, and attend 

graduate school. He expressed frustration that he has been in school for five years and has 

nothing to show for it. He also is disappointed that he has never had paid employment and 

relishes the opportunity of obtaining an internship. 
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 Robert also has lofty goals. He wants to be employed by a major animation studio. He 

hopes to open his own animation studio after gaining experience. Eventually he would like to 

become an art professor. His short-term goals are to complete the courses that he has received an 

incomplete in, graduate, complete an internship, and be accepted into a master’s program in fine 

arts. He has narrowed the graduate school he hopes to attend down to two. I was surprised that 

Robert hopes to attend graduate school because he has incompletes in courses from last semester; 

he hates reading and I question the utility a graduate degree would offer in obtaining 

employment in an animation studio or opening an animation studio. Robert is the most idealistic 

of the participants and has the loftiest goals. However, he is the only one who has incompletes in 

classes and the only one who mentioned a struggle with depression. His identity also seems to be 

more closely tied to his major and aspirations than it is for the other participants. I worry about 

what will happen to him if he remains unmedicated or is unable to find a career in his chosen 

field. 

Ashley graduates in December and has pragmatic goals. She would like to find a job 

teaching. She would prefer a job teaching younger students or teaching math. However, she said 

that she realizes that elementary jobs are often hard to obtain so she would accept any teaching 

job. Standardized testing has been a challenge for her. She has passed all of these and referenced 

this several times. She said that she has told people that she hardly knows about finally passing 

her tests. She feels that her goals are finally within her reach. Her mentor has approached 

principals about anticipated vacancies on her behalf. Ashley plans to finish her master’s degree 

one day because she knows that she can get a pay raise if she does so. Her short-term goals are to 

finish her portfolio and her observations by her supervising professor. The two male participants 

describe problems with procrastination, but Ashley is someone who works ahead. She said that 
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she has learned that she has to. She has already planned the lessons for her supervising 

professors several weeks in advance. Although she loves student teaching, she states that she is 

experiencing a high level of stress completing her portfolio. The most difficult aspect of this for 

her is that she cannot receive feedback until the end. I suspect that one of her coping strategies 

has been to solicit feedback on assignments before she turns them in. 

These participants make sense of future actions and anticipated outcomes in terms of 

their constructed life script. The life story originates to give purpose to their lives and continues 

to operate to provide meaning to their lives. The life story is enduring. 

Theme 4: Reconciling Differences 

All three students reflected on how they are different from other college students. They 

also have to do certain things differently. All receive accommodations through the Office of 

Student Disabilities. All have received support through Alabama Vocational Rehabilitation. All 

have faced academic difficulties and described setbacks they have faced in their academic 

journeys.  

Longer completion time. Although each mentioned that it has taken them longer to 

graduate than their peers, anticipated graduation dates for Robert and Ashley are typical of the 

institution that they attend. Ryan completed six semesters online through a for-profit institution. 

Although many of these credits transferred, they transferred as electives. He describes them as 

“useless.” He has completed three years at the university he currently attends, but still has two 

and a half years left. 

 This is Robert’s fifth year of college. He believes he can graduate this summer, but he has 

to make up several courses in order to do so. He described depressive symptoms which kept him 

from completing his coursework last semester. He is not currently on medication and is opposed 
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to taking medication for depression. He also has been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder for 

which he likewise does not take medication. Timing of graduation may be affected by his mental 

health. It was also noted that he said “I’m trying to graduate college hopefully this summer” 

rather than he “will graduate this summer.” 

 The participants express frustration that it has taken them longer to complete their 

degrees but are frustrated with themselves and their challenges rather than educators or society. 

Ryan explains it in part as “life isn’t fair.” Ryan lost many credits when he transferred, and this is 

where much of his delay in graduating has occurred. He has to take fewer credits at a time 

though which has slowed his progress. Robert and Ashley anticipate graduating within norms for 

the university, but both feel that they are behind their peers because it took them longer than four 

years to graduate. All participants explain their challenges in college in terms of higher education 

is something that they chose, and they knew it would not be easy. They knew that academic 

work was challenging for them but continued to pursue it. 

Academic tasks take longer. Ryan said that students are expected to study two hours for 

each hour class that they are registered: it takes him four for each hour he is registered. He 

spends the majority of his day studying. He finds this manageable for the classes that he enjoys 

but says that “it just becomes a slog from start to finish” for those he does not enjoy. He finds 

“burnout is very easy to run into” for these classes. Reading is especially difficult for him even 

when he enjoys the subject. He says, “It’s still irritating the hours I have to dump into reading 

which I already don’t like very much.” 

 Robert had difficulty with his core classes because there was so much reading. He does 

not have much difficulty now because he is an art major. His upper-level art courses require art 

production rather than reading. Reading is slow for him to begin with, but he often does not 
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remember what he reads. Therefore he has to reread several times. He has discovered that he 

reads better aloud with a text reader. However, reading aloud takes longer, and he still finds 

himself having to reread text. 

 Ashley also finds herself having to devote more time to studying than her peers. She said, 

“Everything takes more time.” It takes so much time that she knows “there is no catching up” 

once she has fallen behind. Every day is devoted to her school work. 

 Ryan and Ashley view the amount of time that they have to devote to their studies as 

unfair. It does not appear to be something that they necessarily want to change per se; however, 

they do not think their efforts are recognized by their peers or professors. They invest 

significantly more time into their studies and sacrifice many social activities associated with 

college. They do not feel that they can make mistakes and have to be more adult than their peers. 

They have incorporated this into their identity by coming to view themselves as more mature, 

more determined, and more methodological than their peers. They also think that this has 

instilled empathy for people who struggle. 

 Robert does not have to invest more time into studying than his peers because he is an art 

major and his coursework is now mostly product-based. He had to invest more time into studying 

when he completed his core classes. He found these difficult and time-consuming. However, he 

focused on his goals to help focus on his studies and found ways to compensate for his reading 

difficulties. He does not have the frustration found in Ryan and Ashley about the sacrifice. It is 

unknown if his responses would have been different if he were interviewed when he was 

enrolled in his core courses. His struggles do not appear to be incorporated into his identity. 

Accommodations and adaptations. Ryan believes other students do not have to be as 

prepared as he does. He thinks they do not have to read everything for class but can figure things 
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out by listening to lectures, taking notes, and skimming text. He, however, has “to read the entire 

thing, every word.” Math is especially difficult because he cannot type notes through word 

processing. He does well in math, but he says that it takes much effort. He is allowed to have a 

note taker in class but has not wanted to have one. He is also allowed extra time for assignments 

but has not used it. Once he was late on an assignment but did not ask for the extra time because 

he felt that the delay was not because of his disability. He is allowed extra time on tests and can 

take proctored tests alone. He can also have test read to him. He gives a letter from disability 

services to his professor that explains his accommodations. He said that all of his professors have 

been supportive. 

 Robert has had some difficulty with his core classes. He uses a text reader and checks for 

comprehension as he reads a paragraph. He rereads often. He is allowed extra time for 

assignments but does not currently use it because he does not think his reading and writing 

disabilities affect his artwork. He gives a letter from disability services to his professors. He said 

that “it hasn’t been a big deal.” The incompletes he has received are because of not completing 

his work because he was “just too tired to get up and do anything really” last semester. 

 Ashley has had to make the most adjustments to learn. She said that she has to plan to do 

her reading so that she does not get behind. She has to read all of the text rather than her peers 

who just read parts of it. She has to attend all of her classes and take notes. She knows many 

students who do not. She plans and studies more than her peers. She said that she is also not one 

who can only partially understand something and still get credit. She therefore has to ask 

questions in class and monitor her own learning. She has to use metacogniton whereas other 

students just listen in class, refer to the textbook for clarification, and repeat key phrases. She 

was able to break her Praxis into smaller tests because of her disability. 
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 These participants do not desire to gain an unfair advantage and do not utilize their 

accommodations when they believe that difficulties have not arisen from their disabilities. They 

view themselves as equals to their nondisabled peers and only access their accommodations 

when they believe their peers would have an unfair advantage otherwise. They follow Aristotle’s 

maxim “equals should be treated equally and unequals unequally” (as cited in Andre & 

Velasquez, Principles of Justice section, para. 1). 

All people are different. All three participants accept their disability labels. None of 

them make an attempt to hide it. They understand that people are different, and their disability 

label is only one of the ways people can differ. Disability is seen by them as existing on a 

continuum. 

Ryan first attended a school for the blind. Although he has been blind since birth and 

understood that he was blind as long as he could remember, he did not perceive that he was 

disabled until he attended public school. He did not realize that he received information any 

differently than anyone else until he saw others receiving material visually. He believes “there 

are no excuses unless you are comatose.” He thinks most special education students are capable 

of learning what other students learn even though it takes them longer; however, he says “Our 

system kind of likes to lump them into this pen where you are probably not going to go very far 

which is ridiculous.” He also says, “I hate the term normal.” 

 Robert says that he’s “met a lot of people who have trouble learning.” He has suggested 

that others get tested for disabilities. He has seen the writing of his peers and noticed that his 

own writing “is better somehow.” His siblings also have disabilities, and he has tried explaining 

their differences to others. He says his disability “is just not that big a deal.” 
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 Ashley speaks of recognizing differences in learners. As a future educator, she talks 

about the importance of knowing one’s students, understanding that not everyone learns the same 

way, and being open-minded that not everyone learns the same way that the teacher does. She 

also reiterates that she is not the only one who has difficulties.  

 These participants understand that everyone is unique. This allows them to accept their 

academic weaknesses in a manner that does not damage self-esteem. They do not see themselves 

as being different from other students. They may face challenges that other students do not, but 

they believe these challenges have made them better people. They have a conviction that they are 

not the only ones who struggle and advocate for others. While they do express frustration at the 

amount of time it takes them to complete academic tasks and their degrees, they do not desire to 

lower academic rigor. They merely wish for others to recognize the sacrifices they have made 

and to be viewed as equals despite their disabilities. Their stories highlight that everyone is 

different and that society should be more tolerant of differences. Their stories are not unique but 

reflect the intolerance they feel towards those who are different.  

Theme 5: Bad Things about Education 

All three students had some criticism of their educational experiences or negative 

personal observations about education. However, they differed on what they chose to criticize. 

Ryan had the most extensive criticism, despite graduating valedictorian and claiming that he had 

“very little trouble out of teachers.” He was the only one who mentioned having difficulty 

obtaining accommodations, but this could be because some of his were expensive. He had a 

paraprofessional who was assigned to him and a piece of technology that he was told cost 

$5,000. He believes that many resource classes exist because school administrators do not want 

to invest the money necessary for those students to function in inclusion classes. He views 
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resource classes as offering little chance of graduating with a regular diploma. He is also critical 

of special education teachers who are unmotivated to try teaching things differently or are just 

there to earn a paycheck. He was broad in this criticism and did not mention any teacher 

specifically. He also feels that special education teachers are short-sighted and do not think about 

how much longer students have left in school and what they will do when they leave. 

 Robert was satisfied with his experiences in special education. His criticism was reserved 

for general education. He described feeling isolated in elementary school during holidays. 

Middle school was characterized as “just so boring” and “a blur” because “nothing truly 

eventful” happened. He enjoyed high school better after he joined the band and found friends. 

However, he felt that “most of the teachers in high school were like cramming all this knowledge 

in us and saying good luck to you.” They were contrasted to his assistant band director who 

“really cared about us and wanted us to succeed in life.” 

 Ashley’s main complaints were about resource classes. She said that she does not think 

“teachers know how hard those classes are for those kids.” She said that “those classes make 

students feel like they don’t belong and can’t do the work.” She also is critical that “a lot of 

teachers don’t set a time away to plan for those who need it.” She sees the value of 

differentiation but thinks general education teachers do not think that is their job. She points 

specifically to a teacher who made her leave the room to take tests just because she could not 

take them on the computer. She said he could have simply printed it out and let her take it at the 

computer rather than stigmatizing her by making her leave. 

 Schools make an effort to assist special education students. This is recognized and 

appreciated by them. Special education teachers are generally viewed as caring about their 

students’ academic needs. Support through inclusion classes is widely praised. Accommodations 
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are greatly appreciated and deemed as essential to their success. However, when it falls short due 

to lack of knowledge or a failure to understand student needs, students feel marginalized and 

angry. 

Conclusion 

This research asked, “How do those receiving special education services understand their 

identity?” My participants understand their identity in ways similar to their peers. It is 

understood in terms of family, friends, peer groups, and career aspirations. They understand that 

they receive special education services and have to do things differently than their peers, but this 

is not central to their identity. They see their disability as a small portion of who they are. They 

do not deny or conceal it from others. It is understood academically as a weakness similar to how 

most students might understand academic weaknesses. They do not view it as defining them as a 

person or as a student. 

Their aspirations are mediated in a manner similar to other college students and take into 

account their strengths and weaknesses, personal preferences, and how they understand 

themselves. These participants face more academic obstacles than typical peers but have more 

clearly articulated goals than many (if not most) college students. They frequently use these 

goals to motivate themselves during academic difficulties. These participants all willingly 

disclose their special education services to peers and adults. They view themselves as advocates 

for those with disabilities and have incorporated advocacy for others into their identities. 

They have formed clear and coherent identity scripts which they articulate to clarify their 

experiences, find meaning in their lives and express their goals. Each has the same common 

elements. 
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Despite their differences, these students all had some commonality. Family was a key 

factor in how all of them saw themselves, and they frequently referred back to their families. 

Family members were who they mentioned most in their interviews, and they frequently 

compared themselves. All had people outside of the family that had an impact on their lives. 

Social relationships with peers were valued, and extracurricular groups provided validation of 

their efforts and a means to understand their identities. All viewed choosing a major and the 

career they envisioned as being key elements of who they are. All accepted their disability label 

and none were ashamed of it. Two viewed their academic struggles as making them better people 

and have incorporated these virtues into their identities. All had negative experiences during their 

education but decided to continue on after graduation from high school. This was in spite of the 

fact that two had mothers who were high school dropouts (Ryan and Ashley) and the other 

(Robert) attended a high school where “there was not a lot of people in my graduating class who 

wanted to go to college” because they “they didn’t see the value in any way.” They anticipated 

college as being challenging for them but set goals for themselves that allowed them to surmount 

those difficulties. 

Common themes emerged through narratives that highlight how the participants 

understand themselves. The themes of family and interactions with people outside the family 

reflect normative identity development. Despite the age difference between myself and the 

participants, I still use stories about my family and friends to illustrate who I believe I am. 

Individuals do not live in a vacuum and understand themselves in relation to others. Their stories 

also reflect a growing awareness of how they are similar and how they differ from others. They 

also utilize these stories to highlight how they have changed over time. Anticipated futures also 

reflect normative identity development for adolescents and young adults. Choosing a vocational 
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path is considered the primary accomplishment of adolescence and young adulthood. Robert 

expressed anxiety over choosing a major as a freshman because meeting new people inevitably 

led to a discussion about what his major was. Knowing one’s major or career is a tool often used 

to evaluate others, albeit stereotypically, in terms of similarities or differences to self. 

While reconciling differences is not a theme considered normative, it is a pervasive 

theme within the identity development of many groups. This theme is also found among ethnic 

minorities, gays and lesbians, and those with chronic health problems. Reconciling these 

differences allows these students to accept their differences, seek accommodations, and 

persevere through academic difficulties. They view this reconciliation as a normative process in 

the sense that they believe all have weaknesses and difficulties. Thus they view themselves as 

typical students whose weaknesses happen to impact their academics but allow accommodations 

unavailable to other students. 



74 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS, AND SUGGESTIONS 
FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Introduction 

This research asked, “How do those receiving special education services understand their 

identity in the framework of those services?” My findings demonstrate that my participants 

understand their identity in ways similar to their peers. It is understood in terms of family, 

friends, peer groups, and career aspirations. They understand that they receive special education 

services and have to do things differently than their peers, but this is not central to their identity. 

They see their disability as a small portion of who they are. They do not deny or conceal it from 

others. It is understood academically as a weakness similar to how most students might 

understand academic weaknesses. They do not view it as defining them as a person or as a 

student. 

The focus of Chapter 4 was to provide a narrative portrait of each participant and identify 

the major themes that emerged among the participants as a group. The focus of Chapter 5 is to 

connect these findings to the literature in the field and to offer implications for practice and 

suggestions for future research. I will examine the central themes identified in relation to the 

literature utilizing Erikson as the key theorist. 

McAdams (1993) theorizes that the only way to truly know another is to know his or her 

story. He goes as far as to argue that “if I want to know myself, to gain insight into the meaning 
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of my own life, then I, too, must come to know my own story” (p. 11). These stories are 

integrated to illustrate how discordant events are related, insights one has gained, and what one 

believes to be “true and good” (p. 13). These stories allow Ashley to demonstrate how she has 

grown from an insecure girl who was bullied into a confidant young women willing to speak 

before large groups, how Robert went from an isolated child who did as he was told into a person 

with many friends who plays in the aisles of stores, and how Ryan went from a socially awkward 

child to someone who views himself as a leader. Robert and Ryan naturally related their lives as 

a story. Ashley presented statements about how she views herself. She related stories to illustrate 

those traits with further prompting. This did not appear to be unnatural to her and did not require 

further explanation. 

Themes 

Theme 1: Family 

Erikson (1963, 1968) characterized families as important in many ways to identity 

development. He characterized development as proceeding in stages with each stage building on 

preceding stages. The stage of identity versus role confusion is the fifth of eight stages. The first 

three stages occur primarily within families, and therefore families are the foundations from 

which identity is built. This study supports the importance Erikson placed on the role of families 

in identity development. All three participants discussed the importance of their family in how 

they understand themselves. All three identified family members to whom they were similar, and 

two (Ryan and Robert) identified family members who served as contrasts to self. All three 

expressed that they were closer to their mothers than their fathers. Even Ryan, who often referred 

to the similarities between he and his father, characterized his relationship with his mother as 

closer (before her death) than was it was with his father. Erikson also thought that the mother 
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was central to identity development due to her role in early childcare. I speculated that this might 

not still hold true because more women work outside of the family than when Erikson developed 

his theory. It continued to hold accurate for these individuals, even though two of them (Ashley 

and Robert) referenced their mothers’ careers. Ashley even discussed her grandmother providing 

much of her childcare due to her mother’s young age, but still placed her mother as one of the 

keys to her success and as one of her role models. Ryan attended a residential school for the 

blind at the age of 2.5 until the age of 11. He regarded his social development as advancing 

quickly after he began to live with his family all the time, and the residential environment as 

being inferior to the family in that aspect. He also viewed his parents as role models. Robert had 

a more nuanced view of his family. His father discouraged him while his mother encouraged 

him. He described receiving conflicting messages from his mother at times (i.e., teaching him to 

question others but not to question her). He nonetheless listed both of them as people who have 

impacted the direction in which he is headed. 

Josselson (1988) theorizes that parents are significant because one’s parents become the 

voices in one’s head. This I regarded as evident in both Ashley and Robert. Ashley often 

repeated the mantras her parents taught her, “I can do anything anyone else can do even if it 

takes me longer” and “never give up,” during our conversations. She states that her parents 

would tell her those things when she was growing up. Her success has proven her parents 

correct, and she continues to use those words as encouragement. Robert received conflicting 

messages from his parents and his confidence vacillates. He admits to being held back by doubts 

and surprised at himself when he succeeds yet also proclaimed moments of risk-taking and self-

assurance. He is also majoring in a highly competitive field yet does not appear to doubt his 

ability to succeed in it. 
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My findings are in accord with Erikson (1963, 1968) and Josselson (1988). My findings 

support the literature in this area and demonstrate the important role parents play in the 

construction of a healthy sense of identity. This has an important implication: special education 

teachers need to foster meaningful relationships with the parents of their students. Parents’ role 

in the area of identity development is important; thus it is important that they show interest and 

support their children in their academic pursuits. Teachers should not attempt to supplant the 

roles of parents in identity development but should encourage parents to maintain close 

relationships with their children even when they are older and more independent. 

Theme 2: People Outside of the Family 

While Erikson (1963, 1968) viewed the family as where identity development began, he 

also predicted that those outside of the family would also impact identity development. Parents 

would indelibly be compared to other adults, and individuals would measure themselves against 

others and form friendship groups. Erikson (1963) foresaw that adolescents and young adults 

would over-identify themselves with others and be “remarkably clannish and cruel in their 

exclusion of all those who are different” (p. 162). 

All three participants referenced people from outside of their families impacting the 

direction of their lives. Ashley and Robert went to trusted adults when they were thinking of 

attending a university. Their parents were unable to provide guidance about applying to a 

university and did not understand the process of financial aid or how to find scholarships. No one 

mentioned approaching a guidance counselor in this area. All three students initiated contact with 

disability services about accommodations during their first semester. Robert also utilized 

disability services for career guidance, advice registering for classes, and recommendations on 

how to study for his classes. He mentioned someone in that office as having a profound impact 
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on his career by assisting him in finding alternative sources of financial aid when he lost his 

scholarship and through encouraging him. Ashley employed disability services to assist her in 

registering for standardized testing required for her major and to ensure that she received 

accommodations. She said that they also developed a timeline for her testing for teacher 

certification. She continued to receive encouragement from former teachers while enrolled at the 

university. Ryan mentioned forming a close friendship with his paraprofessional and how her 

support helped him succeed in school. 

This reinforces Erikson (1963, 1968) and demonstrates the vital role of special education 

professionals and school group leaders who provide support and possess opportunities for 

significant influence. These professionals need to understand how important they are in these 

students’ lives. School leaders need to recognize the role of such groups and encourage special 

education students to participate in extracurricular activities and individualized education 

meetings pertaining to them. Higher education administrators should also encourage 

professionals to establish rapport with students receiving disability support and for these students 

to participate in extracurricular activities within the university. The whole life of the child is 

essential to their healthy sense of identity in their academic and personal success. 

Peer groups have also had an impact on how the participants view themselves. Robert 

identifies as a “band nerd.” Most of his stories from high school, and many from college, revolve 

around band. He also identifies as an artist and discussed his affiliation with this group of people. 

He joined a group of students with disabilities at college with whom he has become close 

friends. Ashley considers herself as someone who “was really into sports and cheerleading.” 

Although she maintains that it is acceptable for people to progress at different rates, she often 

refers to her friends when evaluating herself. Brian identified with academic clubs in high school 
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and describes himself as “a nerd.” He has formed friendships through a group of students with 

disabilities that self-identify as intellectuals. Brian originally enrolled in a program that was all 

online. His “social life imploding all around” him appeared to be as big a factor in deciding to 

transfer as was the inferior quality of instruction. 

This research also supports the findings of Erikson (1963, 1968) and Josselson (1988), 

and Tajfel (1970, 1975) about the importance of peer groups in identity development. Tajfel 

predicted that group affiliation was a means by which individuals could define themselves and 

become integrated into their self-concepts. While group identification with the disability 

community was not found, group affiliation with other groups was important nonetheless. It was 

used to illustrate identity, especially while in high school. 

Theme 3: Anticipated Future 

Erikson (1980) considered a significant task of identity development as committing to an 

occupation. This commitment entails making decisions related to a vocation, establishing goals 

related to this decision, and then investing time to reach those goals. This decision requires 

adolescents to connect the roles and skills developed earlier to the occupational prototypes of the 

time period (Erikson, 1963). The connecting of the past to the future is vital to identity 

development due to its identification of the sameness and continuity of the individual who has 

transformed from a child into an adult. Erikson (1968) argues that “the choice of occupation 

assumes a significance beyond the question of remuneration and status” for adolescence because 

of its tie to identity and ideology (p. 119). 

All three participants discussed choosing a major and the occupational future that they 

envision. Robert and Ashley considered other majors and career paths than the ones that they 

were on at the time of this study. Robert experienced great stress over his inability to commit to a 
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major early. He changed majors numerous times within a short period. He considered the 

“starving artist” stereotype and decided that it was an invalid stereotype. He did not experience 

resistance from his parents when choosing a major. He sees an interest in art developing in his 

childhood, and this interest, he believes, increased his isolation as a child. However, finding 

others who were interested in the arts through band brought him a sense of belonging to a 

community. Ashley explained the struggle that she had choosing education as a major because 

her father and others did not want her to be a teacher because of low pay, too few jobs, and the 

amount of reading it required. However, she realized that money was not important to her and 

enjoying her work was. She reflected back that she pretended that she was a teacher even as a 

young child. Her major has been a struggle for her because of the amount of reading it entails 

and a continued emphasis on standardized testing. However, she takes pride in her ability to 

overcome these challenges. Choosing a major was an easier task for Ryan. He, however, also 

returned to his childhood and the passing comment of a teacher in selecting a major. His 

enjoyment of his first programming class confirmed his decision. 

My findings confirm Erikson’s (1963, 1968) conceptualization of identity development 

and demonstrate the importance of helping special education students identify aspirational goals 

that resonate with their self-identity. The value of such discussions to students should not be lost 

by school or university advisors. 

Erikson is important in the conceptualization of identity development because he is the 

theorist who conceptualized identity as a stage of development. His theory is so dominant in the 

field of identity research that nearly all theories of identity development contain elements of his 

theory (Sokol, 2009). Identity versus role confusion is the fifth of eight stages of psychosocial 

development Erikson believes a person transitions through during their lifetime. Erikson 
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considered choosing an occupational path as the primary task that occurs in adolescence. 

Although one may reexamine or reevaluate his or her choices, choosing an initial career path and 

taking steps to achieve this is seen as critical during this stage. This is the stage where 

individuals examine who they were as children, who they believe they are now, and where they 

believe they can fit into the world as an adult. Scrutiny of the past occurs in which individuals 

question whether they were just attempting to please others or imitating parents rather than being 

themselves. All of the participants discussed their career choices in-depth. All referred back to 

their childhood in the process of choosing a career just as Erikson envisioned. One referenced a 

fear of disappointing a family member because her values differed from his. 

McAdams (2003) argues that adolescents begin to craft their decisions and self-

examination into a narrative both to foster self-understanding and to illustrate to others who they 

believe they are. Stories were how these individuals understood their selection of a career path 

and how they communicated the process to me. 

Theme 4: Reconciling Differences 

All three participants discussed what they have to do differently than other college 

students. This does not tie to identity or the literature review; however, it is important for 

educators to realize that these students have to dedicate significantly more time to their studies 

than other students. It also is harder for these students to recover from mistakes such as 

forgetting to study for a test or sleeping through a class. Drive and focus seem to be central for 

the success of these participants and may explain academic achievement as much as a 

willingness to access support through disability services. Ryan and Ashley understand their 

achievement as a product of hard work, which they emulated from family members. Robert also 
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understands his achievement as a product of hard work but as a result of not wanting to work an 

“ordinary” job that he hated rather than an emulation of family members. 

Evans (2014) and Banks (2014) found that those with disabilities had to overcome 

stereotypes of being “stupid” and tended to not disclose their disability in work environments. 

All three of my participants believe that those with disabilities are stigmatized. However, Ryan 

has not been stigmatized himself because others believe his disability is tied to his eyes and not 

his brain. Robert admits that there is stigma, but does not believe it is as large as that associated 

with religion. He is also African American. Prejudice from these may also be greater than he has 

experienced from his disability. Evans (2014) identified a continuum of acceptance among those 

with a disability. On this spectrum, all three participants would be considered embracers. He 

found that most participants downplayed their differences from others. Although the participants 

in this study embraced their disabilities, they also downplayed their differences from others. 

They view abilities on a continuum and recognize that those who do not have a disability may 

also struggle academically. 

Banks (2014) argues that concealment of a disability due to negative stereotypes prevents 

those students from receiving disability support. The participants of this study were recruited 

through the Office of Disability Support and had services arranged before they even began 

classes; therefore, they were different than the students Banks researched. Banks concluded that 

minority students with disabilities constructed narratives of themselves as academic achievers. 

Despite the differences between my participants and Banks’ participants, all of the participants in 

this study also constructed narratives of themselves as academic achievers. This supports Banks’ 

finding that a narrative of one’s self as an academic achiever is vital to the success of students 
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with disabilities in higher education. Educators should help students identify areas in which they 

excel and construct narratives of themselves as achievers. 

Corrigan et al. (2010) found participants were likely to disclose their disability. These 

researchers theorized that a willingness to access services and participate in a research study 

indicate higher levels of self-acceptance and disclosure than those found typically among the 

disabled. The same holds true for this group. The director of disability services served as a 

gatekeeper. When discussing participant selection, we discussed selecting participants known to 

the gatekeeper who would be willing and able to talk about their disability in-depth.; therefore, 

all participants were individuals who accessed disability services frequently. People who work in 

disability services should be aware that those who access disability services most frequently have 

higher degrees of self-acceptance and more willingness to disclose their disabilities than other 

students. These students are potentially the ones who are the least in need of services because 

they are more likely to self-advocate. 

Dunn and Burcaw (2013) found the following themes in published narratives of those 

with disabilities: communal attachment to the disability community, self-worth and pride, 

dealing with discrimination, and finding personal meaning through the disability. Self-worth and 

pride were the only themes replicated in this study. Self-worth and pride were important 

elements of their narrative identity for my participants. This, in conjunction with Dunn and 

Burcaw’s research, suggest that self-worth and pride are important components of identity for 

those with disabilities. 

Reeve (2002) argues that identity and disability are construed differently by individuals 

based on other group memberships. Reeve (2002) and Shakespeare (1996) believe that one’s 

experiences as a person with a disability are impacted by class, age, gender, ethnicity, race, and 
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sexual orientation. This study was a narrative and therefore not comprehensive enough to address 

this topic. However, one participant did relate that his experience as a member of a non-

mainstream denomination entailed more discrimination and prejudice than he had experienced 

through having a disability. He was African American and is presumed to have experienced 

prejudice from that membership although he never mentioned such. He described discovering 

that he had a disability as one of relief. These categories did not emerge during this research but 

merit further investigation. 

Watson (2002) found that most individuals do not view their impairment as central to 

their identity. While they do not deny their impairment, most do not view a sense of physical 

identity as equivalent to who they are as individuals or incorporated their impairments into their 

identity in such a manner that the impairment was normalized. He suggests that the disabled tend 

to desire to assimilate into the mainstream rather than be recognized as different. This was also 

true for the participants in this study. Each recognized how they are different but minimized it 

similar to the way typical students might recognize that they are not good in math or do not like 

writing. 

Shakespeare (1996) identifies five categories within the social process model of 

understanding disability. These categories were discussed in Chapter 2. This group understands 

their disabilities in terms of the fourth category, which is based on definitions and instruments 

that label people as disabled. Shakespeare argues that these definitions and instruments are often 

arbitrary. Ashley and Robert explained how they struggled in reading in elementary school, 

which led to testing. They then discussed how their scores fell within the disability category. 

They referred to other students who did not meet the criteria or those whom they believed should 

be tested. Robert referred to friends with poor grades and how their difficulties sounded similar 
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to his. He said that he suggested to friends that they be tested to see if they had an undiscovered 

disability. He expressed gratitude that his teachers noticed that he struggled and referred him for 

testing rather than making him discover that something was wrong himself. Ashley says that she 

knows that she is not the only one in classes who struggles although she might be the only one 

who has a label. She discovered this through group work in her college classes and through her 

work with students in elementary school. Ryan also understands his disability in terms of 

instruments that measure visual acuity and that his vision falls within a certain range that meets 

the criteria for legally blind. 

I concur with Shakespeare (1996) that the definitions and instruments utilized to 

categorize students with disabilities are arbitrary. The students also view these instruments as 

arbitrary. I have frequently had conversations with teachers who also view them as arbitrary. I 

have never heard someone argue that a child who was classified as qualifying for special 

education services should not partake of them, but I have often heard complaints about children 

not qualifying because their scores were off by a few points or that their score profile did not 

meet the criteria for any category. This complaint is frequent for students who are classified as 

slow learners; they are expected to learn at a slow rate across all areas so they do not qualify as 

having a learning disability but their scores are a few points too high to qualify as having an 

intellectual disability. I believe this ties to the politicalization of education and how funding is 

allocated. School systems are unwilling to provide special services that cost more unless they are 

required to do so or are reimbursed for them. Schools are penalized for audits that find students 

deemed misclassified. Teachers and building-level administrators recognized the unjustness of 

this. Some students also perceive that not everyone is getting the level of support that they need.  
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Theme 5: Bad Things about Education 

This theme does not pertain to identity and therefore was not covered in the literature 

review. Only students who received special education services while in high school participated 

in this study so it is unknown if this theme would have emerged if students in general education 

were to tell their narratives. I was surprised about the emergence of this theme because the 

questions asked did not address the perceived quality of students’ education. The student who 

did not face prejudice and graduated valedictorian was the one who expressed dissatisfaction 

with his secondary education the strongest, which was also astonishing. Resisting the provision 

of supports was construed by Ryan as indication that certain students do not matter. Resource 

classes were interpreted by Ashley as indicating that she was not capable of doing certain things 

and did not belong with her peers. The focus on academics was inferred by Robert as evidence 

that he did not matter as a person to his teachers. An uninteresting curriculum was presupposed 

by Robert to mean that college and work would be dull. Luckily for these students, they were 

able to obtain encouragement through their families and other adults who led them to continue 

their education at the postsecondary level. 

There is significant research on the importance of students believing that their teachers 

care about them as individuals and know them personally. However, a search with Academic 

Search Premier did not locate research about whether focusing on academics creates an 

environment in which students feel devalued. I was also unable to locate research within the past 

five years about student perceptions of resource classes or student perceptions of denying 

resources. Further research needs to be conducted in this area. These issues seemed of utmost 

importance to these individuals and research in this area could have profound implications. It is 
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essential that educations consider how services impact identity and those services should be 

presented in a way that does not marginalize individuals. 

School administrators have a tremendous impact on school climate. They need to create 

the conditions where teachers are comfortable (and encouraged) to get to know their students. 

Teachers cannot help shape students’ self-perceptions without first understanding what those 

perceptions are. Students are not willing to share their self-perceptions unless they believe that 

others know them as individuals. Teachers need to have conversations with students about how 

everyone is unique and has difficulty in some areas. 

Students receiving special education services need to construct an identity that 

encompasses learning rather than one that focuses on their deficits. Learning spans across many 

fields. For Robert, it was learning how to play a musical instrument and memorize music. For 

Ashley, it was learning to compete in athletic sports. This demonstrated that they could excel in 

some areas and allowed them to explore other areas where they might find success.  

Extracurricular activities can provide those experiences which help build a sense of self-worth. 

Literary Elements 

Despite being blind, Ryan provided the most descriptive settings. His settings were often 

places of solitude, such as the room in which he studied or the room to which he retreated in high 

school to complete his work. Robert’s settings tended to be communal in nature, such as the band 

room, the band field, or places he traveled with others. Ashley’s settings were often nondescript, 

such as the kitchen in her parents’ house. 

Ryan’s scenes focused on perseverance and learning. Even when he described scenes 

with others, he portrayed himself as someone who was watching and learning rather than 

interacting. Robert’s scenes tended to portray interactions with others both in his family and in 
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school. His scenes with his father were generally negative. His scenes with other family 

members were generally positive, although I sense he sometimes feels isolated when with his 

family. Ashley’s scenes focused on overcoming adversity and affirmation from others. 

Ryan’s characters were multidimensional. He stated that he does not view anyone as a 

hero nor does he want one. He described others as both good and bad. Robert contrasts his 

characters against one another. Friends and family are central to his stories. Ashley’s characters 

were mainly family and adults who encouraged her. Those who discouraged her were not well-

developed as characters. 

Ryan views the theme of his life as being the best he can be and helping others. His 

stories reflect that. He is ambitious and goal-oriented. McAdams (1993) refers to this as agency. 

Robert states that the theme of his life is that he has followed his dreams. While this theme is 

found in some of his stories, it is not found throughout. His stories also have themes of 

overcoming self-doubt, discovering himself, and connecting with those outside of his family. 

McAdams (1993) refers to this as communion. Ashley considers the theme of her life is that she 

is one who never gave up. Her stories also reflect this. However, I would not classify her theme 

as one of agency. She is not someone who values power or has a desire to be the best. Her desire 

is to be one who perseveres against her struggles and overcame her own self-doubt. Money and 

prestige are not important to her. She discusses her desire to help others in choosing her major 

and admiration for those from outside her family who have assisted her. She is also one who 

desires communion. 

I agree with McAdams’ (1993) premise that life stories can be analyzed with literary 

elements. I found scenes, themes, and tones useful in understanding the participants. McAdams 

was correct that people are familiar with utilizing stories to understand others. I was aware of 



89 

scenes and tones as the participants spoke. Theme was something that I had to examine after I 

typed their stories. I found it to be the most useful, and I think it provided a deeper understanding 

of the participants and what was important to them. Theme is connected to who they believe they 

are, and it is how they connect who they were as children to who they are now and to where they 

believe their lives are headed. Goals may change. Certain stories may be edited and eventually 

replaced by new stories. Their themes though are the filters they use to understand their lives 

now and what their life will be in the future. 

Limitations 

 This study was narrative and therefore shares the limitations inherent in narrative inquiry 

and all qualitative research. This sample is not representative of the population as a whole, and 

therefore findings may not be generalizable. A gatekeeper was involved in the recruitment of the 

subjects. Subjects volunteered to participate in this study, which also limits how representative 

they are of the population as a whole. The information provided by the subjects is subjective and 

cannot be verified. The information provided by the participants may have been selective, 

recalled incorrectly, or embellished. The focus of the research may have motivated participants 

to construct their narratives in a manner in which they typically would not. 

The scope of this research was limited to three subjects at one university which limits the 

generalizability of their experiences. Prior research on the topic of how those receiving disability 

services understand their identity in terms of these services is limited. This research was an 

attempt to fill this void but this attempt still lies in the initial stages of understanding this topic. 

The researcher is older than the participants and works as a special education teacher. This may 

have influenced the interactions between the participants and researcher. 
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The contributions of my findings are that they generally support the findings in the field. 

They provide insight into the lived experiences of students which can provide important 

understanding for those who work in disability services or with special education students. It 

provides insight into an area where little research has been conducted and provides suggestions 

for further research. 

Implications for Practice 

 Students should be understood as a whole and not in terms of their disabilities. These 

students view their disabilities as a small part of who they are. Failing to understand students 

holistically rather than in terms of their disability is a mistake I think teachers often make. I 

know that I have. I think part of the emphasis that is placed on paperwork contributes to this. 

Special education students are classified into categories, and this is reinforced at least at each 

annual review because it has to be discussed. Accommodations are often based on the category 

of placement. Strengths and weaknesses are also addressed annually and are often discussed in 

terms of the category of the disability. Deviating from the representation of a disability category 

too far requires written explanation. Paperwork has become so onerous that I have been 

encouraged to use a script and fill in the blanks. 

 Students from working class families often lack the social capital required to navigate 

admission and acquisition of financial aid at the postsecondary level. They often approach 

teachers with whom they have a relationship to assist in this endeavor. Teachers serve as 

advisors, mentors, and inspiration to many of their students. Showing an interest in students as 

individuals is the key to fostering such relationships. While much research has shown the 

importance of early education, secondary teachers are the ones these participants identified as 
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influencing their decision to attend college. This appears to be more important to those from 

working-class families. 

 Those who work with special education students should foster relationships with families. 

Families have a key role in identity development that cannot be replaced. Educators who work in 

conjunction with families are more likely to help students become successful. Students who 

receive special education services or assistance through disability support should be encouraged 

to participate in extracurricular activities. These activities can connect students to mentors, help 

them receive recognition when it may otherwise be lacking, and provide a positive means of 

social identification. Administrators should encourage those who work with special education 

students to have rapport with them. These students are most likely to seek guidance from those 

they know. Those who work in disability services or with special education students should help 

them form aspirational goals that are consistent with their identities. Students should be active 

participants in discussions about their futures and should consider not just aptitude but also 

interest. Educators should also help special education students find areas in which they excel and 

construct a narrative of themselves as achievers. Those who work in disability services should be 

aware that those who visit most frequently are not those who have the most severe disabilities 

nor are they the most in need. These are the individuals who have accepted their disability and 

are most comfortable talking about it. They can discuss their disabilities and needs with others. 

They are comfortable approaching professors about accommodations. Outreach is necessary for 

many of those who qualify for support through disability services. Self-worth and pride are 

important for those who have disabilities to succeed. Those who work with students with 

disabilities should also be aware that there is arbitrariness as to who qualifies for services. Not 
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everyone who struggles academically qualifies as having a disability. While these students may 

not legally qualify for accommodations, they also need encouragement and guidance. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how those who received special education 

services in secondary schools and later attend a four-year postsecondary institution understand 

their identity within the context of those services. The researcher attempted to do this through 

multiple interviews of three students at a regional university. 

 One suggestion for further research would be to interview students who received special 

education services at the secondary level, attend a four-year university, and do not receive 

accommodations. This study could possibly illuminate why certain students are unwilling to 

utilize the accommodations to which they are entitled. 

A second suggestion for further research would be to interview students who utilize 

accommodations at the postsecondary level but do not graduate. This could possibly demonstrate 

what barriers are insurmountable and if these are the same as typical college dropouts. 

A third suggestion would be to replicate this study at different institutions to examine 

whether these themes remain consistent. This could possibly confirm whether or not these 

themes are widespread. 

A fourth suggestion would be to examine how ethnicity, social class, and religion impact 

identity for those who receive special education services. Robert was the only participant who 

expressed relief about qualifying for special education services. He was also the only African 

American, and the only one from a religious denomination that is not mainstream. It would be 

beneficial to have a clear understanding of how those factors affect identity development of 

special education students and if relief is a common feeling for certain populations. 
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A fifth suggestion would be to explore identity development of those who struggle 

academically but do not qualify for special education services or are not referred for testing. 

Teachers and students are aware that certain students function as special education students but 

do not receive support through special education or disability services. What are the experiences 

of these students? 

Participants disclosed negative experiences with education which suggest further areas of 

study concerning student experiences. Researchers could examine whether focusing on 

academics leads some students to believe that the teacher is only interested in content and not in 

them as a person. Researchers could examine student perceptions of resource classes and 

whether students interpret these as indicating that they are incapable of doing what other students 

are doing. How does this affect student engagement and identity formation? Researchers also 

could examine how denying resources or resisting the provision of resources is interpreted by 

students. Do they view this as an indication that they are not worth the investment? Does this 

foster hostility toward the school? 

In closing, I would like to thank my participants for sharing their stories and improving 

my understanding of how special education students understand their identity in light of special 

education services. Their stories are even more inspiring because they are all first-generation 

college students. Many students attend college because that is what most individuals in their 

families do. These students chose to attend on their own and overcame the challenges that first-

generation college students do, in spite of their disabilities. The participants in this study all had 

mild disabilities, and the findings of this study are not representative of those with more severe 

disabilities. Those with severe disabilities may be unable to attend college, verbally express a 

sense of identity to others, or need to self-disclose in order to be identified. This study has been 
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useful to me as a special education teacher and provides insight into the lives of my students. I 

hope that those similar readers of this study find it insightful.
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Interview Protocols 

1.  Initial Interview 

 I’d like you to think about your life as if it were a book. Each main part of your life is a 

chapter. You may have as many or as few chapters as you’d like but I’d suggest no fewer than 

three and no more than eight. Give each chapter a name and a brief description. I don’t need the 

whole story here. Just give me a sense of your story’s outline. 

 I am going to ask you about nine key events in your life as a student. Think of an event as 

a specific moment that stands out for some reason. An event could be a conversation or decision. 

It would not include a year in high school because this is too long to be an event. That would be 

more like a chapter. Include details such as the time and place, people involved, actions, thoughts 

and feelings surrounding the event. Describe in detail what happened, where you were, who was 

involved, what you did, what happened, and what you were thinking or feeling at the time. What 

impact did this key event have on you, and what does it say about who you are or were as a 

person?  Did this event change you in any way?  Try to be specific. (Refer back to this section to 

expand responses). 

1.  What has been the high point or most wonderful moment in your life story as a student 

so far? 

2. What has been the lowest or worst point in your educational life so far? 

3. What has been a turning point in your life or a point that you experienced a significant 

change in how you understood yourself as a student?  It may not have been understood as 

such at the time but when looking back, you see it as symbolizing a significant change in 

your life. 
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4. What is one of the earliest memories that you have of school?  This doesn’t have to seem 

like an especially important memory. It is just one of your earliest memories. 

5. What is a memory of your childhood, positive or negative that stands out today? 

6. What is a memory from middle school that stands out today? 

7. What is a memory from high school that stands out today?    

8. What is a memory from college that stands out? 

9. What is one other memory from your life as a student that stands out?  It may be from 

long ago or fairly recent.  

2.  Second Interview 

The first part of the interview focused on your story as a student. Do you have anything that you 

would like to add to our previous conversation?  The second part will focus on the main people 

in your life story, where you are headed, and where you are now.  

Each person’s life has a few important people. These might be parents, siblings, spouses, lovers, 

friends, coworkers, mentors, or children. I want you to describe four of the most important 

people who have impacted the direction you are going in school. At least one of these should be 

a person to whom you aren’t related. Please specify the kind of relationship that you had or have 

with each person and what impact they have had on your goals. (After hearing description)  Do 

you have any heroes or heroines in your life?  Who?  What do you admire about that person? 

Now that you have told me a little about your past and present, I’d like you to think about the 

future. Most of us have plans or dreams about what we’d like to get out of life and hope for the 

future. These plans or dreams provide lives with goals, interests, hopes, aspirations, and wishes. 

Describe your present dream, plan or outline of the future. Also, tell me if your dream or plan 

enables you to be creative in the future or make a contribution to others.  
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All lives include significant conflicts, unresolved issues, problems, and times of great stress. 

Please describe two areas in your life where you are experiencing significant stress, a major 

conflict, a difficult problem, or challenge. These shouldn’t be small problems such as getting the 

car fixed or sleeping through class. Although these problems can have a major impact on your 

everyday life, they don’t have much to do with your personal story or the meaning of your life. 

Describe in detail the nature of the stress, conflict, problem or challenge, a brief history, and your 

plan for dealing with it.  

3.  Concluding interview 

The first two interviews focused broadly on your life story. Is there anything you would like to 

add to our previous conversations?  For this last interview, I’d like to find out how receiving 

special education services has affected your life story.  

1.  Describe how you found out that you received special education services. Tell me 

how you felt about this at the time and what you thought it meant. 

2. How has your understanding of special education services changed with time? 

3. What perceptions do you think others hold of special education students? 

4. Is there anything that you have to do differently than other college students? 

5. What kept you motivated in school and led you to continue your education? 

6. Who have you told that you receive special education services, and how do you 

decide who to tell and how much to disclose? 

7. Describe a conversation you have had with someone about your disability. This 

conversation can have occurred at any point in your life. Tell me who the 

conversation was with; when it occurred; what was said; and what sticks out in your 

mind about this conversation. 
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8. What are your strengths and weaknesses as a student? 

Drawing to a conclusion, look back over your entire life as a student. Do you see a central theme, 

message, or idea that runs throughout?  What do you see as the major theme of your school life?  

Is there anything you would like to add about your life story or about your experiences with 

special education?  Do you have any questions?
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